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Bangladesh

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2002, approximately 18.5 percent of boys and 7.9 percent of girls ages 5 to 14 were working
in Bangladesh.295 Most working children live in rural areas,296 and many begin to work at a very
early age.297 The majority of working children 5 to 14 years work in the agricultural sector (62.3
percent), followed by services (23.2 percent), manufacturing (12.6 percent), and other sectors (2
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percent).298 Most children
economy.299 Street children, mostly boys, can be found in urban areas begging, portering,
shining shoes, collecting paper, and selling flowers and other items.300

Children are found working in the following activities, sometimes under hazardous conditions:
auto repair;301 battery recharging and recycling;302 road transport, such as rickshaw-pulling and
fare-collecting;303 saw milling; welding; metalworking; carpentry; fish drying;304 fish and shrimp
farming; leather tanning; brick-breaking; construction; and manufacturing matches305 and
garments.306 A large number of children, mostly girls, work as domestic servants in private
households, some in conditions resembling servitude.307 These child domestics are vulnerable to
abuse, including sexual abuse.308 Boys and girls, often those living on the streets, are exploited
in illicit activities including smuggling and trading arms and drugs.309 Large numbers of
children are exploited in the commercial sex industry.310 Trafficking of children for prostitution,
domestic service, and other purposes is a significant problem in Bangladesh;311 some children are
sold or sent into trafficking situations by their parents. NGOs report that most trafficked boys
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are under 10, while trafficked girls tend to be older.312 Bangladeshi children, especially boys,
continue to be trafficked into debt bondage in Gulf countries.313

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

The minimum age for employment varies by industry.314 The law prohibits the employment of
children younger than 12 years in shops and other commercial establishments, and in 10
processes including tanning; carpet-weaving; stone-cutting; and the manufacture of bidis (hand-
rolled cigarettes), cloth, wool, cement, shellac, soap, matches, explosives, and fireworks, unless
they are working in a family workshop.315 The minimum age for work in ready-made garment
factories is 15 years,316 while the minimum age for work in other factories is 14 years. Young
persons 14 to 17 may work in factories for no more than 5 hours per day, between the hours of 7
a.m. and 7 p.m. However, young persons working in factories may not use certain dangerous
machines without adequate training and supervision, and the law provides a list of 18 hazardous
activities in factories from which children and young persons should be restricted. Employers
who repeatedly violate these restrictions on factory work face prison terms of up to 6 months.317

Children under 15 may not work in mines, in tea gardens, in the railway transportation sector, or
in ports, although young persons ages 15 and 16 may work in railways and ports, provided they
receive adequate rest overnight.318 Employment of young people under 18 on roads and under
21 as drivers is prohibited,319 and employers in violation of these provisions can face prison
terms of up to 1 year.320 The law requires children to attend school only to age 10, leaving a gap
between the end of compulsory schooling and the minimum working age that may result in
children entering work illegally.321
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The Office of the Chief Inspector of Factories under the Ministry of Labor and Employment is
responsible for implementation and enforcement of labor laws, including child labor provisions.
According to the U.S. Department of State, child labor enforcement is seriously inadequate
relative to the scope of the problem. The ministry has approximately 100 inspectors to
investigate more than 21,000 factories; less than 50 violations were recorded in 2006.322

Although the vast majority of child labor occurs in the informal sector, officials inspect only
formal sector workplaces and focus primarily on the ready-made garment industry.323

The law forbids forced labor324

labor in exchange for a payment or benefit.325 It is illegal to sell, let to hire, procure, hire,
encourage, abet, or otherwise obtain possession of any person under 18 for the purpose of
prostitution or to maintain a brothel for these purposes. These offenses are punishable by
imprisonment of up to 3 years.326 There are no laws against child pornography in Bangladesh.327

Child trafficking, which includes importing, exporting, buying, selling, or taking into possession
any child for immoral or unlawful purposes, is illegal and punishable by life imprisonment or
death.328 The law also provides for traffickers who have fled to other countries to be extradited
to Bangladesh for trial.329 It is illegal to instigate any person, including a child, to produce or
deal in narcotic drugs; this crime is punishable by 3 to 15 years of imprisonment.330 The
minimum age for voluntary military service is 18 years, and there is no forced conscription in
Bangladesh.331 However, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has expressed concern
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http://www.unodc.org/unodc/legal_library/bd/legal_library_1990-11-15_1990-33.html.
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many under age 18 are able to enlist in the armed forces.332

The government has created anti-trafficking units within the police force in every district of the
country, established an anti-trafficking court, and assigned a high-level official to coordinate
anti-trafficking prosecutions. The government has also intensified its efforts to investigate and
prosecute public officials complicit in trafficking crimes. Despite some successes, the U.S.
Department of State reports that anti-trafficking efforts still lack adequate resources, and there is
still evidence of corruption among anti-trafficking law enforcement officials.333

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

The Third National Plan of Action for Children (2004-2009) commits the government to carry
out a variety of tasks to eliminate the worst forms of child labor, with a particular focus on child
domestic workers, migrants, refugees, and other vulnerable groups. The commitments include
introducing regulations
labor inspectorate.334 The Ministry of Labor and Employment has a dedicated Child Labor Cell,
and the government includes a child labor component in its compulsory training program for
entry-level diplomatic personnel and border guards.335 The government is also engaged in broad
awareness-raising campaigns to increase public understanding of child labor issues, which
includes specific outreach to micro-credit borrowers and clergy.336 The Bangladesh Millennium
Development Goals include a target of developing and implementing strategies for decent and
productive work for youth.337

immediate and effective measures to eliminate the worst forms of child labor, with a target of
increasing the knowledge base about child labor and child rights, and a future priority of legal
reform to bring all child labor legislation in line with international standards.338
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The government has been actively engaged with ILO-IPEC since 1994 to implement programs to
combat the worst forms of child labor.339 With funding from the governments of the United
Kingdom, Norway and the Netherlands, ILO-IPEC partnered with UNICEF and the ADB
through December 2006 on the preparatory phase of the Bangladesh National Timebound
Program. This preparatory phase focused on building a base of knowledge on the nature and
scope of child labor in Bangladesh, and building consensus and commitment among stakeholders
to address the problem.340 Building on a prior ILO-IPEC project, the Office of the Chief
Inspector of Factories provides training and participates with representatives of the ILO and the
Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association in a garment factory child labor
inspection program.341

The Ministry of Home Affairs is the lead agency on anti-trafficking issues; it chairs an inter-
-Trafficking Strategic Plan for

Action.342 The Ministry of Women and Children Affairs is currently implementing its National
Plan of Action Against the Sexual Abuse and Exploitation of Children Including Trafficking.343

The plan calls for legal reforms; improved mechanisms for reporting child abuse; greater access
to safe spaces and support services for victims and children at risk; and coordinated approaches
to monitoring and law enforcement, among other efforts.344

The government works closely with IOM and other NGOs on their efforts to combat child
trafficking through prevention, awareness-raising, rescue, rehabilitation, law enforcement
training, research, advocacy, and cross-border collaboration.345 USAID is also working with the
government to conduct research on trafficking, strengthen government-NGO linkages, build
NGO capacity, strengthen prosecution and protection efforts, and raise awareness of the problem
nationwide.346 The Ministry of Social Welfare operates programs including training and
development centers for street children and other vulnerable minors.347 In collaboration with
NGOs, the government operates a coordinated mechanism to monitor the repatriation,
rehabilitation, and social reintegration of child camel jockeys who have been trafficked to the
Middle East.348 UNICEF is collaborating closely with the government to implement the second
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346 USAID, USAID's Response: Anti-Trafficking, [online] August 1, 2006 [cited November 2, 2006]; available from
http://www.usaid.gov/bd/trafficking_response.html.
347 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Consideration of Reports Submitted by States Parties Under Article
12(1) of the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography: Initial Reports

of States Parties, Geneva, December 23, 2005; available from
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/CRC.C.OPSC.BGD.1.En?OpenDocument.
348 U.S. Department of State, "Country Reports- 2006: Bangladesh," Section 5.



68

phase of the Basic Education for Hard-to-Reach Urban Working Children project, which will
continue through June 2009. The project is setting up 8,000 education centers to provide non-
formal education and livelihood skills to 200,000 working children and adolescents.349

349 UNICEF, Basic Education for Hard-to-Reach Urban Working Children, [online] [cited November 2, 2006];
available from http://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/Education_for_Working_Children_(BEHTRUWC).pdf.


