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Introduction 

 Child labor is one of the most urgent challenges of our time. According to the International 

Labor Organization (ILO) and the United Nationõs Childrenõs Fund (UNICEF), it is estimated that 

between 158 and 200 million, or one out of every six, children are engaged in child labor. Children 

involved in child labor are most commonly from rural areas or impoverished families and must work 

in order to contribute to the familyõs survival. This work is damaging to a childõs mental, physical, 

and emotional development and interferes with his or her education. UNICEFõs definition of child 

labor is as follows: 

·  Ages 5-11: At least one hour of economic work or 28 hours of domestic  

work per week.  

·  Ages 12-14: At least 14 hours of economic work or 28 hours of domestic  

work per week.  

·  Ages 15-17: At least 43 hours of economic or domestic work per week.  

 

 This issue of child labor is a critical global problem, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 

one in three children (69 

million) are child laborers, and 

South Asia, where there are 

approximately 44 million 

children in the workforce.  

 

While the long-term goal of 

this committee should be the complete abolition of child labor around the world, some problems 

Percentage of child laborers around the world 
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must be addressed immediately. Nearly three quarters of child laborers are engaged in the worst 

forms of child labor, including trafficking, armed conflict, slavery, sexual exploitation, and hazardous 

work. Because these forms of labor are considered the most damaging, they are the issues that must 

be addressed most immediately. 

  In addition to having dire consequences in the short run, child labor will have a heavily 

detrimental effect on the economy in the futureñby the year 2020, 730 million new workers will 

have joined the adult workforce. The vast majority of these will be from developing countries where 

child labor is a serious problem; thus, many adult workers will be former child laborers and the 

negative effects of their work will manifest in the future.  
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Background 

 Although child labor is an ancient practice, there was a massive increase in the exploitation 

of children after the Industrial Revolution, between 1780 and 1840. Machines began to replace 

manual labor and factory owners found that children were a cheap source of labor to run those 

machines. Children were expected to contribute to the family budget and often worked long hours 

at dangerous jobs and received much lower wages than adults.  

 

 

 Britain was the first nation to pass laws regulating child labor. Between 1802 and 1878, a 

series of regulations gradually limited working hours, improved conditions in factories, and 

established a minimum age for working children. Other European countries and the United States 

eventually followed Britainõs example and adopted similar laws protecting children. However, these 

regulations were not codified internationally until after the formation of the United Nations in 1948.  

Young boys working in the packing room of a factory in Evansville, Indiana 
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 The International Labor Organization (ILO) has established several conventions that deal 

with child labor. In 1957, the ILO established the Abolition of Forced Labor Convention (C105) is 

an update to the 1930 Convention on Forced Labor. It outlaws all forms of compulsory labor as a 

means of discipline, suppression, or economic gain.  

 The Minimum Age Convention (C138) was adopted in 1973 and requires that governments 

establish a minimum age for employment that is consistent with the fullest physical and mental 

development of children. This convention is a revision of several previous conventions dealing with 

the minimum age of workers in various fields, including industry, agriculture, underground work, 

and trimmers and stokers. It has been ratified by 149 nations, not including the United States.  

 In 1999, the ILO established the Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention (C182). This 

convention lists certain forms of child labor as 

those that need to be most urgently addressed, 

including the sale and trafficking of children, 

forced labor, and the use of children in armed 

conflict. By ratifying this convention, a country 

commits to taking action to eliminate these forms 

of child labor immediately. C182 also condemns 

work that by its nature or circumstances is likely 

to be detrimental to the physical or mental 

development of children, known as Worst Form 

Hazards Faced by Children at Work. These 

conditions are determined individually by each 

Child soldier from Sudan 
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ratifying country, but the ILO recommends that they focus on younger children, girls, and other 

particularly vulnerable children or those with special needs.  

 UNICEFõS 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child is a legally binding instrument that 

sets out the basic rights of children, including non-discrimination; devotion to the best interests of 

the child; the right to life, survival, and development; and respect for the views of the child. It 

protects these rights by setting standards in health care; education; and legal, civil, and social 

services. The convention has been ratified by 194 states, including every member of the United 

Nations except the United States and Somalia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
McDonald 7 

Current Status 

        Over 200 million children are worldwide are involved in child labor due to their dire living 

conditions. Working is a means of survival for children and their families in numerous poverty-

stricken areas, including those in which child labor is illegal. Child labor and trafficking can be 

attributed for the most part to the following causes: 

¶ Poverty, which greatly limits vocational and economic opportunities in rural areas in 

particular and forces families to use all available means to increase their meager 

incomes; 

¶ Inadequate educational opportunities, which motivate children to leave their families 

in search of educational advantages; 

¶ Ignorance among families and children about the risks of child labor and trafficking; 

¶ Migration of adults from rural villages to urban slums, which exposes their children 

to greater risks; 

¶ High demand among employers for cheap and submissive child labor; 

¶ Ease of travel across regional borders; and 

¶ Inadequate political commitment to dealing with those who use child labor or are 

involved in trafficking children across borders. 

 In regions of Afghanistan, male children whose fathers have been lost in war were forced to 

work due to the Taliban rule that women cannot study or work. Children who have lost both their 

parents work on streets, selling trinkets to passers-by, often with meager results. Even families with 

able and present adults have a difficult time finding work, leaving it up to the children to find labor 

to help support their families. In manual labor situations such as the numerous carpet factories, 
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Young girl working in a mine 

children are more desirable workers because of their resilience and the lower wages they can receive. 

Once they are too old to work in a factory, however, their future is very bleak. 

 There are ways in which children are used as a means to earn even more than their parents 

can, through the selling of their bodies via prostitution. In third world countries like Mozambique 

and Angola, many children either live with families who cannot support themselves or attempt to 

support themselves alone, living in extremely crowded slums. Even for children as young as 9 to 15, 

prostitution is a way to provide financial support, especially if they are handicapped or injured and 

cannot perform physical labor. Although some young 

girls can find work as domestic servants, even they 

are prone to entering this lifestyle as their 

vulnerability often leads them to move to 

prostitution, at risk of abuse. In other parts of the 

world, such as Zimbabwe, children have little choice 

in entering the workforce. The numerous diamond 

fields are run by troops who assert their authority 

through violence. Children work alongside adults in 

brutal conditions, not by choice but by coercion.  

 Though this may seem as though it is only an issue for third world countries to consider, 

that is most definitely not the case. While many of these countries have more dire situations with 

conditions that lead to increased child labor, developed countries play a large role in the issue as 

well. Not only do richer countries house many of the massive companies whose sweatshops and 

factories provide the very places in which these children suffer, they also are the countries that have 

the capability to boost the economic status of third world countries, which can help the situation of 
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child labor. While developing countries statistically 

have many more child laborers than developed 

nations do (which is not to say that developed nations 

do not have child laborers), developed nations are 

certainly obligated to address this issue as well.  

 The issue of child labor has been discussed in 

numerous UN forums as well as non-governmental 

organizations. Unfortunately, child labor is still a 

widespread and relevant issue today, but 

dialogue has helped further the rights of 

children and therefore should be treated as important material in your debate of the issue.  

 

UNHCR 

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (not to be confused with the 

United Nations Human Rights Council) has discussed this issue, particularly regarding 

refugee children. These children, often living in destitute conditions without parental figures, 

are forced to work in dire conditions and often resort to the same inhumane labor described 

above. Their discussions and ideas can be brought up in committee to complement those 

ideas and discussions of the UNHRC itself. 

 

ILO 

The International Labor Organization has started a program called the International 

Program on the Elimination of Child Labor, which sets out the ILOõs Global Action Plan to 

Third world children often work on first world products 
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Eliminate Child Labor. They have also hosted The Hague Global Child Labor Conference, 

and have supported the òWorld Day Against Child Labor,ó which will take place on 12 June 

2010. Their complementary newsletter to the International Program on the Elimination of 

Child Labor has provided important details as well as accurately documented both the 

progress and setbacks of the issue. IPEC partners with governments, private businesses, 

NGOs, employersõ and workersõ organizations, and various other groups in order to achieve 

the total eradication of child labor.   The ILO Conventions on Child Labor outline 

regulations that have been put into place. Convention No. 182 and Recommendation No. 

190 illustrate the worst forms of child labor that require instant attention from the 

worldwide community. These are meant to be more short-term goals, as opposed to the 

longer-term goals set out by numerous other UN documents. The ILO also has a 

Convention No. 138 and a Recommendation No. 146 that set out specific ages for different 

types of work. For example, hazardous work may only be done by those over 18 (16 under 

drastic conditions), but 15 is the basic minimum age to do work, and light work can be done 

between the ages of 13 and 15. These parameters can be discussed in committee, as 

countries may have varying viewpoints on the ideal age for people to begin working. Finally, 

the ILOõs Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work addresses the 

foundation of these issues and lays out more of a foundation for the issue of child labor. 

 

NGOs 

Numerous organizations all around the world have been working to eliminate child 

labor. The International Configuration of Free Trade Unions is currently organizing the 

òGlobal Unions Campaignó to stop child labor around the world. Various unions around the 
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world have participated, though some have questioned whether it would negatively affect 

those relying on income from child labor. More region-specific organizations such as the 

Rugmark Foundation have also been very effective in focusing on the specific concerns of a 

region. The Rugmark Foundation in particular has worked in India, Nepal, and Pakistan to 

not only eliminate child labor but also integrate education programs for former child 

workers to help ease them into a return to healthy society. 
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Bloc Positions 

 North America and Western Europe: Although child labor is generally less prevalent in the west, 

this bloc is still a major contributor to the problem. For example, in 2007 the Firestone Tire and 

Rubber Company came into the spotlight due to the fact that child labor was involved in its factories 

in Liberia. In many other cases, major western manufacturing companies have used child labor in 

third world nations as a cheap source of labor that they cannot get in the west. The United States is 

one of the two countries that have not signed the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which 

provides the strongest protection against child labor.  

 Africa: Many of the poorest countries in the world are located in Africa and this continent is 

considered the most affected by child labor. Of the 250 million children that are part of the labor 

force worldwide, it is estimated that 32% work in Africa. Most of these children work in agriculture 

or mining. Trafficking in child labor also occurs along numerous routes in Africa where 

governments have done little to eliminate it. Although local governments, child welfare experts, 

community leaders, and human rights activists have begun educating parents about the dangers of 

child labor, many families living in poverty feel that they have no other option.  

 Asia: There is evidence that child labor is an increasing problem in China, although no 

official figures are available. At least 10 million children in China are out of school and half of those 

are working in factories. In some rural provinces, 20% of the work force is made up of children. 

Furthermore, the rate of kidnapped children has increased significantly and kidnapped children are 

often forced into prostitution or factory work. Although Russia has very specific laws regarding 

child labor, these laws are not always enforced successfully; officially, children under sixteen are 

prohibited from any full time employment and those under eighteen are prohibited from overtime 

or nighttime work. In India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, children frequently work as domestic 
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servants as well as in factories. However, some attempts to rectify the situation have been 

successfulñfor example, UNICEF, factory owners in the garment industry, and other organizations 

collaborated to replace child laborers with adults and rehabilitate the children by placing them in 

schools. In other regions of Asia, children work on fishing boats and in sweatshops owned by 

Western companies, and are frequently sold into prostitution.  

 Latin America: Child laborers in Latin America work in agriculture for the most part, 

harvesting coffee, bananas, sugar cane, sisal, tobacco, oranges, and other produce. In Colombia, only 

60% of children complete primary school; many of those that do not work in agriculture in rural 

areas, and there are thousands of homeless children living in poverty in all the major cities. In 

Guatemala, Nicaragua, and other nations of Central America, children frequently work in illegal 

sweatshops in extremely dangerous conditions.  
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Question to Consider 

¶ How can the United Nations eliminate child labor in regions where it is most 

prevalent, such as Africa and South Asia? 

¶ How should ILO conventions be enforced, considering the fact that many nations 

that have ratified these conventions do not abide by them? 

¶ Which forms of child labor are the most in need of immediate attention? 

¶ To what extent are developed nations responsible for contributing to the solution to 

this problem in the developing world? 

¶ As child labor is reduced around the world, how can child labors be rehabilitated and 

educated? 

¶ What new sources of income can replace child labor for families living in extreme 

poverty? 

¶ How can the UNHRC further the education of parents about the dangers of child 

labor and trafficking? 

¶ How can the United Nations incentivize the elimination of child labor? 
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Recommended Sources 

¶ The United Nations website: http://www.un.org/ 

¶ The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights website: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Pages/WelcomePage.aspx 

¶ UNICEF website: http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_childlabour.html 

¶ The UN Refugee Agency: http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home 

¶ The International Labor Organization: http://www.ilo.org/ 

¶ Human Rights Watch: http://www.hrw.org/ 

¶ Amnesty International website: http://www.amnestyusa.org/all-

countries/somalia/page.do?id=1011237 

¶ Various news sources, such as The New York Times, The Economist, Bloomberg, etc. 
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