
Confronting Child Labour in Afghanistan

Workshop Proceedings

Safi Landmark Hotel, Kabul, 21 July 2009

August 2009

Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit



Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit

2

Overview

This one-day workshop brought together representatives of government, donors 
and NGOs working on issues related to child labour to discuss the findings of AREU’s 
child labour research programme. After listening and responding to the findings and 
recommendations from the study, which were presented in the context of existing policy 
and programming on child labour, participants worked in groups to review and comment on 
key recommendations emerging from this study. The recommendations, and the groups, 
were divided into four areas: improving the quality of and access to education; improving 
livelihoods opportunities and outcomes for poor households; engaging communities in 
changing norms and attitudes towards child labour; and strengthening the policy and 
regulatory environment for reducing child labour.

This summary of the workshop proceedings includes highlights from the morning’s 
presentations and discussion, and the outcome of the four group deliberations.

Participants

The workshop included 40 participants from the following organizations: ACTED, Terre 
Des Hommes, Save the Children (including Norway, Sweden, USA, and UK branches), 
UNICEF, Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled, Parliament, DRSA, 
World Vision International, Children in Crisis, Ministry of Economy, Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy (ANDS) Secretariat; ASF, KPC, World Bank, CARE, Ministry of 
Education, European Commission, USAID, NSDP, IRC, LURO, AIHRC, The Asia Foundation, 
Ministry of Justice, and AREU.

Morning: Presentations on Child Labour and the AREU Study

Opening remarks by His Excellency Deputy Minister Wasi Noor of the Ministry 
of Labour, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled

Below are some excerpts from His Excellency’s opening remarks:

“Thank you to AREU for organizing the workshop and for conducting research all 
over Afghanistan, and to UNICEF for supporting this. The research was done because 
there was a need to understand why families send children out to work. A question 
in everyone’s mind is “Were they forced or not?” Families forcing children to work is 
against international conventions and Islamic values.

We need research so we can develop policy and good programmes, so we can prevent 
households from sending their children to work: almost 8.6 million children are child 
labourers or at risk of child labour and the government needs to take practical measures 
against child labour, while households should take responsibility not to send their small 
children out to work. We already have various regulations regarding child labour: the 
Government of Afghanistan does not allow children under 15 to work at all.

The main purpose of this workshop is to put findings into practice — to discuss 
implementation processes, so that we enter an implementation phase. For example, we 
need awareness programmes through media, we have to pay attention to culture, and 
we want NGOs to make programmes.”
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“An Overview of Current Legislation, Policy and Programming in Child Labour 
in Afghanistan” by Mr. Sami Hashemi, UNICEF

“Existing legislation and policy on child labour in Afghanistan includes The Constitution; 
the Labour Law (2007); and the National Strategy for Children at Risk (NSFCAR; 2006).

Gaps in legislation and policy include: a lack of family preservation strategy; a lack of 
multi-sectoral projects to address family needs; a lack of programmes for children in their 
place of origin (children programs located in cities); a lack of labour law enforcement; 
and a lack of community-based mechanisms as effective means for monitoring and 
protection. The ILO convention 138 on minimum age of employment has not yet been 
ratified by Afghan government 

A number of programmes exist to combat child labour: most have a focus on education 
as key to freeing children from hazardous labour, and UNICEF has supported many of 
these. For example, there are NFE programmes to reintegrate out-of-school children 
back into schools, with support of communities; community-based education in rural and 
remote areas, especially used by girls; and programmes that focus on girls’ education 
and training female teachers (UNICEF). There are also interventions in Kabul and at the 
Torkham border area targeting street-working children and children in high-risk labour.

Child Protection Action Networks (CPAN) provide provincially-based child protection. 
CPAN is a network of government, NGO and UN agencies, currently in 28 provinces, that 
monitors and follows up child rights violations. In 2008, 1,500 cases were reported, 
including cases of hazardous child labour.

In addition, UNICEF has supported a number of research programmes for evidence-based 
programming and advocacy related to the issues of child labour and child protection. 
The AREU research, presented today, is one of these. Other recent research includes: 

An assessment of income generation needs and opportunities in border areas • 
(Torkham, Islam Qala) by NSDP.

An assessment of child protection in Torkham and Islam Qala by ActionAid.• 

A study of child labour in Spin Boldak and Kandahar by ActionAid.• 

A situation analysis of child scavengers in Kabul by War Child Holland.• 

An analysis of the perspective of child workers and their guardians and employers • 
on work, risks, vulnerability and protection in Kabul by War Child.”

“Child Labour in Afghanistan: What is Known? What Gaps Remain? AREU’s 
Child Labour Study in Context” by Dr. Paula Kantor, AREU

“Much of the existing research on child workers has been quantitative. Street working 
children are a commonly studied sub-group. Often explanations for child labour have 
focused on poverty and lack of adult male earners. However, earlier AREU research 
showed that not all poor households use child labour, so the idea of AREU’s study was to 
go beyond the numbers and see what factors, other than poverty, influence household 
decisions to use child labour.

National statistics on child labour: The 2007-08 National Risk and Vulnerability 
Assessment (NRVA) includes questions on child labour, which help to provide insight on 
the national context and scope of child labour. It compiles data on “working children” 
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and “child labourers”, showing an overall prevalence of 21% working children (26% 
amongst boys and 15% amongst girls) and that 13% of children are child labourers (17% 
boys; 9% girls). The NRVA also shows that working children are less likely to attend school 
than non-working children.

How the AREU research was done: The AREU research used case studies in Herat (2 sites), 
Kabul (2 sites), and Badakhshan (1 rural site). Cases were selected for diversity in terms of 
the gender, age and family structures of the child labourers and their households. There 
were 33 children included in the sample: from age 10-16, 8 working girls and 15 working 
boys, there were 10 children who did not work and who attended school. The other 
children were engaged in household work, carpet weaving, vending, apprenticeships, 
loading, paper collection, firewood gathering, farmwork and shepherding. The most 
hazardous forms of child labour were not included in this study, which focused instead 
on understanding the more typical forms of child labour.”

“Findings and Recommendations from the AREU Research” by Dr. Paula 
Kantor, AREU

“This presentation is based on AREU’s research on child labour. This research is presented 
in three case studies, a synthesis paper and a briefing paper. These are available in 
full from AREU’s website (www.areu.org.af). The summary below highlights some key 
points.

Part A: Focusing on why some poor children work and other poor children do not

Some highlights from the research findings include:

Households make decisions about child labour based on factors including, but • 
not limited to, economic factors. The household dynamics, the influence of 
the community, and the broader economic environment all influence the final 
decision. 

Generally, children in households which do not use child labour have more voice • 
in decisions about their future, with the exception of eldest boys, who sometimes 
want to enter the labour market against the wishes of their parents. 

Households which use child labour tend to think in terms of immediate survival and • 
coping.

Households committed to sending their children to school tend to think about the • 
long-term future and possible future rewards.

Gender norms constrain girls’ participation in the labour market but also adult • 
women’s. Thus, some households use boys in the labour force because there is no 
available adult man to work. Some women ignore these gender norms to work so 
they can educate their children.

Peers and role models inspire parents and children and influence their decisions.• 

Gossip and the desire to maintain family reputation are also important factors.• 

The quality of education versus its cost and accessibility are factors that play into • 
household decisions.

Some households see work as an opportunity to learn.• 

Households which send children to work think about the risks and they try to minimize • 
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them by selected safer forms of work where possible or trying to monitor their 
children. On the other hand, some parents worry about the risks of unstructured 
free time and see work as a safer alternative.”

Part B: Questions and comments from the floor about the presentation

Q: Is polygamy an issue that affects family decisions to use child labour in Afghanistan, 
since it has been in other countries, including Uganda?

A: It didn’t come out as a factor in our study, although we did not select our case families 
using this as a criterion. Perhaps the NRVA data could shed light on this issue.

Q: Is there a law against women working in this country and why don’t women work 
more?

A: It is more a social constraint around women working outside the home. The options 
for “acceptable” women’s work are very limited and may not bring sufficient income to 
support the household.

Q: Did you consider the role of Islam in this? There were mostly girls who worked at home 
with much less valued work, and this isn’t highlighted in this study. According to Islam, 
its mostly sons who are the breadwinners, the role of religion in differentiating gender 
roles within the labour market is an important factor that should be considered more.

A: According to civil law, fathers have responsibility for the economic welfare of their 
children, but according to international law, it is the responsibility of both parents. It is 
not just about the law though, but about cultural practice.

Q: The current situation in Afghanistan has affected the government and all sectors of 
society. What policy will we make to remove this difference? What way shall we come out 
of the problem, it should be consistent with the Constitution. What’s the way forward?

Q: Was there an economic criterion used in selecting the families, to ensure that they 
were all poor?

A: We did look at households from similar socioeconomic status. To do this, we considered 
the type and regularity of work household members engaged in, their housing conditions, 
and a number of other factors.

Q: Why has Convention 138 not been ratified, if 182 has been? Has Afghanistan defined 
“hazardous labour”?

A: Ratification of Convention 182 is now in progress. Afghanistan has not yet defined 
“hazardous work”—that convention has been ratified very recently so the government still 
needs to set up a monitoring and evaluation system and other tools for implementing it.

C: I was involved in similar studies in Latin America and the Caribbean. We found that 
poverty is important but not the only condition influencing the use of child labour. 
Culture is also very important. You could take the study further to explore the economic 
contribution of the child to family income. In Latin America, we found it was easy to 
remove the child from labour because the economic factor was almost irrelevant—once 
families were convinced of the value of education.

C: We’ve seen in Kabul city that the number of child labourers is increasing. The factors 



Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit

6

causing this are the internal conditions of the family, plus the free market, poor security, 
and the poor quality of education. But then 18,000 students have no job after finishing 
school. And then there are the internal displaced people (IDPs) who face psychosocial 
and physical problems. 

A: We didn’t study IDPs and it would require a special study because of their unique 
conditions. We did look at internal and external factors related to household decisions to 
use child labour. In the external context, the labour market for adult men was important. 
Maybe the post-Bonn focus has been too much on government rather than economic 
development.

Q: Regarding recommendations, I didn’t see anything in law enforcement, but child 
labour is illegal. Many small children are working, cleaning cars and the like, and many 
of the families sending these kids are not really poor. The authorities need to collect 
them—all those beggars have a negative social impact. We need to distinguish between 
these opportunists and the “real poor”. 

A: Most child labour is in the informal economy, so law enforcement as a solution is very 
difficult and is even damaging from a pragmatic view (on the children and their families). 
So we focused more on awareness raising and engaging with communities, also because 
of the hidden nature of much child labour. Also, we should question the sustainability of 
a strategy of collecting child beggars and putting them somewhere. We would prefer to 
try to look and understand why this is happening: we can only solve it by addressing the 
causes. Begging is not illegal in Afghanistan, so I am not sure on what basis authorities 
can round up beggars. 

Q: Regarding the research design—on what basis did you select the provinces? And 
the duration of the data collection phase was 6 weeks—would this capture seasonal 
variations?

A: Kabul was selected because it is a big city, we also selected a place with a border, and 
a rural area—UNICEF wanted to include a site from the North. We captured seasonality 
through the interviews because we asked household members for detailed histories.

Q: How can the research in just three provinces give us a general picture of child labour 
in Afghanistan? For example, Jalalabad has a very different labour situation.

A: This is true, although we did try to pick provinces with different situations. There are 
always compromises and tradeoffs in research. The NRVA data gives us a broader picture 
of incidents of child labour, although many of the factors within households may be the 
same, they may play out differently in different contexts. I’d like to build a larger body 
of evidence, by seeing a similar study done elsewhere, for example, in Kandahar.

Part C: Key concepts and recommendations derived from the AREU Child Labour 
Research

Elimination of all child labour is a long-term aim. However, in the short- and medium-
term, the economic and social reality is that households are dependent on the income 
and product from children’s work. Therefore, the immediate focus of efforts related to 
child labour should be on risk mitigation and prevention measures to address quality of 
children’s work life.
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Levels of risk: (adapted from Rosati and Lyon 2006)

Afghanistan’s policy response to child labour needs to be:

Coordinated and multi-sectoral• 

Comprehensive, combining attention to prevention, risk reduction and elimination• 

Context-specific• 

Afternoon: Working groups focusing on child labour 
recommendations 

Four working groups reviewed and commented on the recommendations around four areas: 
improving the quality of and access to education; improving livelihood opportunities and 
outcomes for poor households; engaging communities in changing norms and attitudes 
towards child labour; and, strengthening the policy and regulatory environment.

Improving the quality of and access to education

The following recommendations are summarized from the AREU briefing 
paper, “Confronting Child Labour in Afghanistan”:

The Government of Afghanistan should:

1. Improve the quality of and access to primary education; focus teacher training 
on creating a learner-centred environment where all students are encouraged to 
participate, including girls and ethnic minorities.

2. Lead development of a strategy to improve working children’s access to education 
and ensure they are a specific group targeted by the revised NESP.

3. Consider increasing school enrollment from once to twice a year, so that working 
children have more frequent opportunities to enroll in the formal education 
system.

Implementing organizations should:

1. Ensure that all interventions with working children are age-specific and 
appropriate. 
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2. Ensure that all community-based education activities prioritize the inclusion and 
special needs of working children.

3. Provide learning materials to working children and children at risk of being sent to 
work to reduce costs associated with education.

Both the government and implementing organizations should:

1. Provide skills development opportunities and non-formal education for children 
over the age of 15 who are unable or unwilling to enter formal education.

The working group’s response to the recommendations is as follows:

We reviewed seven recommendations, we would revise one and add one which then • 
“absorb” the three recommendations to the Government of Afghanistan included in 
the briefing paper. We feel the other recommendations are appropriate as they are 
written. The revised recommendation is:

The National Education Strategy Paper (NES) should include interventions targeting 
working children as an integral part of national strategy.

An additional recommendation for the government:• 

The Ministry of Education should explore and identify strategies to improve access to 
quality education for working children.

The following recommendation should be removed: •	

Consider increasing school enrollment from once to twice a year, so that working children 
have more frequent opportunities to enroll in the formal education system.

We decided to leave the issue of enrollment up to the Ministry, which would need to look 
at multiple approaches. We recognized the principle that working children constitute a 
specific group which requires special pedagogies and educational strategies.

We also added one recommendation for the group dealing with community •	
involvement:

Devise community-based strategies to replace lost income because of sending children 
to school (I.O. & community).

One plenary participant added that in addition to improving the quality of •	
education, the strategy should include a component to “rebrand” education and 
rebuild people’s faith in it.

Group 2: Improving livelihood opportunities and outcomes for poor 
households

The following recommendations are summarized from the AREU briefing 
paper, “Confronting Child Labour in Afghanistan”:

Recommendations for the Government of Afghanistan:

1. Ensure that livelihood and economic-development strategies and interventions 
target vulnerable households that have few skills or resources and are using or at 
risk of using child labour.
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2. Advocate with donors to secure increased funding for investment in the human and 
financial capital of vulnerable households. 

Recommendations for Implementing Organizations:

1. Design and implement multi-sectoral projects that include complementary livelihood 
and child-protection components. 

2. Target poor and vulnerable households using or at risk of using child labour for skills 
and business development programmes. 

3. Complement skills and business development interventions with literacy courses 
for household members to increase parental engagement with and commitment to 
education.

4. Use livelihood interventions as an entry point to engage households on decision-
making around the allocation of labour resources, particularly that of children and 
youth. 

The working group’s response to the recommendations is as follows:

Amendments to and comments on the existing recommendations:

1. Need to create/agree on practical/applicable definition of “vulnerable household” 
and a way to identify and reach these.

2. Market linkages between local and national should be created (eg. roads, basic 
urban services).

3. Dual initiative:

4. Stakeholders should engage with communities to improve options for women’s 
work.

5. Raise awareness about making women a respected source of work.

Suggestions for additional recommendations:

The government should ensure that livelihood and economic development strategies • 
and interventions target vulnerable households that have few skills or resources 
and are using or at risk of using child labour.

Design and implement multi-sectoral projects that include complementary livelihood • 
and child protection components.

Addressing child labour, and the underlying economic conditions, requires long-• 
term international support.

Group 3: Engaging communities in changing norms and attitudes 
towards child labour

The following recommendations are summarized from the AREU briefing 
paper, “Confronting Child Labour in Afghanistan”:

Recommendations for the Government of Afghanistan:

1. Establish mechanisms that link communities to district and provincial-level bodies 
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responsible for responding to child labour and other child-protection issues. 

2. Launch an awareness-raising campaign around hazardous and worst forms of child 
labour. 

3. Invest in building community mobilisation expertise and capacity at key ministries 
such as the MoE and MoLSAMD. 

4. Identify and invest in specific areas that demonstrate a confluence of poor social 
cohesion, few livelihood options, high criminality, low school attendance and high 
incidence of hazardous child labour (e.g. border areas).

Recommendations for Implementing Organizations:

1. Adopt a community-based approach to all child labour interventions. 

2. Mainstream child protection issues, including child labour, into community 
development initiatives and in coordination with other implementing 
organisations. 

3. Establish networks of community members, including CDC members, religious 
leaders, elders, teachers, health workers and employers to form broad-based child 
labour monitoring mechanisms at the community level. 

4. Identify and engage positive role models from the community who can raise 
awareness around the value of education and the short- and long-term harmful 
effects of child labour. 

5. Create safe spaces in the community for children to learn and play to ease parental 
fears about security and crime.

The working group’s response to the recommendations is as follows:

The government should prioritize security [necessary for children to go to school].• 

Within communities, strategies should focus on awareness-raising about the • 
importance of education: especially by building the knowledge of shura members 
on child rights, and focusing on the physical and mental consequences of child 
labour.

Working with traditional sources of authority, and mobilizing and engaging community • 
leaders and religious leaders, can help to change norms towards child labour.

Allowing more links to microcredit will improve income-generating opportunities for • 
families so there are more alternatives to income generated through child labour.

Interventions can be designed appropriately by first identifying the reasons why • 
children in a given community are working.

CPAN is an important tool for capacity building, awareness and strengthening • 
community-government linkages: its networks should be extended, this requires 
human and financial resources.

Group 4: Strengthening the policy and regulatory environment for 
reducing child labour

The following recommendations are summarized from the AREU briefing 
paper, “Confronting Child Labour in Afghanistan”:
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Recommendations for the Government of Afghanistan:

1. Develop monitoring and enforcement mechanisms for enforcing relevant conventions 
and national strategies.

2. Conduct a comprehensive review of the child labour provisions in the Afghan 
Labour Code with technical input from ILO and the International Programme on the 
Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC).

3. Ensure that all district, provincial and national-level CPANs have established 
thematic working groups on child labour with clear action plans indicating targets, 
timelines and responsible actors. 

4. Create and strengthen mechanisms to ensure that children in conflict with the law 
as a result of their work are protected and afforded their rights while in police 
custody. 

Recommendations for Implementing Organizations:

1. Provide feedback and input, based on experiences from the field, to the development 
of policy and best practices for responding to child labour. 

2. Facilitate information flow from beneficiary communities to district, provincial and 
national structures—particularly CPAN—in order to improve the knowledge base 
regarding the incidence and types of child labour in Afghanistan. 

The working group’s response to the recommendations is as follows:

Suggestions for additional recommendations (for the government)

To understand what conventions the government of Afghanistan has signed related • 
to children’s work, uphold these conventions and become a signatory on conventions 
related to child labour not yet signed: Convention 183 should be ratified.

Provide awareness/monitoring as to the government’s progress in implementing the • 
international conventions to protect children.

Overall revisions of Afghanistan’s labour law considering the technical opinions of • 
ILO and the World Programme for elimination of child labour, and other government 
and private-sector organizations in coordination with the activities or interventions 
in this area. (We note the labour law does not take into account the informal 
economy of Afghanistan.) Recommendations should be provided to the Parliament 
on this.

Interventions should follow the government’s decentralisation policy and target all • 
different levels.

Some of the CPAN programmes should be included into the policy of the provincial • 
organs, and therefore this programme should be implemented at the district level 
(CPAN should coordinate with the district shuras, so that the district shuras can 
help to implement the policy through their programmes). 


