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Bhutan

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

Statistics on the number of working children in Bhutan are unavailable.
457

  Children are found working in 
agriculture, particularly on family farms.

458
  Foreign child workers are found in road construction.

459
  In 

cities, children are found working as domestics and child care workers.
460

  Children also work as doma
461

 
sellers, street vendors,

462
 in shops and restaurants, auto mechanic shops, transportation services, and other 

family and private enterprises.
463

  Children are also involved in commercial sexual exploitation.
464

  
  
Primary education is free and compulsory.

465
  Primary education comprises 7 years, including a year of 

preparatory education and grades 1 through 6.
466

  Basic education has been raised through grade 10,
467

 
which includes four years of lower and middle school secondary education.

468
  In 2004, Bhutan had a gross 

primary enrollment rate of 84.2 percent.
469

  While the primary school enrollment is increasing more rapidly 
for girls than boys,

470
 the gross enrollment rate was still significantly higher for boys (82.1 percent) than 

girls (61.5 percent).
471

  The net primary enrollment rate was 52.9 percent in 1998, with 58.4 percent for boys 
and 47.2 percent for girls

472
  Gross and net enrollment ratios are based on the number of students formally 

registered in primary school and therefore do not necessarily reflect actual school attendance.   In 2004, the 
completion rate for primary education, 7 years of schooling, was 86 percent for girls and 73 percent for 
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 This statistic is not available from the data sources that are used in this report.  Reliable data on the worst forms of child labor 
are especially difficult to collect given the often hidden or illegal nature of the worst forms, such as the use of children in the 
illegal drug trade, prostitution, pornography, and trafficking.  As a result, statistics and information on children’s work in general 
are reported in this section.  Such statistics and information may or may not include the worst forms of child labor.  For more 
information on the definition of working children and other indicators used in this report, please see the “Data Sources and 
Definitions” section of this report. 
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boys.
473

  In 2000, 91 percent of children enrolled in primary school reached grade 5.
474

  The education 
system suffers from lack of teachers and classrooms.

475
  However, the government is focusing on education 

and teacher training in the formal and non-traditional sectors.
476

 
 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The Regulation for Wage Rate, Recruitment Agencies and Workmen’s Compensation Act (1994) prohibits 
the employment of children and states that candidates seeking employment shall have attained the age of 
majority, 18 years, to be eligible for appointment to any post in a business establishment.

477
  The 

Government of Bhutan is in the process of reforming its labor laws to include prohibitions against the 
worst forms of child labor.

478
  Children are permitted to enlist in the armed forces, however, at 15 years of 

age.
479

   
 
Forced or compulsory labor is prohibited by Bhutanese law.

480
  In 2004, the National Assembly passed the 

Bhutan Penal Code, which criminalizes sex crimes and offenses against children.
481

  According to the Penal 
Code of Bhutan, trafficking of children is a felony of the third degree

 482
 with a minimum penalty of three 

years;
483

 prostitution is a felony with penalties varying according to the age of the child: a felony of the first 
degree for a child under 12 with the penalty being 15 year to life in prison.

484
  The Ministry of Labor, 

created in 2003, is responsible for analyzing the country’s labor situation and providing vocational 
training.  The ministry conducts 10 to 15 inspections per week, most of which are in the construction 
sector where most imported child labor is found.

485
  

 

                                                      
473

 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports- 2004: Bhutan. 
474

 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, http://stats.uis.unesco.org/TableViewer/tableView.aspx?ReportId=51 (School life expectancy, 
% of repeaters, survival rates; accessed December 2005).  This percentage may hide the fact that many children promoted to grade 
5 may combine school and work.  In addition, little is known in regard to Bhutanese standards for promoting children through 
primary school.  
475

 UNICEF, Committed Partner in Progress, [online] [cited May 20, 2004]; available from 
http://www.unicef.org/bhutan/unicefbh.htm.  See also UNICEF Australia, Perspectives on Development: Bhutanese Schools and 
How Can We Help?  [online] [cited May 20, 2004]; available from http://www.unicef.org.au/whatWeDoPerspective3.asp.   See 
also Royal Government of Bhutan, Bhutan National Human Development Report- 2000, 22. 
476

 UNESCO, Education for All. Part II, para 14, table 23.  See also UNICEF, Full-Scale Evaluation of Non-Formal Education in Bhutan, 
Thimphu, 1999.  
477

 United Nations, Initial Reports of State Parties due in 1992: Bhutan, October, 14 1999, UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
Initial Reports of State Parties due in 1992: Bhutan, CRC/C/3/Add.60, prepared by Government of Bhutan, pursuant to Article 44 of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, October 1999.  See also Royal Government of Bhutan, Rules and Regulations on 
Employment of Bhutanese Nationals in the Private Sector, Thimphu, December 26, 1997. 
478

 Ugyen Doma, email communication to USDOL official, November 28, 2005.  See also Labour and Employment Act of the Kindgdom 
of Bhutan, (2005 draft), paras. 5 and 90.   
479

 See UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Summary Record of the 715th Meeting: Bhutan, United Nations, Geneva, June 2001.   
480

 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports- 2004: Bhutan, Section 6c. 
481

 U.S. Embassy- New Delhi, reporting, September 17, 2004. 
482

 Royal Government of Bhutan, Penal Code of Bhutan, 2001, para. 227-228.  
483

 Ibid., para. 3(a).  
484

 Ibid., para. 380.  
485

 U.S. Embassy- New Delhi, reporting, September 17, 2004. 



50 

Current Government Policies and Programs to Eliminate the Worst Forms of Child 
Labor 

In August 2004, the National Assembly ratified the South 
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation Convention 
(SAARC) on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in 
Women and Children for Prostitution.

487
  The government is 

working with the UNDP to improve policies that address the 
needs of the country’s poor and impoverished.

488
  The Youth 

Development Fund established by King Jigme Singye 
Wangchuck in 1998 provides assistance for new youth 
activities and programming.

489
 

 
UNICEF is working with the government to improve the country’s education system, with special 
emphasis on women, children, and disadvantaged students.  Efforts are focused on improving primary, 
non-formal, and special education, as well as providing teacher training and essential school supplies.

490
  

The World Bank financed an education program with an emphasis on strengthening basic education in 
rural areas through June 2004.  The Ministry of Health and Education implemented the project, which is 
designed to construct new schools, upgrade existing facilities, expand and improve teacher education, 
revise curriculum and examinations, and introduce decentralized school monitoring and evaluation 
through the training of central staff and head-teachers.

491
  The World Bank is supporting another project to 

improve access to primary and secondary education, by financing the capital costs of schools, and 
improving the quality and relevance of education at all levels.  The project is scheduled to run through 
2009.

492
  The Asian Development Bank and the Government of Germany are financing a USD 12.5 million 

skills training project, targeting unemployed youth in rural areas, with an emphasis on women and 
economically disadvantaged.  The Government of Bhutan’s National Technical Training Authority serves 
as executing agency for the project, and the Government of Bhutan will contribute approximately USD 3 
million to this project.

493
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Selected Child Labor Measures Adopted by 
Governments 

Ratified Convention 138        N/A
486

 

Ratified Convention 182        N/A 

ILO-IPEC Member                 

National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan  




