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NEW DELHI, India, 23 March 2016 – Child labour has declined in India in recent decades 

as a result of increased economic opportunities, better education and social protection 

programmes and significant efforts by government agencies, international agencies and 

NGOs to withdraw children from work and ensure all children have access to education. 

However, with at least 10 million children between the ages of 6 and 14 years still working 

and not in school, more needs to be done.  

 

Globally, 168 million children are in child labour. The persistence of the phenomenon 

remains a serious child protection concern and poses a threat to achieving a number of 

the SDGs, including Goal 8, which demands that countries eliminate all child labour by 

2025, Goal 4 on education, Goal 5 on gender equality and Goal 16, which calls for the 

elimination of violence against children. 

In the face of this challenge, UNICEF India is working to scale up results achieved in the 

last 15 years to make a real dent in child labour in the country. Since 2000, UNICEF with 

support from the IKEA Foundation, has invested heavily in programmes to reduce child 

labour, achieving some impressive results.  

Joachim Theis, the chief of Child Protection for UNICEF India, says, “What began as a small 

project to reduce child labour in the carpet belt of Uttar Pradesh has grown into a 

comprehensive programme in eight states promoting a protective environment through 

quality education, child protection structures, child rights advocacy, access to social 

services, women’s empowerment and social mobilization, while maintaining a focus on 

child labour.” 

In the cotton-growing areas of Gujarat, Maharashtra and Rajasthan, UNICEF’s programme 

reached more than 8,000 villages in 11 districts and reduced child labour in these 11 

districts from 15% to 0.8% in Gujarat, 7.9% to 0.5% in Maharashtra and 7% to 3% in 

Rajasthan.  These results were achieved through coordinated efforts by Child Protection, 

Education and C4D within UNICEF, in partnership with the government and NGOs. Support 

involved intensive mobilization of community organizations; capacity building of education 

and child protection systems and structures; support to the roll out of the Right to 

Education Act and the government’s Integrated Child Protection Scheme (ICPS); and 

innovative interventions through NGOs to build a protective learning environment. 

“The programme reached over 16 million children and about 3.5 million adults,” says Theis. 

“But now we need to achieve greater impact. Rather than eliminating specific forms of 

child labour through stand-alone projects, child labour and education have to be fully 

mainstreamed into community-based child protection mechanisms and more upstream 

government policies.” 

In the next phase, which will run from 2016 to 2018, UNICEF aims to scale up the results 

of this 15-year programming effort. Key partnerships with the government will aim to 

strengthen local administration structures to protect children from exploitation and ensure 

that all children are in school. Additional support will be mobilized through partnerships 

with other government structures in crucial areas such as rural development and women’s 

income generation and empowerment, and connecting UNICEF’s work to national 

livelihoods programmes and other development schemes.  

“UNICEF’s multidisciplinary approach and experience brings added value to scale up results 

for children,” says Theis, “We are well placed to play a central role in supporting the 

mainstreaming of child protection concerns in local government. Much will depend on our 



 

success in engaging with the governments in the Indian states where we are working and 

on our partnership with the department of local government. Child labour in India is now 

largely a governance issue and this has to be reflected in our approaches to strengthening 

the accountability of government at all levels to ensure all children are completing primary school 

and no child below the age of 14 is working.”  

 


