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Abstract:  

For a child, childhood is the most crucial stage to develop their intellectual, physical and social 

development as it holds the potential to the future of any society. Child labour is among the many 

challenges that the world experiences, where children are forced to work from a young age. This paper 

gives importance on various aspects of child labour in India. It includes various causes like poverty, lack 

of educational resources, low family income, social and economic backwardness, illiteracy etc, along 

with consequences of child labour such as injuries, abuses, cuts, burns, tiredness, drugs and alcoholism, 

physical abuse etc. This paper also studies the steps taken by the Indian Government through various 

programs, policies and schemes, NGOs and National legislations that have contributed to the issue of 

child labour and these initiatives also protect the rights of children and eliminate child labour from India.  

 

Keywords: Child labour, Illiteracy, Poverty, Health hazardous, Abuses, National Legislations, 
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INTRODUCTION 

Children are future for the entire world. A society or a nation can be achieved real development only 

through our children but for that our children have to have good health along with good mind. Only 

wealthy health of children can absorb and express knowledge, happiness, wisdom etc. A person’s 

adulthood behavior or how he or she becomes a well human being that  base on how that person had 

been treated during his or her childhood. The way children are raised or treated during their childhood 

that determines how they will grow up as an adult, which is very crucial for the world because that will 

bring impact on the direction of the world. Jawaharlal Nehru said, “Children are like buds in a garden 

and should be carefully and lovingly nurtured, as they are the future of the nation and the citizens of 

tomorrow” (Times of India). Below 14 or 15 years of children are not concerned about their rights, rules 

and regulations, even they are not able to take adequate decisions for their lives. In India, there are 10.1 

million working children between the age of 5-14 years exactly 4.5 million girls and 5.6 million boys 

according to 2011 census (International Labour Organization). States with high number of working 

children are Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh etc (ILO report). Underage 

children are working in many industries including agriculture, manufacturing, fireworks, matches and 

incense stick, mining, household industry etc., they are considered as labour i.e. child labour.  

 

What is child labour? 

According to International Labour Organization (ILO), child labour refers to work that deprives children 

of their childhood, their potential and their dignity and that is harmful to their physical and or mental 
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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. (ILO 

report) 

United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) defines that child labour children are too young 

to perform or that by its nature or circumstances can be hazardous. Child labour causes harm to 

children’s health, safety as well as their all-round development. According to UNICEF data 160 million 

children are engaged in child labour. That is almost one in ten children worldwide (UNICEF data). 

The definition of child labour may vary from country to country and even different organization also. 

But the main characteristics of child labour are child’s age, type of work, hours of work and the working 

condition.  

In the process of child labour children become slave, leave their families, involve in various illegal 

works, suffer from serious hazards and illness and they live on the streets of large cities. Child labour 

prevents children to achieve their basic fundamental rights. Most of the children cut off from school and 

healthcare which is most precious for them due to which they become labour. Children are mainly 

engaged in farming where they are faced dangerous chemicals, machinery equipment and extreme 

temperatures; mining where they may be forced to work in deep underground shafts, use toxic chemicals 

to separate minerals or precious metals from ore. Children are often seen on the streets, traffic, exhaust 

fumes are dangerous for their health and safety. They are even engaged in drug cartels to sell and carry 

drugs, guns and other illegal substances. Many children especially girls are engaged in prostitution, 

pornography or pornographic performances. The problem of child labour is a national challenge for 

India. Government has been adopted various measures and policies to reduce this problem. The problem 

of child labour is a socio-economic problem which arises due to mainly poverty and illiteracy. According 

to the Census 2001, total child population is 25.2 crore where 1.26 crore working children in the age 

group of 5-14 years. There are 90.75 lakh working children as per National Sample Survey Organization 

(NSSO) 2004-05. As per Census 2011, the number of working children has reduced to 43.53 lakh in the 

age group of 5-14 years (Ministry of Labour and Employment, Government of India). Therefore, 

Government also does their best to reduce child labour in India.  

 

OBJECTIVES 

• To study the causes and consequences of child labour in India. 

• To study the government’s measures and initiatives to eliminate child labour from India. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study is completely based on secondary data on census of India 2001 and 2011. Some other data 

has been collected from different journals, articles, books, government official websites and internet etc.  

 

CAUSES OF CHILD LABOUR 

Child labour is common and widespread problem in India. There are several causes which need 

significant effort to eradicate it.  
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Poverty 

Poverty is the main cause of child labour in India. Poor families often send their children to work to 

support their financial condition because parents struggling to provide basic necessities, hence they have 

no other choice and rely on their children’s labour.  Children work in households, farms, factories etc. 

Their labour time disrupt their schooling and in majority of cases prevents them from attending school 

altogether. Due to poverty parents are unable to send their children to attending school and force them to 

work and earn wages from a very low age.  

Lack of quality education 

Lack of quality education is another serious cause of child labour in India. Children are prevented from 

obtaining their fundamental right to education. Many children do not get access to proper schools, 

especially in rural areas when there are not adequate facilities for them. Those children who are belong 

to poor families they suffer the most due to lack of affordable schools leading to illiterate and forcing 

children to enter the workforce prematurely.  

Lack of awareness  

Lots of parents are not aware regarding the harmful consequences of child labour. It affects a child in 

physically and psychologically also.  

Social and economic backwardness 

Child labour also occurs due to social and economic backwardness. Parents who are not educated or are 

socially backward do not send their children to receive education. As a result, their children also become 

illiterate. Although government take various types of initiatives for children but parents are not aware 

about it due to illiteracy. They encourage their children to go to work instead of school. Uneducated 

parents also do not know the risk of child labour. They do not know that their children can suffer from 

physically as well as mentally. Due to poverty and unemployment parents send their children to work, 

because they are unable to obtain basic needs.  

Alcohol addiction and disease 

In some families, due to alcoholism, illness, children’s earnings are the only means of meeting the basic 

needs of the family as their parents can’t go to the work place. Therefore, they send their children to 

work to earn money. 

Gender disparity  

Discrimination between boys and girls are often seen in rural areas of India. Girls often face 

discrimination and engage in domestic labour without any remuneration and are also deprived of getting 

education and enjoying their childhood. In many labour families, girls are engaged more in labour with 

their parents rather than boys.  

 

CONSEQUENCES OF CHILD LABOUR 

The consequences of child labour are deeply shocking. Child labour can seriously damage child’s 

physical health as well as mental health. During child labour children become slaves and are sexually, 

socially, economically exploited. It has life time effects on the child. Some serious consequences of child 

labour are – 

• Child labour mainly creates health problems on physical injuries, exhaustions and psychological 

trauma. Physical health problem includes injuries like fractures, burns, cuts, tiredness and it also has 

long term effects such as hearing loss, visual loss, loss of or damage to limbs, impairment etc. 

• Children at workplace experience physical abuse and maltreatment such as striking, verbal attacks  
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etc. They also get involved in illicit activities like production and trafficking drugs, child 

prostitution, pornographic performance. 

• Children are deprived from basic education and development skills, reducing their opportunities to 

earn higher income and better standards of living in the future.  

• Lack of proper education and skill development perpetuate poverty. At the age when children should 

improve their skills and contribute to the country they engage in child labour and live their life in 

danger.  

 

Role of Indian Government to Prevent Child Labour 

The number of working children is reducing in the last two decades compare to earliest decades in India. 

If we see the census data from 1971 to 2011- 

              Year Working children (in million) 

1971 10.7 

1981 13 

1991 11.3 

2001 12.6 

2011 10.1 

(Source -Census 2011) 

 

 
(Source: census 2011) 

According to the 2011 census, 472 millions children under the age of 18 in India where 259.6 millions 

children were in the age of 5-14 years and apporximately 10.1 millions (3.9% of total child population) 

children are engaging in child labour either as main worker or as marginal worker (Census 2011). But 

when we compare this data with 2001 census data we see the working population of children have 

reduced in India by 2.6 million between 2001 and 2011(International Labour Organization, ILO report). 

But this declination was more visible in rural areas , while increased in urban areas. The number of child 

workers have increased more in urban areas than rural areas, because in urban areas the demand for child 

workers is more in unskilled jobs as compared to rural areas. 
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Year Percentage of working children 

(5-14) 

Total number of working children 

(5-14)  (in millions) 

 Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total 

2001 5.9 2.1 5.0 11.4 1.3 12.7 

2011 4.3 2.9 3.9 8.1 2.0 10.1 

(Source- Census 2001 and 2011) 

 

 

Child Labour in India, 2001-2011 in Rural and Urban areas (Numbers in million) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are  some states of India which contains huge number of child labour incidence – 

States Percentages of working children 

Uttar Pradesh 21.5% 

Bihar 10.7% 

Rajasthan 8.4% 

Maharashtra 7.2% 

Madhya Pradesh 6.9% 

(Source- census 2011) 

Together these states, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh constitute nearly 

55% of total working children in India. 
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Provisions Relating to Child Labour Adopted by Indian Government: 

Legislation Provisions: 

The child labour provision act was used to combat societal prejudice against children. The country faces 

lots of trouble due to the issues related to child labour. The Indian government has adopted various 

legislation provision measures to tackle down the problem of child labour.  In order to regulate child 

labour , these provisions mainly focused on engaging less number of children for child labour 

employment, reducing the number of hours children can work, and ensuring their health as well as safety 

during high risk jobs. Lots of child labour laws prohibit the use of childrenbetween the ages of 14 to 15 

in some occupations like mines, industries, ships and transportation.The origin of legislation provision of 

child labour in India was seen in 1881, which prohibited the worker of children under 7 years of age. 

There are some others legislations of child labour- 

 

History of Legislation Relating to Child Labour 

 

Year 

 

Legislation 

Age that 

regulations apply 

 

What it says 

1881 The Factories Act 7 Working hours limited to 9 hours 

1891 The Factories Act 9 Working hours limited to 7 hours 

1991 The Mines Act 12 Specifically for mines 

1911 The Factories Act 9 Work in certain dangerous 

processes prohibited 

1922 The Factories (Amendment) 

Act 

15 Working hours limited to 6 hours 

1923 

 

The Indian Mines Act 13 Raised the act to 13 years 

1926 The Factories (Amendment) 

Act 

15 Working in two separate factories 

on same day prohibited 

1931 The Indian Ports Act 12 Related to child labour handling 

goods at ports 

1932 The Tea Districts (Emigrant 

Labour) Act 

- Migration was prohibited without 

parents 

1933 The Children (Pledging of 

Labour) Act 

- First law against bonded labour 

1934 The Factories (Amendment) 

Act 

12-15 Employment prohibited in certain 

areas and employment hours 

rejected to 5 hours 

1935 The Mines Amendment Act 15 Working hours regulated to 10 

hours above ground and 9 hours 
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below 

1938 The Employment of 

Children Act 

13 Handling of goods allowed for 

12-14 age 

1948 The Factories act 14 Concerning employment in 

government establishment 

1951 Employment of  Children 

(Amendment) Act 

17 Prohibited working 15-17 at ports 

and railways 

1951 The Plantations Labour Act 12 Prohibited working of children 

under 12 

1952 The Mines Act 15 Required medical certificate for 

underground work 

1954 The Factories (Amendment) 

Act 

17 Prohibited work at night 

1958 The Merchant Shipping Act 15 Prohibits work on ship except in 

certain areas 

1961 The Apprentices Act 14 Prohibits apprenticeship/training 

1966 The Beedi and Cigar workers 

(Conditions of Employment 

)Act 

14 Prohibits working in tobacco 

factories 

1978 Employment of Children 

(Amendment) Act 

15 Prohibits working on and near 

railway premises 

1986 The Child Labour 

(prohibition and regulation) 

Act 

14 Most comprehensive 

Bans employment in specified 

industries 

Regulates the working condition 

where 

Not prohibited 

Uniformity on definition of child 

in Related laws 

(Source- Ministry of Labour and Employment) 

 

Constitutional Provisions 

The constitution of India concerns for the right of children such as their literacy, growth and 

development of children, livelihood, compulsory and free education and prevention of working in 

factories, mines etc. Hence, the Indian constitution introduces several articles to deal with these 

concerns. These provisions are dealing with child welfare. Therefore, the Indian constitution shows the 

concern for child labour participation. The following articles are as follows – 

Article 14: It ensures that children should be treated equally regardless of their background. 

Article 15 (3): Empowering the state to make the special provisions for child so that their right to  
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equality will not be compromised. 

Article 21: The constitution of India promises  the right to life and no person shall be deprived of his life 

and personal liberty and states that these rights can only be taken away in accordance with the law.  

Article 21 A:  The state shall provide right to education as a fundamental right for children between the 

ages of 6 and 14 years, which means state should provide free and compulsory education to all children.  

Article 23:  Prohibits human trafficking, beggar and other similar forms of forced labour and will punish 

accordance with law if any violation of this rights.  

Article 24:  Prohibits the employment of children under 14 years old in factories, mines or other 

hazardous work. This article also makes sure to protect rights of children and welfare by preventing 

exploitation, protect their health and development and ensuring their access to education.  

Article 38 (1):The state shall try to promote the welfare of the people by effectively safe and protecting 

it as it can be a social system in which justice, social, economic and political, shall inform all the 

institutions of the national life. 

Article 39 (e):  The state’s policy should ensure that children’s health and strength are not misused, and 

that they are not forced to enter the avocations unsuited to their age or strength by economic necessity. 

Article 39 (f): The state ensures that children are provided opportunities and facilities to develop in a 

healthy way, which are protected from exploitation and abandonment, and that childhood and youth are 

preserved. 

Article 42 and 43: Article 42 of the Indian Constitution instructs the state to make provisions to secure 

justice and human conditions of work and promoting social and economic justice, ensuring dignity and 

respect for workers and predicting a equitable society, while Article 43 emphasizes a living wage, decent 

standard of living and better working conditions. This article covers the more extent of child labor. 

Article 45: The state will try to provide free and compulsory education for all children, within a ten 

years period from the beginning of this constitution, until they complete the age of 14 years. 

Article 46: It states that the state should promote the economic and educational interests of Scheduled 

Caste and Scheduled Tribes and especially for other weaker section of society.  

Article 47: It directs the state to raise the level of nutrition and standard of living, improve public health.  

 

The Policy of the Government on the Issue of Child Labour 

India has followed an active policy in terms of dealing with child labour problem. India always stands 

for constitutional, statutory and developmental measures which are necessary to eliminate child labour in 

India. The Constitution of India included a conscious compulsory universal primary education as well as 

the relevant provisions in the constitution to secure labour protection for children. The National Policy 

on child labour declared in August, 1987, which includes the action plan for eliminating the issue of 

child labour. This action plan under this policy consists of: 

A. A legislative action plan: The Government has introduced the Child Labour (Prohibition & 

Regulation) Act in 1986. This act restricts the involvement of children in certain employments and to 

regulate conditions of work of children in certain other employments.  

B. The convergence strategy of Ministry of Labour for eradication of child labour: A core group has 

been formed in the Ministry of Labour and Employment on convergence of various welfare schemes 

of the government to ensure that families of child laborers are given priorities for their upliftment. 

The root causes of child labor are poverty and illiteracy. Hence, Government focuses on educational 

rehabilitation of the children along with economic rehabilitation of their families so that they are not 
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compelled by the poor economic circumstances to send their children at work. Ministry is taking 

various pro-active measures  from different Ministries such as  

• With the help of Ministry of Women and Child Development, this    Ministry provides food and 

shelter to the children. 

• Ministry of Human Resource Development provides mid-day meal to the NCLP (National Child 

Labor Project) school children, teachers training, supply of books etc under the scheme of Sarva 

Siksha Abhiyan and National Child Labor Policy.  

• For economic rehabilitation of children, Ministries of Rural Development, Urban Housing and 

Poverty Alleviation, Panchayat Raj to cover these children under various income and employment 

generation schemes. 

• Ministry of Railways also generates awareness and restriction for trafficking of children, etc. 

C. Project based action plan of action for the welfare of working children: The Government implements 

National Child Labor Project Scheme (NCLP) in 266 child labour endemic districts in 20 states. The 

NCLP scheme was started working in 1988 with focus on rehabilitation of children working in 

hazardous occupations and processes through put them into special schools in order to enable them 

to be mainstreamed into formal schooling system.  

 

Some Other Measures 

• Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act 1986 to prohibited the employment of children below 

the age of 14 in various occupations such as domestic, industrial sector etc. 

• National Policy on child labour was launched to raise the problem of child labour in 1987. This 

policy emphasized to remove poverty as it was the main cause of child labour and eliminated child 

labour through legislative action, welfare measures and awareness campaigns. It also focused on 

education, health care and social protection of all children. 

• National Child Labour Project (NCLP) was introduced to abolish child labour in hazardous 

industries in 1988. This project ensures that no child works in hazardous occupation, even if they do 

, the project removes children from work and enrolls them in schools where they get education, 

vocational training and nutritional support. 

• The Right to Education Act 2009 provides free and compulsory education from children below the 

ages of 6 to 14 years. Every states should be responsible to provide free education to children to 

eliminate the issue of child labour in India.  

• Sarva Siksha Abhiyan (SSA) Scheme launched in 2001 by Government of India to offer free and 

compulsory education to children between the age group of 6 to 14.This scheme focused on 

enhancing the school infrastructure (e.g. classrooms, toilets, drinking water etc), providing free 

textbook and uniforms and provides relevant education to the children’s lives and prepare them for 

the future.  

• Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act 2000 and amendment of   this act in 2006 

provides protection, treatment and rehabilitation of working children without any limitation of age or 

type of education. 

• Beti Bachao Beti Padhao Scheme launched in 2015 seeks to resolve the declining child sex ratio and 

encourage the education of girls. The main purpose of the scheme is to empowering of girls by 

supporting their education and confirming protection from exploitation. This scheme provides 

education to girl child so that they can eligible to build their own life. 
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• Child Labour Amendment act 2016, this act completely prohibits the engagement of children below 

14 years. This act also abolishes the employment of adolescents in the group of 14 to 18 years in 

hazardous occupation.  

• Pencil – it is a portal launched by central government of India where various stakeholders including 

the government, district authorities and the public to combat child labour 

• Along with many NGOs like CARE India, Bachpan Bachao Andolan, Child Rights and You, Global 

march against child labour, RIDE India, Child line etc have been working to eliminate child labour 

in India.  

 

Conclusion 

Child labour is a serious issue of our country and it’s deeply rooted. Children unknowingly get stuck in a 

situation from which they can’t get out easily. The main cause of child labour is poverty. Parents have no 

choice except to send their children to such a hazardous occupation like agriculture, construction, 

domestic services, mining activities including underground and surface mining etc. Consequently, 

children fail to get necessary education, which leads no job opportunities, lower income and they will 

trap in a cycle of poverty. Working in such hazardous occupation the physical health of the children are 

also affected, as they get easily exhausted and are not physically fit to work for longer durations.  

Child labour remains a significant obstacle to develop in India and around the world. It’s intensely 

intertwined with problems of poverty, education and social norms. It can be combat through 

collaborative approach involving government communities, NGOs etc are necessary to effectively 

eradicate this practice. Improving access to quality education, enforcing labour laws, raising awareness 

and providing economic support to families is essential to tackle down the problem of child labour. 

There are also several major organizations around the world that focus on combating child labour and 

supporting for children’s rights such as ILO (International Labour Organization) is a United Nation 

Agency that focused on international labour standards and promotes rights at work, it also includes 

conventions and programs to eliminate child labour; UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund) protects 

the right of children in various countries and putting efforts to eliminate child labour through education 

and community programs; some NGOs like Save the Children , World Vision Focus on Children’s 

Rights etc , providing proper education and prevent children to engage in child labor through various 

programs. These organizations work in collaboration with local Governments and communities to show 

the main causes of child labour and take initiatives to tackle the problem of child labour. 

While we are addressing the root causes of child labour and promoting an environment that protects 

children and ensuring that all children have the opportunities to realize their potential and lead fulfilling 

lives free from exploitation. Governments, communities, NGOs, private sectors are crucial in bringing 

about lasting change and establishing a society where every child can thrive.  
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