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Child labour : tokenism again 

YET ANOTHER charade was enacted in New 
Delhi last week when the Union ministry of 
labour amended the Schedule to the toothless 
Child Labour Act to ban child labour in eight 

more occupations. Now children below 14 will be barred 
from stone cutting and processing that exposes them to sili­
cosis; from mechanised fishing; timber loading; food pro­
cessing, the beverage industry etc. The Act already lists 72 
other hazardous processes and occupations where child work 
is prohibited. 

Significantly, the notification does not include agriculture 
which employs over half of India's child workers. This 
reflects the tokenism behind the move that came on June 12, 
the World Day Against Child Labour. The Child Labour Act 
is meant primarily for external con­
sumption by the international anti-
child labour lobby. This is apparent 
from the labour ministry's own fig­
ures of violations and convictions 
under the Act. Between 1997-98 
and 2005-06, there were 6,70,000 
violations but only 22.588 convic­
tions. That makes for a wonderful 
conviction rate of 3.37%. 

Clearly, Indian society still does 
not consider child labour as a 
crime. Local administrations 
invariably stall attempts to rescue 
child labourers; labour and police departments shy away 
from prosecution of employers; the judiciary gives the light­
est punishments for violations; and many parents and the 
public at large see little wrong with putting children to work 
instead of sending them to school. 

Census-2001 recorded 12.6 million child labourers in the 
country which the activists say is a gross underestimate as the 
real figure is five times higher. Even the Census data reflects 
an increase in the figure since the 1991 Census when it was 
11.2 million. Among the states that recorded the highest num­
ber of child workers are Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya 
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan, with the last two states 
recording sharp rise. 

Clearly, the economic restructuring in the 9()'s led to a 
growth in child labour, despite the enactment of the Child 
Labour Prohibition Act in 1986, the announcement of a 
National Policy the following year and sharply rising alloca-
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tions for schemes to curb child labour. Nearly half the union 
labour ministry's budget goes to anti-child labour schemes 
but with limited results on the ground. 

The twenty year old flagship National Child Labour 
Project Scheme (NCLP) now covers 250 districts in 20 
states. The 7000 odd NCLP schools meant to provide edu­
cation to child workers, as an option to labour, cater to only 
4.20 lakh children. The education and facilities they provide 
are poor because allocations for the schools are skimpy. But 
they serve the purpose of tokenism. 

On the eve of the World Day against Child Labour, 
Delhi's labour department made its own token gesture by 
rescuing sixty odd trafficked children from the city's zar-
dosi sweatshops where they slogged 14-hour days for a 

pittance. The children's tales are 
depressingly familiar. A year ago, 
my own research into the zari 
work industry in Delhi revealed 
that thousands of Muslim boys 
from Bihar and Bengal arc bond­
ed workers in small units operat­
ing in poorer parts of the city. My 
sources, conservatively, estimat­
ed that the zari children number 
some forty thousand under-18 
but Census 2001 puts the entire 
figure of child labour in Delhi at 
about that number. 

NGOs invariably complain that officials are indifferent 
to the plight of such bonded children and it takes tremen­
dous persistence to get the police and labour departments to 
raid workshops and rescue children. 'Rescued' children find 
themselves wedged between the devil and the deep, the 
choice being sweated labour or starvation.-.Neither official­
dom nor the NGOs take on the responsibility of rehabilita­
tion. The children are at best packed off to their impover­
ished village homes and sooner or later find their way back 
to another urban sweatshop.) 

The chaos caused in Delhi and Mumbai by large scale 
rescue operations without adequate provision for housing the 
children and rehabilitating them has led to yet another token 
gesture, the announcement on June 12 of a protocol for res­
cue and rehabilitation of migrant child labourers. That 
should give the government something to tout at the next 
international conference - and the next election. ■ 
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