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ABSTRACT 

Child labour has been an alarming issue not only in India but all around the globe. 

The International Labour Organization has formulated many conventions to stop 

the practice of child labour. India being one of the founding members of 

International Labour Organization (ILO) ratified the conventions on child labour 

and also formulated legislations to help prevent the practice of child labour. The 

causes and sources of child labour in India is deep-rooted in the poor economic 

conditions of the society and lack of education and awareness in the society, which 

causes many harmful effects on children who are subjected to child labour like 

sexual exploitation, abuse and depression. The ILO and UNICEF in their reports 

claimed that the practice of child labour has seen a decline globally in the last two 

decades but the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic halted the progress of 

eliminating child labour. This paper aims to understand the causes and 

consequences of child labour in relation to International standards and Indian 

legislations and the remedies to prevent such practice; and also studies the impact 

of Covid-19 pandemic on the child labour workforce in India.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

UNICEF defines child labour as work that exceeds a minimum number of hours, depending on 

the age of a child and on the type of work. Such work is considered harmful to the child and 

should there be eliminated: 

• Ages 5-11: At least one hour of economic work or 28 hours of domestic work per week. 

• Ages 12-14: At least 14 hours of economic work or 28 hours of domestic work per 

week. 

• Ages 15-17: At least 43 hours of economic or domestic work per week 

The International Labour Organization defines child labour work that deprives children (any 

person under 18) of their childhood, their potential and their dignity, and that is harmful to their 

physical and/or mental development. It refers to work that is mentally, or morally dangerous 

and harmful to children; and/or interferes with their schooling by:  

• depriving them of the opportunity to attend school  

• obliging them to leave school prematurely 

• Requiring them to attempt to combine school attendance with excessively long and 

heavy work. 

Childhood is a time of learning, bonding and exploring and many children are deprived of such 

rights due to social and economic constraints. Child labour imposes many negative impacts on 

a child like malnutrition, psychological and physical problems, etc. According to the census of 

2011 India had 10.13 million child labourers between the age group of five to fourteen years. 

Child labour in India is looked upon as a serious offence and many legislations have been 

formulated to stop the practice of child labour and those legislations also provide with 

penalizing provisions. The Constitution of India also casts a duty on the State for prevention 

of child labour. Despite of having adequate legislations and relevant provisions under the 

Indian Constitution the practice of child labour is very much prevalent in India. The main 

reasons for child labour are illiteracy and lack of education. Child labour in India is a growing 

problem as with growing population there is a decline in job opportunities and children are 

forced to drop out of schools and join the workforce. The global figure of child labour as per 

reports of ILO was approximately about 168 million in the year 20121, and the recent Covid-

 
1‘Child Labour in India’ ILO https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-

new_delhi/documents/publication/wcms_557089.pdf accessed 14 November 2020 
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19 crisis has adversely impacted the problem of child labour globally especially in the 

developing countries.  

India being a founding member of the International Labour Organization has helped in 

formulation of many standards to fight the social and legal problem of child labour. The 

Constitution of India under Articles 14, 15 (3), 21, 21A, 24 and 45 casts an obligation and duty 

on the State to prohibit the practice of child labour. There are many legislations that have been 

formulated to curb the practice and penalize people who force children into child labour. 

Despite of having such stringent legislations and following International Standards child labour 

is still prevelant in India and India stands 48th amongst the list of countries when it comes to 

child labour. Though child labour laws in India are stringent and have penalizing provisions 

there is no such law that completely abolishes the practice of child labour and the recent 

pandemic has seen a hike in the cases of child labour. 

2. INTRODUCTION TO INTERNATIONAL POLICIES GOVERNING CHILD 

LABOUR AND INDIAN SCENARIO 

Numerous reasons and causes in the past have demanded an engagement of children in labour. 

The definition of child labour revolves both around children and work.2The Systems of Nations 

Account (SNA)3 put forward an economic definition of child labour whereby it is an economic 

activity encompassing all types of productions in the market for paid work and certain off the 

market activities such as domestic chores. The International Labour Organization defines child 

labour as work that deprives children of their childhood, their potential and their dignity, and 

that is harmful to physical and mental development and these work include any activity that is 

mentally, physically, socially or morally dangerous and harmful to children or any activity that 

interferes with a child’s schooling and deprives them of the opportunity to attend school. The 

International Labour Organization further categorizes activities into, worst forms of child 

labour4 which include trafficking, prostitution, pornography and illicit activities, and hazardous 

child labour5 whereby the nature of activities are such that can harm a child including exposing 

to psychological or sexual abuse, working with dangerous machinery and working for 

extremely long hours. The first document to include the rights of the children is the Universal 

 
2 Schlemmer B, (2000) The Exploited Child, Zed publishing books and Institute of Research and Development of 

Paris 
3 ‘System of Nations accounts definition on child labour’ (2008) A review of definitions of child labour in policy 

research, working paper, ILO 
4 Article 3, ILO Convention 182 on Worst Forms of Child Labour, 1992 
5 Article 3, Recommendation 190 on Worst Forms of Child Labour, 1999 
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Declaration of Human Rights of 1949, followed by the International Convention for the Rights 

of a Child which not only recognizes right of every child against exploitation but also mandates 

governments to set a minimum age of employment.6 

The International Labour organization (ILO) distinguishes working children into three 

categories of a full time working child, a child combining work and schooling to pay for their 

own schooling, and children who are neither fixed to school or work. The ILO convention no. 

138 under its Minimum Age Convention sets the general minimum age for admission to 

employment or work at 15 years. However, a child aged 13 years can engage in light work and 

the minimum age for hazardous work at. The convention provides possibility of initially setting 

the general minimum age at 14 where the economy and educational facilities are insufficiently 

developed.7 The convention puts forward a list of factors that can combat child labour and child 

engaging in labour at a minimum age which include Income and Poverty alleviation policies, 

social security policy, educational, training and vocational policy, and child protection policies. 

Despite of existence of several conventions and international rules, the nations have an ultimate 

sovereign power to draft and introduce legislations which must however be in line with the 

conventions in case of the nations that are party to and have ratifies the convention. The 

Convention No. 182 of ILO on Worst Forms of child labour states and defines child labour by 

stating the worst forms of child labour practices and obligated signatory nations to take 

prevention measure to eliminate such forms of child labour.  

The Indian Government ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child to fight child labour 

and also ratified the Convention Nos. 138 and 182 of the International Labour Organization 

and amended the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act in the year 2016 as a 

prevention measure to eliminate child labour as per the ILO conventions. The Indian 

legislations enacted to curb child labour are in accordance to the ILO standards. 

3. CHILD LABOUR LEGISLATIONS IN INDIA 

3.1. SOURCES OF CHILD LABOUR 

The growing practice of child labour in India has many underlying causes. One of the main 

causes is poverty, due to lack of jobs and opportunities people from the unprotected sections 

of the society face poverty issues and economical problems due to which children are forced 

 
6 Article 32, Conventions on Rights of a Child, 1989 
7 Article2, Article 3, Minimum Age Convention, 1973 
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into child labour to earn livelihood for the family.8 Recently the term modern labour has been 

introduced to explain the practice of child labour in the Indian society as children are forced to 

work without their permission and one of the reasons of forced labour is the lack of education 

among weaker sections of the society and because of social an economical backwardness of 

the society most of the children belonging from weaker sections have no access to formal 

education and the parents are socially backward and have no idea about government schemes 

and policies for child education and have no idea about the importance of education, therefore, 

force their children to join the workforce.9Rising population growth in the country with lesser 

job opportunities adds to the problem of rising child labour in India and the rising practice of 

trafficking is also a reason which accelerates the practice of child labour in India.10 Child 

labourers are cheap labourers when compared to adult labourers, therefore, companies hire 

child labourers to cut their operation costs. Discrimination between boy child and girl child in 

the society is one of the main reasons of child labour in India as majority of the boys are given 

education and girls are not given education and are forced to work. The only way to address 

the issue of growing child labour in India is educating and spreading awareness amongst the 

public.   

3.2. REGULATIONS UNDER THE CONSTITUTION OF INDIA AND OTHER 

RELEVANT ACTS AND EVOLVING JURISPRUDENCE OF CHILD LABOUR 

THROUGH PRECEDENTS 

The framing of the Indian constitution included comprehensive laws although not dedicated 

but inclusive under the Fundamental Rights and the Directive Principles of the State Policy. As 

Justice Subba Rao rightly stated, “Social justice must start with the child. Unless a soft plant is 

properly sustained, it has a pocket chance of multiply into a strong and useful tree. So, the first 

preference in the plate of justice should be stated to the well-being of children.”11The 

interpretation of Article 21 of the Indian Constitution had evolved through numerous case laws 

which also includes the rights of having a life of dignity sans exploitation. The interpretation 

of Article 21 in the case of Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India12includes the protection of 

 
8 B S Lal, ‘Child Labour in India: Causes and Consequences’ (2019) International Journal of Science and Research 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333644690_Child_Labour_in_India_Causes_and_Consequences 

accessed 14 November 2020 
9 R N Srivastava, ‘Children at Work, Child Labor and Modern Slavery in India: An Overview’ (2019) Indian 

Pediatrics 15 https://indianpediatrics.net/aug2019/633.pdf accessed 14 November 2020 
10 ‘All About Child Labour: An Indian Perspective’ (2019) JVS https://www.jatinverma.org/child-labour-an-

indian-perspective accessed 14 November 2020 
11 Subha Rao, J.(1974) Social Justice and Law, Delhi: National Publishing House. 
12 Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India (1978) AIR 1978 SC 597 

https://www.ijllr.com/
https://www.ijllr.com/volume-ii-issue-i


Indian Journal of Law and Legal Research                                                                   Volume II Issue I | ISSN: 2582-8878 

                   

6 
 

children of tender age against abuse. Article 45 of the Indian Constitution defines a child as a 

person less than 14 years of age whereas the definition have kept developing and expanding 

with emergence of other statutes. For instance, the Shops and Establishments Act defines a 

child as an individual who had not crossed 15 years of age13 whereas the Mines Act recognizes 

an individual below the age of 16 as a child.14 The age has also been extended up to 21 years 

old for the sake of women and girls to penalize trafficking15, lastly, the Juvenile Justice Act 

amended in 2015 states an individual of at least 18 years to be an adult.16 The Constitutional 

provisions against child labour is not limited to the right to life under Article 21 alone but also 

includes the prohibition of trafficking of humans, beggary and similar forms of labour which 

is a penal offence under the Indian Penal Code.17The state in an attempt to curb and eliminate 

child labour had through an amendment introduced the Right to Education under the 

Fundamental rights where the State shall provide free and compulsory education to all children 

of the age of six to fourteen years and it is the duty of the employer to ensure necessary 

arrangements for hired child labour18. The Directive Principles of The State Policy under the 

Indian Constitutions also accommodate policies and provisions such as policies towards 

securing health of children of tender age and ensuring they are not abused and forced by 

economic situations19 and  securing opportunities and facilities of youth to protect them against 

exploitation20. The Directive principles of State Policy also include the duty of the state to 

provide early childhood care and education for all children until they complete the age of six 

years21 while casting a similar duty on the citizens to provide opportunities for their children 

between the age of six and fourteen years.22Lastly, the Article 24 of the Indian Constitution 

inspired to lay out the Prohibition of Employment of Children in Factories Act and other related 

Acts ensures that no child below the age of 14 years shall be employed to work in any factory 

or mine or engaged in any other hazardous employment. 

Apart from the legislatures and regulations in the Constitution of India, there also exist several 

dedicated legislations for the sole purpose of eliminating, curbing and penalizing activities 

encouraging and engaging in child labour. The primary legislation is the Child Labour 

 
13 Section 2 (2) of Shops and Establishment act , 1948 
14 Mines Act, 1952  
15 Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and Girls Act 1956 
16 Juvenile Justice (care and Protection of a Child) Act, 2015 
17 Article 23, Constitution of India, 1950 
18 Article 21A, Constitution of India, 1950 
19 Article 39(e) Constitution of India,1950 
20 Article 39(f) Constitution of India,1950 
21 Article 45, Constitution of India,1950 
22 Article 51A(e)Constitution of India,1950 
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(Prohibition and Regulation) Act of 1986 which prohibits employment of children below the 

age of 14 years in 16 occupations and 65 processes which are hazardous to the children's lives 

and health as mentioned in the act such as working near a furnace or a stone grinding industry 

which are a few to mention. Similarly, the Factories Act of 1984 also prohibits employments 

of children below the age of 14 but however allows an adolescent aged between 15 and 18 to 

be employed in a factory if he obtains a certificate of fitness from an authorized medical doctor. 

The Mines Act of 1952 also prohibits an individual below the age of 18 years to be employed 

in a mine and all the apprentices must be aged above 16 with a mandatory supervision. Another 

important act with an inclusive objective of curbing child labour practices is the Juvenile 

Justice (Care and Protection) of Children Act, 2015 which is in conformity with the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child covers young person below 18 years of age deals with 

the Exploitation of a Juvenile or Child Employee while stating that procurement of a juvenile 

for the purpose of hazardous employment and withholding their earnings shall be punishable 

with imprisonment for a term which may extend to three years and shall also be liable for 

fine.23Lastly, the central and the state governments under the Minimum Wages Act of 1984 

also prescribe minimum amount of wages depending on the sector of employment. The Indian 

Penal Code of 1860 includes the punitive form of punishment and imprisonment for certain 

offences with respect to child labour activities which are as follows. Children brought to work 

by being lied to and enticed are punishable under the offence of cheating24, abduction of 

wrongful confinement25 and slavery26 and kidnapping through enticement27 which attract an 

imprisonment of up to one year, sever years ten years and sever years respectively along with 

a fine. The code also attracts punishment of an imprisonment of up to ten years and a fine in 

the offence of selling a minor for the purpose of prostitution.28 The court also prosecutes for 

the offence of wrongful confinement of an abducted child29 and enforced labour or bonded 

labour30 with an imprisonment of ten years each along with a fine. 

The jurisprudence of child labour has evolved tremendously with the observations of the Indian 

courts. The interpretation of article 21 has undoubtedly widened and included protection of 

health of workers and children and against the exploitation of children in both Maneka Gandhi 

 
23 Section 26 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection) of Children Act, 2015 
24 Section 417, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
25 Section 365, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
26 Section 367, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
27 Section 363, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
28 Section 372, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
29 Section 368, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
30 Section 373, 374, Indian Penal Code, 1860 
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v. Union of India31 , and Francis Coraille Mullin v. Union Territory of Delhi32, The philosophy 

of locus standi has been witnessed in the case of People Union for Democratic Right v. Union 

of India33 popularly known as the Asian workers case where it was brought to the notice of the 

Apex Court about the employment of children aged below 14 in a construction site and was 

stated that as it was a dangerous place, the employment is restricted not only under the 

standards of the International Labour Organisation but also Article 24 of the Constitution of 

India after which construction activity is deemed as a hazardous activity restricting children 

under the age of fourteen. Similar observation was noted in the case of Labourers Working on 

Salal Hydro Project v. State of Jammu and Kashmir and others34 that no child under the age 

of fourteen years can be employed by any contractor or subcontractor in any factory. The 

Supreme Court also suggested that whenever the Central Government undertakes a 

construction project which is likely to last for some time, the Central Government should 

provide that children of construction, workers which are living it or near the project site should 

be give facilities for schooling. In another landmark case of Bandhua Mukti Morcha v. Union 

of India35, the Supreme court has remarked that it is ‘a problem which needs urgent attention 

of the Government of India and the State Governments and when the Directive Principles of 

State Policy have obligated the Central and State Government to take steps and adopt measures 

for the purpose of ensuring social justice to the have-nots and the handicapped. It is not right 

on the part of the concerned governments to shut their eyes to the inhuman exploitation to 

which the bonded labourers are subjected’ which has acted as a guiding light to several policies 

introduced in favour of child labour laws while also adding that rehabilitation prohibitions must 

be made to the rescued child labours36.The courts have also observed that if no steps are taken 

by the government mentioned in the Bonded Labour System Act of 1976, it would be violation 

of Article 23 of the Indian Constitution.37   

The period between 1982 and 1992 can be seen as a second phase of the landmark precedents 

in the favour of eradicating child labour. The court in the second phase observed several 

landmark rulings introducing several new perspectives to the existing reference to the child 

labour laws in the country such as casting a responsibility on the state as well as judicial 

 
31 Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India AIR 1978 SC 597 
32 Francis Coralie Mullin v. Union Territory of Delhi (1981) I SCC. 608. 
33 People Union for Democratic Right v. Union of India AIR 1982 SC 1473 
34 Labourers Working on Salal Hydro Project v. State of Jammu and Kashmir and others AIR 1984 SC 177 
35 Bandhua Mukti Morcha v. Union of India AIR 1984 SC 802. 
36 Neeraja Chaudhary V. State of Madhya Pradesh AIR 1984 SCC (3) 243 
37 U.P. Bandhua Mukti Morcha V. Union of India (AIR 1984 SC 802) 
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institutions to focus and guarantee proper development to personality of a child.38The 

obligations have not only been cast upon the state and the government but also on the parents 

to ensure that opportunities of education are provided to their children aged below fourteen 

years under the parliament’s enactment of Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education 

Act of 2009 which imparts free education to children aged between six and fourteen39 as every 

child aged below fourteen has a fundamental right to free education.40 Another significant 

observation of the courts is the case of M.C Mehta V. State of Tamil Nadu41 which is a historic 

judgement on child labour. The honorable justices stated that “the provisions of Article 45 in 

the Directive Principles of State Policy has still remained a far cry and according to this 

provision all children up to the age of 14 years are sponsored to be in school, economic 

necessity forces grown up children to seek employment.” The case highlighted the relation 

between poverty and child labour and how the state has failed in eradicating child labour. The 

present phase of 2003 onwards has also witnessed great observations by the court such as the 

decision of High Court of Delhi’s decision on the duties of the commission and the committee 

whereby it held that the commission may hear cases of abusive working conditions which are 

after the physical extent of the child in situations where persons between the ages of 14 and 18 

are employed, Long working hours and absence of principal services such as medical care and 

food.42 

3.3. CONSEQUENCES OF CHILD LABOUR AND REMEDIES TO PREVENT IT 

The causes of child labour in India vary from the deep rooted poverty to absence of awareness 

among people and lack of educational facilities; to name a few. There are many known causes 

that gives rise to the problem of child labour and exploitation of children in India but the 

problem of child labour directly impacts the children negatively ans also violates the rights of 

a child. The children working in unhealthy and dirty environment face many negative 

consequences like children working in unhygienic conditions at workplace may suffer from 

various diseases; due to working in risky environment children can be physically injured and 

even get serious damage in body parts as they are forced to work with tools which are designed 

for adults, if children are forced to work in adverse environment subjected to smoke; toxic 

gases and high decibels of noise their senses might be impaired permanently and due to these 

 
38 Sheela Barse V. Secretary, Chrildren Aid Soceity and Others, (1987) 
39 TMA Pai Foundation V. Union of India AIR 2003 SC 355 
40 Unni Krishnan Vs Andhra Pradesh (1993) 1. SCC 645 
41 M.C Mehta V. State of Tamil Nadu, Writ Petition (C) No. 465/1986 
42 Bachpan Bachao Andolan V. Union of India and others (2011) 5 SCC 1. 
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reasons the life span of a child might reduce by 30 to 40 years and this also increases the 

mortality rate among child labourers.43 Children who are forced into child labour are often 

denied their right to education even after such right is guaranteed by the article 21A of the 

Indian Constitution44 which ends all possibility of them having a professional and social life. 

Trafficked children are forced to work in recreation sectors like circus, theaters, etc as jokers; 

gymnasts; cyclists; acrobats, etc and all these acts might hurt them physically, children are 

forced to work on streets and are forced to beg and are also forced to work as domestic workers. 

Children who are forced to work as child labourers face sexual abuse and violence, they are 

emotionally neglected as they are deprived of family an affection which results in depression 

and loneliness.45Trafficked children especially girls who are forced into child labour are raped 

and pushed into prostitution which leads to unwanted pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases 

(STDs) and also leads to addiction and alcoholism.46. The problem of child labour is not just a 

social issue but also a legal issue as it violates the rights given to a child under the Constitution 

of India and other laws and legislations of the land and the practice of child labour should we 

look into stringently as children are the future of the society an economy. 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) states certain remedies and prevention measures 

that can help fight the problem of child labour; employers and corporations should know the 

child labour laws of their nation and understand the laws related to child labour so that the 

companies do not violate the rules regarding minimum age and employers of hazardous 

workplaces before employing members should always check the age of the employees which 

should be in accordance to the guidelines down by the International Labour Organization 

Minimum Age Convention 1973. The employer should carry out workplace risk assessment to 

understand if the working conditions are suitable for a child and also helps understand if the 

workplace is hazardous or not. Children under the minimum age should not be hired and the 

work hours for children should be relaxed and also a code for Labour practice should be 

maintained. Children who are found in circle of child labour should be supported and should 

be given proper rehabilitation an education of such children must be supported.47 The Indian 

 
43 S Sharma , ‘Trends, Causes and Consequences of Child Labour in India’ (2009) Indian Journal Of Public 

Administration 2 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0019556120090205 accessed 14 November 2020 
44 Article 21A of the Constitution of India 
45 B Barman, N Barman, ‘A Study on Child Working Population in India’ (2014) IOSR-JHSS 19(2) 

http://www.iosrjournals.org/iosr-jhss/papers/Vol19-issue2/Version-1/A019210105.pdf accessed 14 November 

2020 
46 B S Lal, ‘Child Labour in India: Causes and Consequences’ (n 11) 
47‘Checkpoints for Companies Eliminating and Preventing Child Labour’ (2016) ILO 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---

publ/documents/publication/wcms_456960.pdf accessed 14 November 2020 
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government in order to fight the problem of child labour has ratified the ILO conventions on 

child labour and has also formulated an amended the child labour legislations in accordance to 

the conventions. Article 21A of the Constitution makes right to education of a child a 

fundamental right and no child should be deprived of that right.48 Section 14 the Child Labour 

(Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986 penalizes people who are involved in the practice of 

child labour49 and the act also puts a complete ban on employing children under the age of 14 

except in family enterprises and in audio visual entertainment industry. The act also makes 

child labour a cognizable offence and also penalizes parents or guardians who are found guilty 

of the offence of child labour. Under the Constitution of India another legislations the rights of 

a child are being protected but the only way in which the problem of child labour can we curbed 

in the society is by spreading awareness among people, parents should be taught the importance 

of education, awareness groups should be created by NGOs working for child rights and 

educate people about the evil side of child labour. Though there are laws in India which 

penalizes child labour but there is no such law which totally eradicates the practice, therefore, 

implementation of more stringent and effective laws should be done by the legislature. People 

witnessing child labour should stand as evidences against the practice and lodge complaints.50 

People should be educated about NGOs and government organizations that work for the benefit 

and empowerment of children. Children who come out of the circle of child labour should be 

given proper rehabilitation and should be given proper education. The government under the 

National Child Labour Project Scheme plans to identify and eradicate child labour and also 

help children in rehabilitation, the scheme targets children who are below the age of 14. 

Children should be enrolled under the Sarva Siksha Abhiyan program started by the 

Government of India which aims to educate every child. Child Labour in India is a social as 

well as a legal issue and this problem can be curbed by spreading awareness among people, by 

proper implementation of the laws and by formulating more stringent laws.  

4. RECENT TRENDS IN SURGE OF CHILD LABOUR DURING THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC 

The Covid-19 pandemic had an adverse effect on child labour in India. Children were forced 

into bonded labour child marriage and trafficking. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic children 

 
48 Article 21A of the Constitution of India, 1950  
49 Section 14 the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986 
50‘Top five ways to tackle the problem of Child labour in India’ (2016) SavetheChildren 

https://www.savethechildren.in/child-protection/top-5-ways-to-tackle-the-problem-of-child-labor-in-india/ 

accessed 14 November 2020 
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belonging from the unprotected sections of the society were forced to leave schools and work 

in farms and factories which contributed to problem of child labour. Many children who were 

not able to afford online classes and lectures and children whose parents lost their jobs owing 

to the go Covid-19 pandemic had to work to support their families.51 Reports suggest that it is 

difficult to understand the quantity of children who were forced into child labour since the 

pandemic but a huge number of children were forced and compelled to work because of the 

shortage of migrant laborers.52 In the recent times India has not only being impacted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic but has also faced cyclones in many parts of the country like in West 

Bengal, Odisha, Maharashtra and Assam and has also faced locust attacks; all these factors 

impacted the Indian economy disastrously and increased the risk of child labour; even before 

the pandemic the census of 2011 suggested that India has approximately 10.11 million child 

labourers and the pandemic and other factors might have increased and created new causes of 

child labour in India. The main causes that give rise to child labour during the pandemic are; 

first children were forced to work as their family members lost their jobs and they were forced 

to contribute to the family income; second the entire economy has faced a backlash and children 

are considered to be cheap labour which is why it is beneficial for enterprises and businesses 

to hire child labour; third children staying at home specially girls are forced to contribute to 

household work and were pulled back from  education which also increased child marriage; 

fourth because of people losing jobs and family losing their means of livelihood the risk of 

child trafficking increased; fifth children who were not able to afford online teaching had to 

enter the workforce as child labourers.53 The Covid-19 pandemic led to the closure of industries 

in India due to which thousands of migrant labourers were forced to return to their natives in 

Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal, these areas have always seen the poorest population 

being subjected to bonded labour, child labour and trafficking The reports claim that 

approximately 35 lakh workers migrated back to Uttar Pradesh with no employment, with 

families being unemployed having no sort of income children were forced to work as bonded 

labourers even though the practise of bonded labour was abolished in India in the year 1976 

.The integrated child development service (ICDS) centers in Bihar which is a government 

 
51 Divya Arya, ‘India’s Covid crisis sees rise in child marriage and trafficking’ BBC News (India, 17 September 

2020) https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-54186709 accessed 14 November 2020 
52 Shwetha Sunil, ‘India faces lost generation as coronavirus worsens an already bad child-labour problem’ The 

Economic Times (India, 10 August 2020) https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/india-

faces-lost-generation-as-coronavirus-worsens-an-already-bad-child-labour-problem/articleshow/77455033.cms 

accessed 14 November 2020 
53 Puja Marwaha, ‘A Pandemic Cannot Justify Child Labour’ Inter Press Service (Mumbai, 2 September 2020) 

http://www.ipsnews.net/2020/09/pandemic-cannot-justify-child-labour/ accessed 14 November 2020 
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programme which provides nutrition education health checkup services to children collapsed 

during the Covid-19 19 pandemic.54 

A report by UNICEF an ILO on Covid-19 pandemic suggests that in the last two decades there 

was a decline in child labour cases but the current pandemic might reverse the progress of 

ending child labour.55A report of Centre for Monitoring India’s Economy (CMIA) weekly 

tracker survey stated that approximately 400 million informal workers in India lost their jobs 

and may not get any means of livelihood soon56 The pandemic forced migrant workers to locate 

back to their villages which created a labour shortage in the market due to which enterprises 

and businesses targeted the children from the local poor sections to fill the shortages in the 

workplace. A report published in the Hindu stated that in Bhopal children were going back to 

the streets for rag-picking activities and how a 13 year old child was forced to go rag pick as 

his father could not find any work due to the pandemic, another report in the Times of India 

stated that how ChildLine India has been getting calls that children in the areas of Noida and 

greater Noida were seen selling vegetables by the roadside.57The COVID-19 situation will also 

affect legally  working children who are between the ages of 15 to 18 as they are not protected 

under the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Amendment Act of 2016 and data 

suggests that children between the age of 15 to 18 years are engaged in the hazardous child 

labour workforce in India approximately accounting to 62%, owing to the pandemic the 

government is planning to extend the work hours of factories to a maximum of eight to 12 

hours a day, with the limited workforce this might affect the legally working children as they 

will be exploited for cheap labour.58 The Delhi Police and the Delhi Commission for Protection 

of Children  have reported how there has been a spike in child labour cases during the pandemic 

and how they rescued child labourers from mechanic shops, garment factories, etc and the 

 
54 Rina Mukherji, ‘Fighting India’s Bonded Labour During the Covid-19 Pandemic- Part 1’ Inter Press Service 

(Pune, 22 September 2020) http://www.ipsnews.net/2020/09/fighting-indias-bonded-labour-during-the-covid-19-

pandemic-part-1/ accessed 14 November 2020 
55 Elena Samantroy, Helen R Sarkar, ‘Children Face Heightened Risk of Child Labour Due to Covid-19 Pandemic 

in India’ (2020) Eleventh Column https://www.eleventhcolumn.com/2020/09/28/children-face-heightened-risk-

of-child-labour-due-to-the-covid-19-pandemic-in-india/ accessed 14 November 2020 
56 Provita Kundu, ‘Covid-19 Crisis will push millions of Vulnerable Children into Child Labour’ The Wire (India, 

21 April 2020) https://thewire.in/rights/covid-19-crisis-will-push-millions-of-vulnerable-children-into-child-

labour accessed 14 November 2020  
57 Dr. Kingshuk Sarkar, Dr Helen R Sarkar, ‘India’s Child Labour Crisis May Worsen Post-Covid: How to Curb 

it?’ thequint (India, 28 August 2020) https://www.thequint.com/voices/opinion/covid-lockdown-economic-

recession-child-labour-laws-exploitation-unemployment-crisis#read-more accessed 14 November 2020 
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children rescued were subjected to work in unhygienic environments and were not even given 

masks.59 

In an online media panel discussion which was organized by UNICEF in partnership with the 

foreign correspondents club of South Asia (FCC), the UNICEF India representative stated that 

the Covid-19 pandemic has had a adverse impact on the child rights crisis in India and how 

children were exploited for labour, trafficking and abused; it was also stated that because of 

schools being closed children are more vulnerable to be exploited. It was discussed how a more 

child centric approach should be adopted by the society to stop exploitation of children as the 

pandemic has seen a hike in child labour and child marriage.60 

6. CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

The problem of child labour is a rising and alarming issue in India that needs to be addressed 

with immediate measures. Despite of the fact that India is a signatory member of child labour 

international conventions and has laws that protects the rights of a child and also laws that are 

stringent and penalizes the offence of child labour but there is no such law that actually 

eradicates the practice. Under the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986 

children till the age of 14 are protected from hazardous workplace and child labour but the 

children of the legal age of 15-18 years are still subjected to child labour practices. The right 

to education under Article 21A of the Indian Constitution guarantees education of a child till 

the age of 14 but after a child attains that age education no longer is protected under 

fundamental rights hence due to poverty and other issues children after the age of 14 are forced 

to join the workforce. The Indian Government should formulate more stringent laws that can 

totally eradicate the practice of child labour and workout on plans for better implementation of 

labour laws as most of the child labour cases goes unregistered.  

The recent Covid-19 pandemic led to a spike in child labour cases in India, children are being 

forced into child labour because of migration labour issues and due to sudden collapse of 

economy, child labour came as a cheap option for enterprises. As schools started operating on 

online platform children belonging from economically weaker sections had zero resources to 
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attend classes and were forces to work and earn for the family. The Central Government and 

well as State Governments should work on measure to prevent the practice and certain remedies 

like relaxing fees for students, providing free meals to students etc, and such measures has 

already been adopted by some states. Many states have relaxed the labour law legislations and 

increased the work hours of labourers, government authorities should put a check on industries 

to ensure that no child is forced to work for extra hours.61 Therefore, India has to put in more 

efforts to address the issue of child labour if India wishes to eliminate all forms of child labour 

by 2025, which was a commitment made under sustainable development goals.62 
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