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Every child has the right to full-time quality educ ation as well as the right 
to be protected from work. The campaign ‘Stop Child  labour – School is 
the best place to work’ therefore works on coherent  policies and practices 
for the total elimination of child labour linked to  the provision of free, 
formal and full-time education for every child. By doing so the campaign 
aims to arrive at ‘child labour free zones’; where all children are withdrawn 
from work and (re)integrated into the formal educat ion system. The 
campaign seeks to ensure that the education system – and all other 
relevant actors - are not just working on better ed ucation for children 
already in school, but also integrate those still e xcluded.  
 
Our experience  
 
Let us start with a quote from the MV Foundation, an NGO in India: 
 
“We have found that it is possible to bring childre n out of work in urban slums, 
ghettos, sweat shops, on garbage dumps, children en gaged as domestic child 
labour and so on, back to the school system. Like w ise we have demonstrated 
that parents of children in rural areas engaged in all forms of work in all kinds of 
agricultural operations like cattle herding and wor king in quarries and mines, 
were willing to send their children to schools once  they gain confidence of the 
facilitating agency. This was true even of communit ies living in remote villages in 
the forests and coming from diverse ethnic and trib al cultures.’’  (2009) 
 
Through years of involvement in the issues of child labour and education in both Asia, 
Africa and Latin America, Stop Child Labour has come to the conclusion that poverty is 
not, as is often believed, the major cause of child labour nor is it the main obstacle to 
making full-time formal education accessible for every child. Child labour is in the vast 
majority of cases not necessary to help families survive. Many studies show that 
children’s wages only contribute in a meagre way to the family’s income, whereas the 
cost of children missing out on education is much greater in both the individual 
development of the child as well as development of society as a whole.  
 
Various experiences of our partners in countries like India, Albania, Ethiopia, 
Zimbabwe, Ghana, Morocco, Kenya, Uganda, Guatemala, Nicaragua but also in Brazil. 
show that existing social norms, lack of workers’ and other human rights, harmful 
traditional practices, exclusion and discrimination of certain groups as well as a badly 
or ‘indifferently’ functioning educational system are the most important reasons why 
children are working and not attending school. There are of course a host of other 
reasons and contributing factors why children are working, ranging from the death of a 
parent at the individual level to the of climate change in a certain region. As a campaign 
it is however our experience and conviction that it is possible, also under quite adverse 
conditions, to get children out of work and into school through a serious planned 
intervention based on the commitment of communities and other stakeholders.  
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The Indian MV Foundation (MVF) for example has over the previous twenty years been 
able to get a total of more then 1.000.000 working and other out-of-school children into  
full-time schools, including many girls.1 While MVF started by ‘targeting’ certain groups  
of children in the worst forms of child labour, they soon discovered that to make an 
impact on eliminating child labour – be it as a whole or focussing on hazardous work – 
they had to deal with the entire population of out-of-school children. Without the 
existence of a sustained community-based norm that ‘No child should work and every 
child should be in school’, bringing one group of children from work to school would 
mean that another group would soon replace them to work.  
 
As their programme unfolded and MVF became the nucleus of a movement, parents 
and working children have become active participants in the process to give every child 
access to education. This mobilisation is not restricted to parents but includes all 
relevant stakeholders like teachers, village councils, local officials and the state 
government. And of course the children themselves as active change agents. All are 
needed to cut across the barriers of class, caste, gender, ethnicity etc. in order to 
mobilise joint action that can take on countervailing interests and established ways of 
thinking of employers, local authorities and even the parents. New methods, like bridge 
camps and bridge classes, were started on a large scale to ‘mainstream’ even older 
working children into the formal school system, while at the same time improving the 
existing education system in co-operation with all stakeholders. In this process parents 
were able to successfully bargain for higher wages because large numbers of children 
were no longer available for work. From 2005 onwards the MV Foundation has also 
shared its experiences with NGOs and unions in other parts of the world. 2 
 
The discussion about the right to education often ignores or underestimates the 
inextricable link between universalisation of education and the abolition of child labour. 
A large number of children are not going to school because of their involvement in 
some form of child labour. The emphasis has been on providing infrastructure and 
improving the quality of education. Though these inputs – as well as a child friendly 
environment – are  extremely important, they are not always enough to bring all 
children to school. It is essential that the school, together with other stakeholders like 
the local government, parents, children and civil society actively enrols and retains all 
working and other out-of-school children - including girls who work at home and 
children working at their family farm - into formal full-time education. This implies the  
need to establish or (re)confirm the norm that work should never be an impediment to 
full-time education.  

                                                           
 
1 Look for more information on: www.mvfindia.org and www.stopchildlabour.org 
 
2 SCL together with MVF organized an international conference Out of Work into School with participants 
from Asia, Africa and Latin America. These have been inspired to start similar ventures in their own 
context. To support these organizations in the process of creating child labour free zones, SCL has 
facilitated a number of exchange visits and capacity building workshops in India, Central America and 
Africa.. See also:  
- http://www.indianet.nl/hyderabad_041102.pdf, 
- http://www.stopchildlabour.eu/stopkinderarbeid/Media/Files/Tour-Central-America and 
- http://www.stopchildlabour.eu/africatour2008/ 
- http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/LobbyingAndAdvocacyForChildLabourFreeZones.pdf 
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Many people however believe that child labour is ‘a necessary evil’ or a ‘harsh reality’ 
which cannot be changed. This view limits the approach on child labour mainly to a 
focus on its worst forms which leads to ad hoc solutions and creates an obstacle to a 
sustainable comprehensive strategy towards the elimination of all forms of child labour 
linked to the provision of formal, full-time education for all. The result is often that one 
group of children is replaced by another as a cheap source of labour, since there is no 
norm that child labour is unacceptable. Providing informal part-time education in order 
for children to combine work with some form of schooling, equally conveys the 
message that child labour is acceptable for some children, thereby creating or 
reinforcing ‘first and second class rights’ to education. Within this context the campaign 
maintains that any form of informal part-time education like night schools, which is not 
meant as a bridge to full-time education, is not helping to eradicate child labour and 
therefore must be challenged. 
 
Finally it is very important to note that creating decent work for adults and implementing 
their labour rights is also a very important incentive for the eradication of child labour. 
Child Labour depresses the wages of parents and leads to a deterioration of their 
working conditions.3 Children are often employed instead of adults, sometimes even 
their own parents, because they are cheaper and can be more easily manipulated. 
 
From Area-Based Approach to Child Labour Free Zones  
 
The experience and view described above refers to the so-called Area-Based 
Approach of which the end-results are Child Labour Free Zones. In the Handbook for 
organizations for the area-based approach to eliminate child labour and universalise 
education,4 published by the MV Foundation, this is formulated as follows: 
 
“The area based approach means concentrating on protecting the rights of all children 
and ensuring that all of them attend full time formal schools. For those children who are 
out of school, it is necessary to draw up specific plans to withdraw them from work and 
make all arrangements to prepare such children to be integrated into schools. For 
those who are already in schools, planning needs to ensure that they are retained in 
school and continue to be so without any disruption. By doing this, child labour is 
prevented and children’s rights are protected. Ultimately, the area based approach 
enables the declaration of ‘child labour free zones’ which would act as an inspiration for 
all others to join the movement.’’ 
 
It adds: “The area-based approach is built on positive principles which recognize that 
parents, even poor parents are motivated strongly to provide a better future for their 
children through education.’’ 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3 See also the brochure Let Children Learn and Parents Earn: 
http://www.stopchildlabour.eu/Repository/Reports 
4 See: http://www.stopchildlabour.eu/africatour2008/bestanden/MVFHandbookAreaBasedApproach.pdf 
and Annex I with further excerpts from this Handbook.  
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The Handbook than describes the outcomes of an area-based approach, the 
fundamental beliefs on which it is built and the so-called non-negotiables or charter of 
basic principles. 
 
The outcomes of an area-based approach: 
• The sustained norm within a community becomes ‘no child should work’. 
• The school is developed as an institution that takes care of all aspects of a child’s 

development. 
• Community takes ownership of child rights. 
 
Fundamental beliefs on which the area-based approach is built:  
• All forms of child labour can be eliminated. 
• Parents want a better future for their children. 
• Parents are willing and capable of making the necessary sacrifices to ensure that 

their child does not go to work but to school instead. 
 
Non Negotiables 
Charter of basic principles for emancipation of child labourers: 

• All children must attend full-time formal day schools. 
• Any child out of school is a child labourer. 
• All labour is hazardous and harms the overall growth and development of the 

child. 
• There must be total abolition of child labour. Any law regulating child work is 

unacceptable. 
• Any justification perpetuating the existence of child labour must be condemned. 

 
Important specific elements of the area-based approach can be found in a condensed 
form in Annex I and in more detail in the Handbook. 
 
With regard to the impact of the area-based approach a review of MV Foundation’s  
work5 brings out very interesting conclusions. Two quotes are given here and some 
more in Annex II: 
 
 ‘’Enrolment rates have risen dramatically and have been sustained, dropout rates have 
plummeted and been kept down, the number of child labour free villages has steadily 
risen and the impact is all the more visible in the case of girls. The improvements apply 
not only to the new entrants to the educational system, but also to the intractable 
category of children who had missed the boat earlier and had to be identified, 
persuaded and successfully enabled to go through bridge schools to join formal 
schooling at the appropriate age level.’’ 
 
‘’It is impossible to quantify the positive transformational impact that the programme 
has had on children, but its empowering effect is clear to see when one speaks to them 
in the field. They are proud of their achievements, several of them have already  

                                                           
5 See: http://www.hivos.nl/dut/content/download/80932/700019/file/MVF%20Review%202009.pdf 
and Annex II with further excerpts from this Review.  
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completed high school and are now engaged in further studies or have secured jobs 
and many girls have been able to postpone their marriage and pursue an education 
instead. There is no doubt that had it not been for the MVF intervention, all these 
children would have continued as child labour and would have moved on to unskilled 
work on daily wages as adults.’’ 
 
International agreements within the UN framework 
 
The above views and experiences are, as we see it, a logical consequence of 
agreements made at the international (UN) level. The International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights includes the right to education of which “primary 
education shall be compulsory and available free to all”. ‘The Convention on the Rights 
of the Child’ (CRC), which is ratified by almost all countries, likewise obliges States to 
implement compulsory and free basic education. Moreover the States are bound by this 
Convention to “provide for appropriate penalties and other sanctions... in order to 
protect children from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely 
to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education’’. 
 
The international community’s approach on combating child labour is based on two ILO 
Conventions: the ILO Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour which calls for 
immediate actions to end the most hazardous and exploitative forms of labour for 
children and young people up to the age of 18. This Convention, adopted in 1999, has 
now (May 2012) been ratified by 174 countries. The much older Convention 138 on the 
‘Minimum Age for Employment’ is another international instrument in the fight against 
child labour, but it receives often less attention than Convention 182. Convention 138 
stipulates that the minimum age for employment should not be lower than the age of 
completion of compulsory schooling and should not be lower than 15 years. Developing 
countries can opt for a minimum of 14 years initially. The ratification of this Convention 
has considerably increased over the last ten years, up to 161 countries at present. 
The right to education got unprecedented support by the Millennium Development 
Goals to which 187 countries committed themselves in 2000. It concerns 8 
development goals and associated targets and indicators. The links between child 
labour and various MDGs are clear, in particular in relation to poverty reduction 
(MDG1), education for all (MDG2), gender equality in education (MDG3) and youth 
employment (MDG8). 
 
A policy contradiction? 
 
Although most countries have ratified the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, the Convention for the Right of the Child, both ILO Conventions and have 
subscribed to the Millennium Development Goals, the policy of many governments and 
international donors with regard to education in developing countries and the policy 
against child labour is not always based on a comprehensive and integrated view of 
these agreements.  
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Policy assumptions that hinder the elimination of child labour are: 
 
• Many governments and donors working on education in developing countries  lack 

an explicit vision and approach that aims at the integration of the approximately 215 
million working children6 around the globe into formal, full-time education up to the  
minimum age of employment according to ILO Convention 138. When an approach 
on working children does exist, it is often based on the presumption that part-time 
education for many working children is the ‘utmost achievable’. 

 
• The policy against child labour is often only or mainly based on Convention 182 to 

combat the worst forms of child labour. While children in these worst forms do need 
special attention, this can be done most effectively while also building a norm that 
condemns all forms all child labour. In the absence of such a norm, it will be difficult 
to abolish the worst forms of child labour. Child labour policies of donors must 
therefore be linked to providing full-time education for all children, with if necessary 
specific strategies for reaching out to specific groups.   

 
To a large extent these (policy) contradictions arise out of the assumption that two 
important values clash: the right to education and the right to survive/ live. A choice is 
then made for the latter presuming that poverty makes it impossible for working 
children to follow full-time education – a choice between the lesser of two evils, or so it 
seems. We believe, and the experience of the MV Foundation and organizations in 
Africa and Latin America have shown, that the survival versus education arguments are 
not mutually exclusive, and that – although there are of course many obstacles - also 
poor parents will go to great lengths to send their children to school. 
 
In reality, it is not only desirable but also practically feasible – through an integrated 
education and child labour policy in both developing and donor countries – to include 
children of poor families into formal full-time education and to fight all forms of child 
labour that keep children from attending full time education. In fact, the seemingly 
unavoidable ‘choice out of necessity’ between ‘two evils’ only serves to perpetuate both 
child labour and poverty. 
 
The role of the International Labour Organization ( ILO) 
 
In 2006 the ILO and its International Programme for the Elimination of Child Labour 
(IPEC), though promoting and supporting the implementation of both Conventions, 
choose to give political priority to Convention 182 on the worst forms of child labour by 
aiming to eradicate the worst forms of child labour in 2016. It is assumed that it is 
possible to achieve this goal partly independent from achieving the eradication of all 
forms of child labour under both Conventions against child labour. As Stop Child labour 
it is our experience that a sequential approach of first tackling the worst forms of child 
labour and then the other forms is not the most effective. Of course partial successes 
are possible, but working with a certain community, or in an certain area, will yield more 
sustainable results if norms and institutions are built that are catering to the right of 
every child.7 
                                                           
6 See: Global Report - Accelerating action against child labour, ILO, 2010 
7 See also: http://www.stopchildlabour.eu/Repository/Policy-documents-and-recommendations 
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However on various occasions the ILO recognised the effectiveness of an area based 
approach. The Roadmap for Achieving the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child 
Labour by 20168, which is the Outcome Document of The Hague Global Child Labour 
Conference 2010, states in its Preamble: 
 
“Considering that action to eliminate the worst for ms of child labour is most 
effective and sustainable when it is situated withi n action to eliminate all child 
labour, including through area-based and sector-bas ed programme...”. 
 
The area-based approach and the concept of child labour free zones are also 
mentioned a number of times in ILO’s Global Report Accelerating action against child 
labour published in 2010 and various other documents.  
 
In the documents Combating child labour through education (2008)9 and 
Mainstreaming child labour concerns in education sector plans and programmes 10 of 
the International Programme on the Elimination of Child labour (IPEC) of the ILO, IPEC 
clearly links up the right to formal, full-time formal education and the eradication of child 
labour.  
 
The latter document clearly states in its introduction: 
“The international effort to achieve education for all and the progressive elimination of 
child labour are inextricably linked. On the one hand, quality education is a key element 
in preventing child labour and contributes to building a protective environment for all 
children. On the other hand, child labour is one of the main obstacles to full-time school 
attendance and, in the case of some part-time work, may prevent children from fully 
benefiting from their time at school.’’ 
 
and writes on non-formal transitional education: 
“The role of transitional education is to provide children with a “second chance”. 
Transitional education can help children who have been in child labour to “catch up” 
with their peers who began their schooling at the appropriate age. Many of the working 
children who enter non-formal schools are over-age and illiterate but by no means 
‘’unknowing”. Such students must be allowed to learn at their own pace and in ways 
that build upon the experience they have acquired. There should remain a strong link 
between the formal school system and non-formal rehabilitation programmes because 
basic education is key to sustaining the success of educational interventions over the 
long term.’’ 
 
In Combating child labour through education ILO-IPEC writes, on non-formal and 
transitional education: “IPEC’s support of non-formal and transitional education has 
taken a number of forms: 
• Support to ‘bridge schools’ or intensive transitional educational programmes to help 

former working children catch up the years they missed out on by not attending 
school at the appropriate age. 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
 
8 See: http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/press-and-media-centre/news/WCMS_127015/lang--
en/index.htm 
9 See: http://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/viewProduct.do?productId=7850 
10 See: http://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/viewProduct.do?productId=18895 
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• Facilitating close collaboration between non-formal education providers and the 
local school system to help smooth the (re)integration process. 

 
• Provision of special academic support and remedial teaching, at least in the early 

stages, for children making the transition from non-formal education programmes.’’ 
 
At a more general level the study by ILO-IPEC, Investing in Every Child, An Economic 
Study of the Costs and Benefits of Eliminating Child Labour (2004), concludes that the  
benefits of eliminating child labour will be nearly seven times greater than its cost. This 
convincingly defeats the argument that fighting all forms of child labour might be 
desirable but not feasible for developing countries. 
 
Recommendations of the campaign Stop Child Labour to policy makers:   

 
1. Policies of state governments and donors with regard to education and child labour 

must be based on the combined mandate of the Convention of the Rights of the 
Child, both ILO Conventions regarding child labour and the second Millennium 
Development Goal that aims to get all children into school in 2015 or as soon as 
possible thereafter. Programs for elementary education in developing countries 
should therefore contain or develop a strategy in order to integrate all working and 
other non-school going children into formal, full-time education up to the legal age 
for completing elementary education and at least fourteen. 

 
2. Governments need an integrated policy on the issues of elementary education and 

the elimination of child labour as part of their overall poverty reduction strategy. 
Such integration at policy level has to be translated into a better co-ordination at 
different levels, including at the level of various Ministries. To eradicate child labour 
the efforts of all ministries, at least those dealing with education, labour, social 
welfare and finances are needed.  

 
3. Prevention is better than to cure. That is also true for child labour. Therefore action 

is needed by governments, NGOs, trade unions and other groups who are 
implementing child labour programmes or campaigning to ensure that all children 
of ‘school-going age’ are entering school at the proper age and to avoid that 
children drop out before they are at least 15. Support for such programmes and 
campaigns, including pre-school education, crèches, school feeding programmes, 
enrolment drives etc. is an important contribution to ensuring the right to full-time 
education, especially for children from poor and vulnerable groups. 

 
4. To ensure the right to full-time education it is crucial to advocate, adopt and 

implement laws on compulsory education and the prohibition of child labour, as 
well as making these laws consistent.11 In addition, donors must contribute to the 
right to education and the prohibition of child labour in practice. It is therefore  

                                                           
11 According to the report: At What Age?... (www.right-to-education.org) in 2004 only 45 of 158 nations 
surveyed have equalised the school leaving age and the minimum age for employment. In 36 countries 
children can be employed full-time while they are still obliged to be in full-time education. At the other end 
of the scale, children in another 21 countries must at least wait one year and up to three years after 
completing compulsory education before they can legally work. 
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necessary that getting children out of work and into school, and thereby creating 
child labour free zones, is guided by the following criteria and considerations: 

 
a) Co-operation between the ministries of education, labour and other relevant 

departments, especially with regard to a better co-ordination between the 
inspections on education and labour.  

 
b) Formal full-time education should be free of costs for all children. That would 

include any additional costs like schoolbooks, uniforms and school transport, 
which should – especially where the poor are concerned – be borne by the 
government. 

 
c) Establishing the norm that no child should work has to be part and parcel of 

every programme that aims to get all children into full-time education. This can 
only be done through the education and mobilisation of each and every 
‘stakeholder’ in education, including children, parents, teachers, town and 
village councils, (local) government, education and labour inspection, 
institutions for welfare and security, public transport, unions and NGOs. 

 
d) The mandate, competencies and funding of the education system (from the 

Ministry for Education to every single school) should be designed in such a 
way that the education system is not only responsible for children already 
going to school. It should also, together with other ministries, be responsible 
for the implementation of measures to get all working and other non-school 
going children into school, including any child under fourteen that has missed 
school when he/she was younger. It is also necessary to establish a system of 
visits to (likely) ‘drop-outs’ and their parents as soon as possible, talk about 
their problems and try to find a solution. All this means that close co-operation 
is needed between all stakeholders and that resources should be made 
available allowing active participation of the local community. 

 
e) The above mentioned mandate should also include the organisation of ‘bridge-

schools’ (via courses, camps, classes, extra lessons etc.) that will help older 
children to mainstream into full-time education. In addition ‘bureaucratic 
barriers to education should be removed or parents should be supported to 
overcome them. These include: filling in registration forms, securing of a birth 
certificate or a medical proof of illness, inadequate school transport, mandatory 
school uniforms, impossibility to enrol after the age of 6 etc. All these 
seemingly trivial issues often keep children out of school or lead to drop-outs. 
The education system should help parents - especially those who are illiterate 
and poor - to deal with these matters. 

 
f) Special attention for, and a more direct approach towards ‘girl child  labour’ is 

necessary (also note point 7). The work of girls is often hardly visible and 
contributes to the large ‘gender gap’ in access to and retention in education. 
An important problem is that working in ones own or even somebody else’s 
household, even is this is interfering with the right to education, is often not 
considered as child labour. 
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g) Two forms of child labour which are often occurring but frequently overlooked 
and scarcely covered by law, are domestic child labour and agricultural work 
on the family farm. These forms of child labour often deter children from going 
to school, affect their school achievements or are hazardous by the nature of 
the work. Such forms of child labour should be eradicated in combination with 
efforts to get children into full-time education.    

 
h) Discrimination and exclusion on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity, caste, 

culture, language, faith, disabilities etc. should be tackled by the school 
system. They are important reasons why many children are working and not in 
school. Discrimination outside the school keeps certain groups out, while 
discrimination inside the school – for example discriminatory behaviour of 
teacher’s and a biased curriculum - pushes children out of school.  

 
i) Improving the quality of education in terms of teaching methodology, content 

and pedagogy is indeed very important and sometimes crucial to keep children 
in school. But often it is mentioned as the only way to enrol and retain children 
to school. Offering quality is however not enough. For quality education to be 
sustainable there has to be mobilisation around (and the realisation of) the 
norm that every child should go to school. Establishing such a norm should 
also be seen as an aspect of quality. Once this norm is (being) established a 
demand for quality education is likely to arise from the community and the 
improvements in quality in response to such a demand will be more 
sustainable. 

 
5. School meal programmes, can be of great or even crucial importance to promote 

en ensure participation in education especially for the poor - often undernourished - 
children. This would also be an important contribution to improving the learning 
capacity of poor students and moreover it is a contribution to their right to food. 

 
6. Giving financial support to (parents of) former working children who are now going 

to school is not advisable, especially if it is related to separate schools for ex-child 
labourers. These programs are often not financially sustainable, limited in scope, 
sensitive to corruption, and there is a possibility that parents take their children out  
of the public schools in order to benefit from subsidised schools. Supporting poor 
families financially through programs of social security provided that their children 
go to school, like the Brazilian Bolsa Escola program, is a much better approach 
and has, especially in Latin America, been a big incentive for school participation. 

 
7. The laudable focus on the gender gap in education must be matched by equal 

attention for the work girls are doing that hampers their participation in full-time 
education. When girls are attending school they are often dropping out in their 
early puberty. Efforts to get girls to school should, where possible, take place as 
part of an overall strategy that applies to all non-school going children, even if 
additional measures might be needed. An ‘’isolated approach’ for certain groups of 
girls is likely to encounter a lot more opposition and is more likely to get stuck in ad 
hoc unsustainable projects instead of contributing to a structural participation of 
girls in the educational system. The same principle of ‘inclusion’ contrary to 
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‘isolation’ should apply to other groups that are discriminated on the basis of 
ethnicity, caste, disability, HIV/AIDS etc. 

 
8. Part-time education or other forms of informal elementary education for working 

children should always serve as a temporary bridge towards elementary formal full-
time education. It is not recommended to support any permanent part-time 
educational system for children below 14 years of age that allows or even triggers 
them to work (almost) full-time as well. These programmes keep young children 
working, increase their work load and often lead to dropping out of school. Any 
existing parallel – often informal - systems should be redesigned in order to enable 
children to enter formal full-time education. Although formal public education 
sometimes is of a bad quality, this is no reason to implement a part-time 
‘alternative system’ for working children but requires improving the quality of the 
entire educational system.  

 
9. Policy makers should beware that they do not abdicate their final responsibility for 

education to private parties. The work of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
unions (including teacher’s unions) and employers is of great importance in the 
fight against child labour and ensuring the right to full-time education. However 
they should not be left with the responsibility of governments for education but 
rather, together with other stakeholders, stimulate the government to take the 
overarching responsibility for the education system and possibly help them in 
implementing it. It is however recommendable to identify and support public 
organisations (among which NGOs and unions) who can contribute to advocating 
and helping to implement changes in the policy in the areas of child labour and 
education.  

 
10. Specific programs and projects against child labour supported by international 

donors should: 
 

- Not be focused on fighting only the worst forms of child labour, but should 
instead focus more on broader programs which aim at the elimination of all 
forms of child labour that keep children out of school and/or are hazardous; 

 
- Redesign existing programmes or- projects combating the worst forms of child 

labour (e.g. by providing education) into programmes that are focused on 
mainstreaming all children into formal daytime education. 

 
11. Ongoing as well as planned donor-funded programs for education in developing 

countries should be monitored and evaluated as soon as possible on their 
contribution to the fight of all forms of child labour that keep children out of full-time 
schools. This implies that they are evaluated with regard to their strategies to get 
working and other non-school going children into formal daytime education. This is 
even more pressing as there is an increase in development assistance for basic 
education. With such an assessment and follow-up plan of action there is a ‘clear 
and present danger’ that such development assistance will not, or only to a small 
extent, reach poor and marginalised children that are now out of school.  
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Stop Child Labour believes, and our partners have shown, that elimination of child 
labour and universal education does not have to wait for poverty eradication but instead 
can be achieved in the short to medium run if all actors work together on the principle 
that ‘no child should work; every child must be in school’.  
 
June 2012 
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Annex I  
 
Excerpts from the above mentioned Handbook for Area -Based Approach 
 
Community selection 
Since the aim is eventually to cover the whole area, there is no hard and fast rule about 
which communities to target initially. Selection may be based on where links with the 
community have been established and where there is a particularly progressive 
community based organization or where there is a high incidence of child labour.  
 
Interventions involved in implementing an area-base d approach 
These interventions need to be adapted based on the depth of relationship you have 
with the community. The following steps need to be undertaken in your selected 
community: 
 
Build a rapport 
Get to know people and generally discuss issues that are important to them. 
Depending on your prior relationship with the community, it may be necessary to 
repeatedly go to the community and listen in a neutral way to build up contacts and 
trust. 
 
Gather information 
Work with interested community members to do a survey of all children in the 
community. This survey enables the collection of data on the total number of school 
and non-school going children in the area. It will help you establish contact with the 
community in the area and announces the need for elimination of child labour. 
Members of the community who take a keen interest in the survey can be identified as 
potential education activists. 
 
Revealing survey information 
Raise the issue of out of school children in the communities through appropriate 
awareness raising activities. 
 
Create a formal committee of interested individuals  
Those who have shown the most positive attitude and commitment to the preceding 
processes should be selected. In time this committee should become the Child Rights 
Protection Forum for the community. The role is to fill the gap between formal 
institutions (school, school education committees, and local elected bodies) and 
children. Progressively the capacity of these institutions is built and the CRPF can take 
a monitoring role to identify lapses in child rights. 
 
Implement the plan 
Take a position in the community based on the non-negotiables and build a consensus 
on the norm that all children should go to school. The non negotiables need to be 
introduced to the community so that there is a move from an exploratory process to a 
more focused and determined set of discussions, where parents and employers are 
challenged to send children to school.  
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Support first generation learners to enter full tim e formal education 
 
Short-term camps 
Children from nearby villages are brought together at one place for a short period. 
These children have never been to school or are dropouts and they draw strength from 
each other in these three days. They gain confidence to pressure their parents to send 
them to school. They realize that they are not alone in their struggle and that they have 
a vast support group. 
 
Children in the 5-8 age group 
In general these children can be directly enrolled into school after a well planned 
enrollment drive where every parent is met and facilitated. Contact should be 
maintained with the parents regularly.Along with the swelling numbers of children, there 
may be an acute problem of accommodation and teachers. The response to this 
demand should be in the form of new classrooms being constructed and hire more 
teachers. The community should be encouraged to mobilise funds for the same. 
 
Children in the 9-14 age group 
Older out of school children need to go through a longer process designed to provide 
orientation towards education and accelerated learning so that they do not necessarily 
have to start in the lowest class. 
 
Motivation centres 
Older children in the 9-14 years age group are enlisted in motivation centres. Wherever 
possible, they are established under the auspices of the school headmaster. Such 
children are given confidence to study through the centres. In the mean time they are 
also motivated to abandon work and join into schools.  
 
Residential bridge course camps 
Children in these camps are prepared to be students and this also helps them gain 
confidence to go to classes according to their age. These camps not only convert the 
children’s focus towards education but also prepare the parents, teachers and 
community at large into accepting the norm that children ought to be in schools. The 
camps also serve the purpose of mobilization, training and resource needs of the 
programme. They demonstrate the efficacy of the arguments on child labour and 
related issues. (Annexure… for more details) 
 
Strengthen the school system 
The formation of the plan automatically results in the school becoming the focus of all 
further attention, which in turn strengthens the school itself. As the role of the school 
grows, interventions can assist the strengthening process. 
 
Teachers 
In the struggle to abolish child labour, the school necessarily becomes the place which 
will keep children out of work. Engaging the teachers to make the school a child friendly 
place will thus become important. Teachers have a very large role to play.  
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School committees 
The community committee established for elimination of child labour can either directly 
or indirectly work with formal community education committees to enable them to play 
their full role in strengthening the school. 
The School Education Committee is an important body that ensures that the processes 
and functions in the school are in a child friendly and proper manner.  
 
Retain children in schools 
The retention of children in schools is as important as mobilising children out of work. 
The probability of former child labourers dropping out from school is very high. After 
admission into schools the following activities are to be taken up to retain them in 
schools. 
 
Child Tracking 
The children are tracked on an everyday basis to ensure they attend school and their 
transition into formal schools is smooth. According to an individual’s capacity and 
motivation levels, different members of the community can take on this activity – 
teachers, elected representatives, youth or appointed activists. The important thing is 
that it is done. 
 
Supplementary support: Accelerated Learning Centres  in Formal School 
Some children need extra care and the teachers have to be sensitized to their needs, 
adapting the educational process to suit first generation learners. To cater to these 
children the teachers need support. When these children are large in numbers, there 
should be a separate class for them in the school.  
 
Sustained follow-up of children 
Work for the continuous maintenance and improvement of rights afforded to all children 
is a necessary condition because as children become older there is an increased 
likelihood that they, especially girls, will drop out of school to be married or employed. 
The CRPF must stimulate dialogue on these issues and motivate the parents to retain 
these children in schools. 
 
Progress of the intervention 
Progress is measured in terms of achievement of a sustained change in norms. 
‘Sustained mobilization’ in the child labour context can be defined as the follows: 
When a community has changed its norm and is providing support to other 
communities to change their norms. Ideal is where community is proactive in 
developing support to nurture children and prevent violations of child rights happening.  
 



 
 
 

17 
 

 
 

Annex II: Excerpts from: Universalizing child right s: A Review of MV 
Foundation’s Achievements and future challenges (Ma y 2010) 
 
Impact on families 
‘’Indeed, as the movement has evolved and matured, many new interfaces with family 
wellbeing have been opened up. There are new programmes of action against child 
marriages; and, separately for the further postponement of marriage in order to 
facilitate the entry of girls into tertiary education and professional careers. There is a 
strong drive against female infanticide. There are actions for the registration of all births 
and marriages; for the nutritional and overall care of pregnant women; for shifting to 
professionally supervised deliveries in proper medical facilities; for eliminating domestic 
violence and, related to it, the reunification of broken families through the 
intermediation of village Sarpanches [village heads].’’ 
 
‘’First: there were very many poor families that did send their children to school – so 
poverty could not be accepted uncritically as a binding constraint; so there were clearly 
other options and strategies that households could exercise. Second: it was 
demonstrated that the incidence of non-school going children was also significant 
amongst families that were clearly not poor at all – for such households the “poverty 
argument was irrelevant; it was an issue of attitudes and aspirations. Third: there were 
families where adults and children were locked in bonded labour arrangements – here 
the choice of schooling had been snatched away. Fourth: under the surface of the “we 
are too poor to send children to school” response, stronger forces were at work: a lack 
of socialization into the world of education; hostile responses from indifferent school 
establishments and officials; lack of knowledge of intimidating procedures for school 
entrance. Many poor parents, without any tradition of schooling in their families, were 
thwarted from sending their children to school, even though they aspired to. So they 
accepted and simply said: “we are poor and we cannot send our children to school”. 
The purveyors of the poverty argument wrongly accept this interpretation without critical 
investigation.’’ 
 
‘’The achievement is regarded not just as one of the child but also of the entire family. 
In the field, messages such as the following were conveyed to us repeatedly, with 
clarity and virtually without exception by parents, older siblings, grandparents and other 
members of the family: 

• “Children go to school now and parents go to work.” 
• “Parents are respected more when they send their children to school.”  
• “Parents did not require children’s income. They needed trust in schools.” 
• “Parents are more aware and more responsible for their children.” 

 
Creating Child Friendly Communities 
In reviewing the impact of MVF, it would be appropriate to speak of a change not just of 
the mindsets of parents, but of a transformation of community culture as a whole. The 
principles of voluntarism, consensus building, local ownership and universality that are 
central to MVF’s approach have succeeded in galvanizing entire communities, first 
around the issues of education and child labour and more recently for the protection of 
the rights of all children. This has led to a transformation of value systems and a 
change in social behaviour, not just among parents of working children but in the whole  



 
 
 

18 
 

 
 

community.  Norms about child labour, bonded labour, girls’ education and child 
marriage have changed in the space of a few decades.’’ 
 
Enabling child participation 
‘’MVF rightly steers clear of an approach where the right to participation is taken out of 
context and given primacy above other rights. Instead, all rights are given equal 
importance and the entire community including children, youth, parents, teachers, and 
the local government are made aware about child rights and are invited to become 
partners in the effort to secure all rights for all children in their area. Through this 
process children become aware of their right to education and protection from child 
labour, and they can take a stand against parents and employers. Many children defy 
both parents and employers and run away to join the bridge camps, others pester their 
parents till they give in and allow them to join school, and girls often refuse to speak or 
eat to avoid early marriage.’’ 
 
Impact on government and local government bodies 
‘’A central tenet of MVF’s operational philosophy and approach has been that it does 
not stand in confrontation to the state, but uses its efforts to make the state fulfill its 
constitutional obligation for the universalisation of education. Therefore, it does not 
believe in setting up parallel alternative systems for providing education, but in getting 
the state to improve the provision of education, both in quantitative and qualitative 
terms, in response to the quantum leap in the demand for education that is stimulated 
through the impact of MVF’s movement in the villages.’’ 
 
‘’The impact of MVF at the immediate level of local government, or the local state, has 
steadily and cumulatively grown to be powerful and profound. The local state could be 
regarded as comprising the village and district levels of administration and government, 
incorporating also the influence of local power structures on the functioning of the local 
state authorities and office bearers, whether civil servants or elected representatives. 
Since its inception, MVF has through its consensual approach argued with, persuaded 
and won over the local echelons of government. This has implied not just the lack of 
opposition that radical movements usually encounter, not a reluctant acquiescence, but 
progressively an active support and then an implicit partnership in furthering the 
agenda of child rights, starting with the right to education. From initial acts of episodic 
support, local government is now becoming part of the institutionalized structures that 
are facilitating, protecting and monitoring child rights.’’ 
 
Impact on girls  
‘’MVF’s broad definition of child labour – covering all children who are not at school – 
puts the spotlight directly on home-based workers which includes a disproportionate 
proportion of girls held back from school. Through the adoption of this definition, MVF’s 
strategy becomes strongly, rather than weakly, gendered. It deals with all non-school 
going children, and these ranks are dominated by girls. The drive for universality has 
progressively drawn MVF into confronting gender-specific constraints, reflecting the 
pervasive persistence and influence of patriarchal systems and values. Quite early, it 
became evident that the traditional practice of early child marriage stood in the way of 
the schooling of girls. Isolated episodes of resistance to child marriage developed into a 
sustained campaign with the organization regularly tracking girls at the ages when they 
are vulnerable to early marriages.’’ 
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STOP CHILD LABOUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES  
 
Definition of Child Labour:  Child Labour is work performed by a child that is likely to 
interfere with his or her education, or to be harmful to their health or physical, mental, 
spiritual, moral or social development. (Convention on the Rights of the Child, A 32.1) 
 
Principle 1: Child labour is the denial of a child’ s right to education 
The elimination of child labour and the provision of full-time formal education are 
inextricably linked. The focus of attention must be to actively integrate and retain all ‘out 
of school’ children into formal education systems. Children have the right to education 
at least until the age they are allowed to work which is 15 (while developing countries 
can choose 14). In addition efforts must be made to remove all barriers to local schools 
as well as ensuring the necessary financial and infrastructural support for the provision 
of quality education.  
 
Principle 2: All child labour is unacceptable  
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (quoted above) along with a host of other 
international agreements unequivocally affirm the right of all children to live in freedom 
from exploitation. Approaches to the issue have tended to prioritize and segregate 
solutions to different types of child labour depending on certain categories. These 
range from children working in hazardous industries, children doing so-called non-
hazardous work - including domestic work - but missing out on school.  
The SCL campaign believes that such distinctions, while helping to cast a spotlight on 
the worst abuses, tend to be too narrow in their focus and offer only partial solutions. 
Efforts to eliminate child labour should focus on all its forms, preferably aiming at all 
children in a certain community. 
 
Principle 3: It is the duty of all Governments, Int ernational Organisations and 
Corporate Bodies to ensure that they do not perpetu ate child labour 
All governments have a duty to ensure that they do not permit, or allow child labour to 
exist within their state. Furthermore they have a duty to ensure that state agencies, 
corporate bodies as well as their suppliers and trading partners worldwide, are fully 
compliant with the CRC and other international agreements protecting the rights of the 
child. As part of their corporate social responsibility, all transnational and other 
business enterprises using child labour should create and implement a plan to remove 
children from their workforce, including their supply chain, and enrol them in full-time 
education. 
 
Principle 4: Core Labour standards must be respecte d and enforced to effectively 
eliminate child labour 
The eradication of child labour is closely linked to the promotion of other labour 
standards in the workplace: the right to organise and collective bargaining, freedom 
from forced labour, child labour and discrimination. A living wage, health and safety at 
work, the absence of forced excessive overtime are also crucial. Child labour 
undermines the opportunities for adult employment and decent wages. Experience has  
shown that child labour is highly unlikely to exist when a free trade union is present and 
where core labour standards are respected. 
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About the campaign ‘Stop Child Labour – School is t he best place to work’  
 
‘Stop Child Labour - School is the best place to work’ is an international campaign with 
partners in Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe. The campaign is co-ordinated by 
Hivos in The Netherlands. 
Website: www.stopchildlabour.org  
 
Contact details:  
 
Sofie Ovaa – Campaign Co-ordinator 
Humanist Institute for Co-operation with Developing Countries (Hivos) 
Postbus 85565 
2508 CG The Hague  
The Netherlands 
E-mail: s.ovaa@hivos.nl 
Tel. +31 (0)70 376-5500 
 
Gerard Oonk – Senior Advisor on Child Labour 
India Committee of the Netherlands (ICN) 
Mariaplaats 4e  
3511 LH Utrecht 
The Netherlands 
E-mail: g.oonk@indianet.nl 


