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Introduction 

Child Labour has driven millions of children out of schools and into farms, factories, and markets, 

depriving them not only of their schooling but also their childhood. The fundamental human rights of 

these children are violated daily, as hours are spent working instead of learning, being denied the 

opportunity to grow into their full potential. Many of the children subjected to child labour worldwide are 

put in dangerous situations, with child labour taking the lives of approximately 22,000 children each year. 

While poverty often push these children into child labour, their absence of schooling keeps many 

developing nations from breaking the cycle of poverty.  

Eliminating child labour around the globe has been a central issue for the United Nations (UN) for 

decades. Different programs and legislative actions prompted by the UN's International Labour 

Organization (ILO) have achieved significant progress, with child labour decreasing by nearly 40% since 

2000. However, progress has started to slow down, with the recent Covid-19 crisis that may even 

reverse some of the progress already made. With 160 million children still impacted, much needs to be 

done to reach SDG goal 8.7: eliminating all forms of child labour by 2025.   

One critical region in question is Sub-Saharan Africa – one region that has been the least 

successful in eliminating child labour and still has the highest number of 86.6 million child labourers. 

When the rest of the world saw a decreasing trend in child labour, Sub-Saharan Africa experienced an 

increase. To eradicate child labour around the globe, it is vital to make progress in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Trying to address child labour in Sub-Saharan Africa requires consideration of the social and 

economic situations specific to the region. Many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa struggle with poverty 

and armed conflicts, both contributing to the lack of progress in the region. ILO reports suggest strong 

correlations between impacts of armed conflict and the incidence of child labour, and poverty is further 

driven by the Covid-19 pandemic is predicted to add another 8.9 million children into child labour by 

2022. Eliminating child labour in Sub-Saharan Africa requires solutions tailored to the region's specific 

socio-economic needs.   
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Definition of Key Terms 

Child Labour 

Child Labour is defined as a child’s engagement in work that either interferes with their education 

or is physically, mentally, or socially harmful to them. Not all child employment is child labour; light, 

voluntary work such as participating in family businesses and a part time job that does not disrupt 

their schooling is not classified as child labour.  

Worst Forms of Child Labour 

The worst form of child labour is defined as child labour that involves slavery and trafficking, child 

pornography, and other forms of exploitative and harmful labour.  

Hazardous Work 

Hazardous work is work that is likely to cause physical or moral harm to the child. These include 

exposure to sexual abuse, working with dangerous machinery, and long hours of work.  

Light Work 

Light work for children is work that is done above the minimum age for work. The work, by its 

nature, must not be damaging to their health and wellbeing and should not interfere with their 

education.  

Minimum Age for Work 

The minimum age for work is the lowest possible age a child can legally work. Not all nations 

have the same minimum age for work; however, the ILO has an international standard. The 

regulations from the Minimum Age Convention set the minimum age as 15, 13 for light work, and 18 

for hazardous work.  

National Plans of Action (NPAs) 

NPAs are a list of actions a nation can take which serve as a structure for a country to reach a 

particular goal. They are a blueprint for governments and organizations. 

 

Background Information 
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Global progress on eliminating child labour achieved a decrease of 86 million children in child 

labour since the year 2000, cutting the total number by over a third in the last 20 years. However, 

one region holds an exceptionally high child labour involvement rate and is often found with children 

engaged in the worst forms of child labour – Sub-Saharan Africa. What is more alarming than the 

86.6 million children still involved in child labour is the overall trend of the region that contrasts with 

other parts of the world. Sub-Saharan Africa has been eluded from the rest of the global progress 

since 2012, experiencing an increase of 28 million children in the same time that Asia and the 

Pacific experienced a 29 million decrease.  

Caption #1: Number of children in child labour by region across time (2020 ILO report p.24 figure 5) 

Previous policies and programmes that saw progress in other regions failed to yield the same 

results in Sub-Saharan Africa. While some countries have not ratified all ILO conventions, in many 

cases, ILO conventions are ratified and applied into parts of the law. However, the legal frameworks are 

often not comprehensive enough, have many loopholes, and do not meet international standards. Even 

when stronger laws ban child labour, these laws are not adequately implemented, resulting in no real 

advancements. Several underlying issues prevent the successful implementation of these child labour 

policies, and a simple ban on child labour without addressing these problems will have no impact on the 

reality of the children in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

Poverty and unemployment  

 Poverty and unemployment are significant obstacles in eliminating child labour. In 2018, 40% of 

Sub-Saharan Africa's population lived under the extreme poverty line, and the poverty rate is as high as 

80% in certain nations. With a low average wage, children often have to work to support their families. 

Unemployment rates are also high among adults, and children become more likely to work since their 

low wages increase their chances of finding employment. With the recent Covid-19 Pandemic increasing 

the number of people in poverty, children will be further driven into child labour. Since a child’s 
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contribution to the family income may be essential for many households, simply banning all forms of 

child employment will be unhelpful and impractical.  

Armed conflict  

 The ILO identified a strong correlation between armed conflict and child labour. Armed conflicts 

lead to greater vulnerability; with income shocks and the absence of social support, children are likelier 

to get involved in child labour. The majority of children that leave school due to armed conflict never end 

up returning. Children in countries affected by armed conflict are almost 80% likelier to be in child labour. 

At least 15 nations in Sub-Saharan Africa were engaged in active armed conflict in 2019, which may be 

a significant factor in the increase in child labour.  

Caption #2: Child labour and armed conflict (2012-2016 ILO report p.31 figure 7) 

 Child recruitment in the military 

One of the most common worst form of child labour found in Sub-Saharan Africa is the 

recruitment of child soldiers. Child recruitment in the military is classified as the worst form of 

child labour as it is forced labour that dislocates children and places them in physically and 

morally damaging situations. There are over 120,000 child soldiers in government armed forces 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, and governments continue to recruit children into the army despite 

creating laws that ban child labour. In Sierra Leone, up to 30% of government-sponsored citizen 

defence forces were children between the ages of 7 and 14, despite the government's promise 

that children below 15 should not be recruited. Large numbers of African children voluntarily join 

the army due to supporting family income, the glorified image of war, or revenge. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 
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International Labour Organization (ILO)  

The ILO is a UN agency that brings together governments, workers, and employers to 

create international labour standards. The organization works through different programmes and 

policy-shaping to ensure all men and women can participate in decent work. Regarding child 

labour, the ILO is one of the most active international organizations working for its elimination. 

Their earliest actions date back to 1919 when they first set the minimum age for work at 14. It is 

currently best known for the Minimum Age Convention (C138) and the Worst Forms of Child 

Labour Convention (C182), setting international standards to ban child labour. The ILO aims to 

end child labour by 2025. 

International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) 

The ILO works through programmes like the IPEC. The IPEC is currently working 

on projects in 88 different nation-states to strengthen their capacities to abolish child 

labour. Partnered with government agencies, employers' organizations, Nongovernmental 

Organizations (NGOs), and the media, the IPEC helps each nation combat child labour 

and creates a global movement towards eradicating child labour.  

The IPEC mainly works through Ministries of Labour and promotes the 

cooperation of Education Ministries. Governments receive support from IPEC projects to 

formulate and implement NPAs. IPEC's work is divided into two main branches: one 

focused on each nation and its policies and creating international standards. With the help 

of voluntary donors, the IPEC also actively helps children in child labour through 

education. 

Eritrea  

 Eritrea had the highest prevalence of child labour in 2014 and received an assessment of no 

advancement in eliminating child labour in 2019. Statistics on children's work and education are 

unavailable. However, many children in Eritrea are currently engaged in the worst forms of child labour. 

While Eritrea ratified all 8 of the ILO's conventions, including the Worst Forms of Child Labour 

Convention (C182), many gaps exist in the government's child labour laws. The current legal framework 

was assessed to be insufficient to protect children from forced labour, with loopholes that make it legal 

for children to take part in hazardous work. With 65% of the nation's population living under the poverty 

line, many children are forced to work in the agriculture industry, and child labourers are found even on 

government-owned farms. Furthermore, due to the ongoing armed conflict between Eritrea and Ethiopia, 

children under 18 are forced by government officials to take part in military training under the national 
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service program. Regulating the children’s participation in military training, creating stronger laws, and 

establishing a free education system are crucial to eliminating child labour in Eritrea. 

Somalia  

 Somalia was ranked with the highest prevalence of child labour alongside Eritrea and was 

assessed with minimal advancement in 2019. New initiatives, including social protection policies and the 

establishment of a labour committee failed to reduce child labour. Roughly one in five children aged 5-14 

are in child labour, and half the children in southern and central Somalia are employed. The country is 

unstable due to the ongoing armed conflict, and the Somali National Army continues to recruit children 

into the army against the law forcefully. Also, while Somali laws prohibit forced labour, recruitment by 

non-state armed groups and commercial sexual exploitation remain legal. Unemployment largely 

contributes child labour in Somalia. Over half of the population aged 15 to 64 is unemployed, and many 

children are sent to work as it is easier for children, who are paid lower wages than adults, to find 

employment. Reports show that labour inspectors frequently fail to conduct any inspections, challenging 

to identify any policy. Labour inspections and regulating child recruitment must be strengthened to 

eliminate child labour in Somalia. 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DR Congo)  

           DR Congo is another country in Sub-Saharan Africa assessed with no advancement in 2019. The 

government implemented a universal primary education programme, banned human trafficking, and 

legally punished the forced recruitment of child soldiers. However, child labour in Congo remains a 

severe issue due to actions by the Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (FARDC). 

The FARDC enabled other armed forces to recruit child soldiers and supplied them with weapons. A unit 

of the FARDC forced young girls into sexual slavery. No official statistics are available; however, reports 

from a local radio suggest that unemployment rates may be as high as 80% in parts of DR Congo, and 

many children are left mining to provide for their families. Children in DR Congo are forced to work in 

dangerous mines with no protection. The law bans child labour, but the local police and authorities 

remain indifferent about the children forced to work in mines. The regulations in DR Congo are not 

enforced, and the universal primary education programme was limited to certain regions. 

 

Timeline of Events 

Date 

1919 

 

Description of event 

ILO adopts an international treaty that limits the minimum age to 14. 
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1989 

 

 

1992 

 

UN adopts the Convention of the Rights of a Child that outlined the rights of 

children. 

 

ILO launches the IPEC. 

 

June 19th, 1976 

 

The Minimum Age Convention (C138) sets the minimum age for work at 15, 

hazardous work at 18. 

 

 

November 19th, 2000 

 

 

 

 

2012 ⎯ 2016 

 

 

July 28th, 2019 

 

 

 

2016 ⎯ 2020 

 

 

 

2021 

 

2022 

 

Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (C182) requires states to eliminate the 

worst forms of child labour. This convention urges nations to eliminate 

hazardous labour including child recruitment in the military and different forms of 

slavery.  

 

Children involved in child labour decreases by 16 million (9.7%) globally, while 

numbers in Sub-Saharan Africa continues to increase.   

 

United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) adopts a resolution announcing 2021 

as the “International Year for the Elimination of Child Labour,” with different 

measures that will be implemented through the ILO. 

 

First 4-year interval since 2000 where child labour increased globally by 

approximately 8.4 million children. The recent Covid-19 crisis is pinpointed as a 

likely cause to the increase.  

 

International Year for the Elimination of Child Labour. 

 

Global Conference on Child Labour is scheduled to take place in South Africa. 

 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● ILO Minimum Age Convention, 19 June 1976, (C138) 
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o The Minimum age convention set the minimum age for work. This is known as a 

fundamental convention in eliminating child labour as it set international standards that 

can be used to protect children.  

 

● Children Affected by War, 25 August 1999, (S/RES/1261) 

o This resolution was adapted by the Security Council condemning the recruitment of child 

soldiers in war.  

 

● Convention concerning the prohibition and immediate action for the elimination of the worst forms 

of child labour, 19 November 2000, (C182) 

o This convention defined all under the age of 18 as a child. Compared to C138, this 

convention focused explicitly on the worst forms of child labour, as well as requiring nation 

states to provide free education. The convention was adopted unanimously, and 

universally ratified.  

 

● Rights of the Child, 19 December 2016 (A/RES/71/177) 

o The Rights of Child resolution was adapted by the General Assembly, with its main focus 

being the adaptation of the standards set by the previous ILO conventions (C138, C182). 

The resolution deals with the overall rights of a child.  

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

The ILO's previous attempts to eliminate child labour have been through conventions that 

outlined ways to eliminate child labour, projects that helped incorporate these into national law, and 

programs that raised awareness in local communities. However, this approach was unsuccessful in Sub-

Saharan Africa. This is partly due to the inability and unwillingness of governments. The ILO constantly 

urges nations to ratify their conventions. When governments have been willing to ratify these 

conventions, they are not entirely written into the law, and if they are, those laws are not properly 

enforced. Many nations have laws that ban child labour, forced labour, and child participation in the 

military. However, the lack of methods that monitor how well laws are being implemented (birth 

registrations, inspections) often result in no progress. 

 

Possible Solutions 

Labour inspections  
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 While the ILO tried to strengthen local labour monitoring systems, a lack of labour inspections still 

keeps child labour laws from being adequately enforced. 2019 reports show that countries like Eritrea 

and Somalia have not had any labour inspections in the last 4 years, meaning the government would not 

be aware that child labour laws were violated. Local police and authorities also often overlook violations; 

therefore, it is crucial to ensure labour inspections are carried out regularly by those fully aware of the 

weight of child labour laws.     

Quality child employment  

 Nations in poverty can be heavily reliant on child labour, and an immediate ban on all types of 

child employment may be imposing an infeasible ideal. It is important to note that not all child 

employment is wrong, and children in light work allows them to contribute to family income. If different 

measures are taken to improve the quality of child employment, children will earn more money in fewer 

hours. Regulations on the type of work children can do and how long they can work will create quality 

child employment that is a better alternative for developing nations. Urging businesses with child workers 

to provide onsite education would prepare children for higher skilled jobs in the future. 

Perception of child soldiers  

 In parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, children's participation in armed conflict is considered an honour 

to the family; mothers are found happily helping their 10-year-old sons dress in military uniforms. A 

glorified image of war leads some children to 'voluntarily' join the military. Changing the perception of 

child soldiers on a local level can be essential to prevent children from taking part in armed conflict. 

Child soldier reintegration  

Often child soldiers who leave the military are found coming back to join different military groups 

despite their initial recruitment being forced. This is because schools sometimes reject child soldiers that 

come back from armed conflicts, and there are no social structures that help these children rehabilitate 

from their trauma. Creating a solid child soldier reintegration program will prevent child soldiers from 

joining militaries and aid their return to society.  

Evidence-based policy-shaping  

 The UN can help collect information and data that will become the evidence for policies the local 

government can later implement. Evidence-based policies will be most effective in targeting child labour 

as it considers the region's specific needs. The UN can help generate reports and offer policy 

recommendations formulated by experts.  

Incentivizing birth registration  
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 Having every child registered at birth is necessary to have every child enjoy their full rights. Birth 

registration also allows the government to better monitor the current state of children. Incentivizing the 

registration process and making it easy and free will encourage citizens to register their children at birth.  
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Appendix or Appendices 

I. ILO Reports (Statistics, Trend Analysis, and Policy Recommendations) 

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

dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575499.pdf (Global Estimates of Child Labour, 2012-2016) 

This ILO report contains statistical estimates and trends on child labour around the globe, including 

those that highlight the severity of the situation in Sub-Saharan Africa. The report discusses social and 

economic security as factors that disrupt a country’s progress in eliminating child labor. Trends between 

2012-2016 that show Sub-Saharan Africa was the only region to show an increase in children’s 

involvement in child labour (as shown in p.30 figure 6) adds deeper understanding specific to this issue.  

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575499.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575499.pdf
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---ipec/documents/publication/wcms_653987.pdf 

(Ending Child Labour by 2025: A Review of Policies and Programmes)  

This ILO report discusses statistics and trends from the report above, in relation to the SDG target 

8.7(ending child labour by 2025). Different methods of reaching the SDG target are discussed. Each 

section focuses on a specific policy response to child labour and will be a useful resource when figuring 

out potential solutions.  

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---ipec/documents/publication/wcms_797515.pdf 

(Global Estimates 2020, Trends and the Road Forward) 

This ILO report is the most recent version of the ILO reports on child labour. Content is consistent with 

the other two reports; however, this report handles new struggles added due to the Covid-19 crisis. New 

trends have emerged globally, and recommended steps to take in regard to the global crisis is 

discussed. Report includes specific statistics and analysis related to how a crisis impacts the increase of 

child labour and will be useful in taking consideration of Covid-19 when figuring out potential solutions.  

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-

beirut/documents/genericdocument/wcms_210580.pdf (IPEC – What it is and What it does) 

Report outlining what IPEC is and how it works to eliminate child labour. 

II. Country reports on the assessment of child labour progress in Sub-Saharan Africa 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ILAB/child_labor_reports/tda2019/Eritrea.pdf (Eritrea) 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ILAB/child_labor_reports/tda2019/Somalia.pdf (Somalia) 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ILAB/child_labor_reports/tda2019/Congo-Democratic-Republic-of-

the.pdf (Democratic Republic of the Congo) 
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