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forced into debt bondage or other forms of
slavery, into prostitution and pornography
or into participation in armed conflict or
other illicit activities.43

According to the ILO, “forced labour is
present in all regions and kinds of econo-
my…. The offence of exacting forced labour
is very rarely punished…. For the most part,
there is neither official data on the incidence
of forced labour, nor a widespread aware-
ness among society at large that forced
labour is a problem. It remains, with very
few exceptions, one of the most hidden
problems of our times.”44

Debt bondage, whatever the origin of the
debt, leaves children under the complete
control of a landowner, entrepreneur or
moneylender in a state little distinguishable
from slavery. They may be making gravel in
Latin America or bricks in South Asia, or
quarrying stone in sub-Saharan Africa.45

The work is often hazardous and much too
heavy to be appropriate for children; the
conditions of service betray every aspect and
principle of human rights, let alone any 
conception of childhood. 

Children in domestic service are also
among the most invisible child labourers.
Their work is performed within individual
homes, removed from public scrutiny, and
their conditions of life and labour are
entirely dependent on the whims of their
employer. The number of children involved
in domestic service around the world is
unquantifiable because of the hidden nature
of the work, but it certainly runs into the
millions. Many of these children are girls,
and in many countries domestic service is
seen as the only avenue of employment for
a young girl, though in some places, such
as Nepal and South Africa, boys are more
likely to be domestic workers than girls.46

Children exploited in domestic service are
generally paid little or nothing over and
above food and lodging.  Many are banned
altogether from attending classes or have
such restrictions placed on their school
attendance that it becomes impossible. 
All too often domestic service becomes a
24-hour job, with the child perpetually on
call and subject to the whims of all family
members.47

In addition, children in domestic service are
especially susceptible to physical and psycho-
logical harm. Many are forced to undertake
tasks that are completely inappropriate for
their age and physical strength. The food
they are given is often nutritionally inade-
quate, vastly inferior to the meals eaten by
the employing family. In Haiti, for example,
15-year-old domestic workers were found to
be on average four centimetres shorter and
40 pounds lighter than 15-year-olds not in
domestic service in the same area.48 Children
frequently suffer physical abuse as punish-
ment for a task performed at a lower stan-
dard than demanded or simply as a routine
means of ensuring their submission. They are
also at extreme risk of sexual abuse. Rapid
assessment research in El Salvador found
that 66 per cent of girls in domestic service
reported having been physically or psycho-
logically abused, many of them sexually, and
that the threat of sexual advances from
employers was ever present.49

Making children visible by creating

a protective environment 

All children have the right to grow up in 
a protective environment in which all ele-
ments work, individually and collectively, 
to secure them from violence, abuse and
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about these children is notoriously difficult.
Although reliable global statistics are impos-
sible to compile, it is estimated that traffick-
ing affects about 1.2 million children each
year.40

Though the trafficking of children is a shad-
owy practice with neither particular rules
nor predictable sequences, some dominant
regional patterns are identifiable: 

• In West and Central Africa, the most com-
mon form of trafficking is an extension of
a traditional practice – often a survival
strategy – whereby children are ‘placed’ in
marginal positions within other families.
Increasingly, this practice is being used to
exploit children’s labour, both within and
outside the home. Children are also traf-
ficked into plantations and mines, and in

those countries affected by conflict, they
can be directly abducted by militias.

• In East Asia and the Pacific, most traffick-
ing is into child prostitution, though some
children are also recruited for industrial
and agricultural work. It is largely driven
by poverty and especially by the pull of
the wealthier countries in the region. Girls
are also recruited as mail-order brides and
for domestic service. 

• In South Asia, trafficking forms part of the
immense child labour problem in the sub-
continent, often related to debt bondage,
whereby a child is in effect ‘sold’ to pay off
a debt, frequently a debt deliberately
imposed by the exploiter with this in mind.
In addition, significant numbers of children
are trafficked for other purposes, including
into prostitution, carpet and garment fac-
tories, construction projects and begging.

• In Europe, children are mainly trafficked
from east to west, reflecting the demand
for cheap labour and child prostitution in
the richer countries of the continent.
There are organized criminal gangs
exploiting the open borders to channel
children into unskilled labour, work in the
entertainment sector and prostitution.

• In the Americas and the Caribbean, much
of the visible child trafficking is driven by
tourism and focused on coastal resorts,
again feeding a demand for child prostitu-
tion and easily exploitable labour.
Criminals who move drugs across borders
are reportedly becoming involved in
human trafficking as well.41

Often children trafficked into one form of
labour may be later sold into another, as
with girls from rural Nepal, who are recruit-
ed to work in carpet factories or hotels in
the city, but are then trafficked into the sex
industry over the border in India. In almost
all countries, the sex trade is the predomi-
nant form of exploitation of trafficked chil-
dren, a practice that entails systematic,
long-term physical and emotional abuse.42

Children in forced labour and domestic

service are among the most invisible

An estimated 8.4 million children work
under horrific circumstances: They are

Forced and
bonded labour

5,700

Armed conflict
300

Illicit activities
600

Prostitution and
pornography

1,800

Trafficking
1,200

Figure 3.7: Children in unconditional worst forms* 

of child labour and exploitation

(thousands; 2000)

* Unconditional worst forms of child labour: These forms of labour correspond to those
outlined in Article 3 of the International Labour Organization Convention No. 182.

Source: International Labour Organization, Every Child Counts: New global estimates on
child labour, ILO, International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour, Statistical
Informational and Monitoring Programme on Child Labour, April 2002.0 10 20 30 40 50
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Figure 3.6: Child labour* in the developing world

* Child labour: A child is considered to be involved in child labour activities under the 
following classification: (a) children 5 to 11 years of age that during the week preceding
the survey did at least one hour of economic activity or at least 28 hours of domestic
work; (b) children 12 to 14 years of age that during the week preceding the survey did at
least 14 hours of economic activity or at least 42 hours of economic activity and domestic
work combined.

Regional averages: These aggregates do not include all countries in each region. 
However, sufficient data was available for more than 50 per cent of the target population
to generate the averages for the regions shown. Averages for East Asia and Pacific and
the developing countries do not include China.

Data range: Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and Demographic and Health Surveys
(DHS).




