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Work that endangers children’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development must end. Exploitative child labour is a betrayal of children’s rights and recognition that children’s rights require special protection.

The Honourable Minister for Women, Social Welfare and Poverty Alleviation, Adi Asenaca Caucau, New Zealand High Commissioner to Fiji, Mr Michael Green, Director for  ILO office for the Pacific, Mr. Zakaria, Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen: Thank you for those kind words of welcome. It is a pleasure to be here today to mark World Day against Child Labour and to deliver a few closing remarks.

As my colleagues have pointed out, child labour is difficult to precisely define since the situation varies from country to country and even between sectors within a country. A child is recognised by UNICEF as anyone up to eighteen years of age. Generally speaking child labour means work undertaken by girls and boys under eighteen years of age in dangerous conditions, which is likely to damage their health or interfere with their education. 

Engaging children in safe, light work is beneficial for them if it promotes or enhances their physical, mental, or social development without interfering with schooling, leisure and rest. Safe, light work includes chores that parents assign to children, so that children learn to become responsible.  Engaging children in safe light work is different from forcing children into labouring that is exploitative.

About two decades ago UNICEF determined that child labour is exploitative if it involves:

1. Full time work at too early an age
2. Too many hours spent working
3. Work that brings about undue physical, psychological and social stress
4. Work and life on the streets in bad conditions
5. Inadequate pay
6. Too much responsibility
7. Work that stops access to education
8. Work that undermines a child’s dignity and self-esteem such as slavery and sexual exploitation
9. Work that is detrimental to full physical, mental and social development

Child labour is often a complex issue. Powerful forces sustain it, including some employers, vested interest groups and economists proposing that the market must be free from regulation at all costs, and traditionalists believing the caste or class of certain children strips them of their rights.

Hard physical labour over a period of years can impede a child’s physical growth. Children are also vulnerable psychologically. They can suffer serious and long-term psychological harm from being in an environment in which they are demeaned or oppressed.  Fostering self-esteem is important for children as it leads to positive self-esteem as adults.

Examples of children at work in hazardous conditions can be found in many countries across the world. In Malaysia, children may work up to 17 hour days on rubber plantations where they are exposed to insect and snake bites. In the United States, children are exploited in garment industry sweatshops and in the Philippines young boys dive in dangerous conditions to help set nets for deep-sea fishing. The world should have indeed, ended the many forms of child labour, but it hasn’t. 

While in the nineteenth century, child labourers had no legal rights, today’s world is different.  Child labour was one of the first and most important issues addressed by the international community, resulting in the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 1919 minimum age convention (panel 3).  The rights of children have been established in international treaties such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). Article 32 of the CRC states that children must be protected “from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.”

Ladies and gentlemen: it pleases me to see that we come together to mark this day and to “Say No to Child Labour and Yes to Children’s Rights”.  This signifies that there are many individuals and organisations who believe that together we can educate and advocate for the prevention of child labour.

UNICEF advocates for the best interests of the child. It can never be in the best interests of a child to be exploited or to perform heavy and dangerous forms of work. No child should labour in dangerous and exploitative conditions, just as no child should die of preventable diseases.

You may ask, how then can we move forward and assist with the prevention of child labour and saying yes to children’s right?  Firstly, education, education, education is the most single important step in preventing and responding to child labour. Education helps a child develop cognitively, emotionally and socially, and enables a child to acquire knowledge for his/ her development. Freedom and knowledge to choose what he/she would like to become. Children’s right to education is often seriously jeopardized by child labour. Governments must fulfill their responsibility to make relevant primary education free and compulsory for all children. I am pleased to note in this regard that Fiji allows for free primary school education. 

Secondly, data collection and monitoring of child labor is scarce and must be improved. National and international systems must be put in place to gather and analyze data on child labour if the problem is to be addressed effectively. Monitoring by communities or villages is just as important and working children should actively participate in assessing their situations and in proposing ways to improve their conditions.

Thirdly, laws on child labour and education must be made consistent and implemented in a mutually supportive way. National child labour laws must be consistent with the CRC and the relevant ILO conventions. Such legislation must cover the wide area of child work in the informal sector of the economy, including work on the streets and farms.  In this regard we are pleased to note that in Fiji the current draft of the employment relations bill makes it an offence to engage children in child labour.  The bill also establishes the minimum age of employment at 15 and regulates the employment of children between 15 and 18.  If passed, the bill will complement the provision of free primary school education.  

And last but not least – the birth registration of all children must be promoted. All children have the right to be registered at birth as stated in article seven of the CRC. Registration is essential to allow the exercise of a child’s right to education, health care and other services, as well as to provide employers and labour inspectors with evidence of every child’s age.

In closing may I wish you all a successful week-long programme to commemorate World Day against Child Labour. Let us educate, advocate and raise awareness to prevent any form of child labour from taking place.

