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ELIMINATING CHILD LABOUR IN MALAWI
 Guide for Employers

Child Labour is a global problem that has plagued especially developing countries and its efforts at socio-economic 
development. The Employers Consultative Association of Malawi is supporting the ILO and the global campaign 
against the elimination of child labour and in that regard has developed this Guide for Employers and business in 
Malawi. The Employers Guide is based on the Bureau of Employers Activities Guide on Elimination of Child Labour 
by Employers Organisations which has been customised to guide employers and business in Malawi in their quest 
to fight against child labour.

The Guide looks at the SADC region and Malawi with regard to the status of child labour in the region. The Guide 
considers international treaties in place and stresses the need for the fight against child labour to be multi-sectoral 
but in the main calls on employer's ands business to take a step by step action to contribute to the elimination of 
child labour in the interest of future
skills for economic development and from a moral stand point.

Using the Employers Guide will deepen the resolve of employers in their fight against child labour there by fulfilling 
their corporate responsibility. 

Bureau for Employer' Activities 
International Labour Office  CH-1211 Geneva 22

Switzerland, 
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The Employers Consultative Association of Malawi completely recognizes the adverse impact of child 
labour on the children, their families, the economy as well as the future problems it will cause for 
employers. Child labour deprives children of their rights such as education and their ability to 
participate actively and positively in the development of their country. As employers there are various 
reasons why we need to ensure that we eliminate child labour in its worst forms and entirely. 

One of the mandates of ECAM is to fight and tackle child labour. As employers we have been involved in 
the elimination of child labour through various projects with technical support from International 
Labour Organization. The main areas that we have focused on are the tea and tobacco estates. ECAM 
fully supports the ratification of Conventions 138 on Minimum Age in Employment and 182 on the 
Worst Forms of Child Labour as well as the UN Convention on the Right of the Child 1989. These have 
all been harmonized with the Employment Act 2000 as well as the constitution of 1994. Furthermore 
Malawi also instituted free primary education post 1994. ECAM recognizes the Government's efforts 
in tackling Child Labour and is therefore there to compliment these efforts.

Employers are committed to the fight against child labour. The costs associated with employing child 
labourers are hefty in the long run. Already companies contribute positively to the communities they 
exist in, however there's a need to intensify efforts in ensuring that elimination of child labour is at the 
heart of their corporate social responsibilities. For an employer productivity of his/her labour force is 
crucial to that organizations profitability as well as sustainability. To ensure that a productive 
workforce is maintained and the right skills are attained child labour needs to be eradicated. 
Furthermore, business now exists in a global and sophisticated market where ethics are becoming the 
order of the transaction. Ethics are of utmost importance in any business and it is through having a 
good ethical statement that a business' reputation can grow to transact regionally and internationally.
This guide serves to confirm the employers' commitment to fighting and eliminating child labour. 
Special vote of thanks should be accorded to the Bureau for Employers' Activities ACT/EMP for their 
continued assistance and collaborative efforts on issues pertaining to child labour. We appreciate the 
efforts of our social partners and at the same time understand the part we have to play as employers in 
Malawi. We are aware that our commitment is pivotal and shall abide by the provisions of the legal 
instruments (national and international) that govern child labour. As partners to the economic 
development of Malawi we realize that our role in eliminating child labour will have a positive 
contribution to the objectives of the countries national strategy i.e. Malawi Growth and Development 
Strategy II. By respecting and upholding the rights of children we believe that we will foster an 
environment that is devoid of inadequate skills, skills which at all levels are the backbone to the 
progression of business.

Buxton M Kayuni
President

Foreword
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Introduction and Overview

Employer Consultative Association of Malawi (ECAM)

ECAM is the recognised employer's voice of employers in Malawi under the Labour Relations Act.  It 
was established in 1963 and registered under the Trustees Incorporation Act and is an affiliate 
member of the International Organization of Employers (IOE).
The Employers' Consultative Association of Malawi (ECAM) was registered in 1963 under the 
Trustees Incorporation Act of Malawi as an employers' trade association representing all subscribing 
employers. The current membership is close to 208 (active 160) out of a potential population of more 
than 500 employers
The primary role of the Employers' Consultative Association of Malawi (ECAM) is the promotion, 
guidance and protection of employers' interests in labour, employment and social-economic issues. 
From time to time, ECAM collects and collates information on economic and employment matters and 
issues position papers and public statements of direct interest to employers through mass media and 
appropriate fora. On a more regular basis, ECAM is actively involved in social dialogue and defence of 
employers' position in collective bargaining with union representatives at the Industrial Relations 
Court. ECAM is also extensively engaged in management development programmes. 

In order to gain its pivotal role as the apex employers' organisation in Malawi, ECAM must develop 
stronger and closer links with members, provide real-time information and pro-actively respond to 
members' concerns and contemporary needs. For this purpose, ECAM must embrace best practice 
and undergo organizational development to provide more technically and organisationally integrated 
and coherent range of services which address emerging needs of employers. The strategic plan: 2010-
2014 has been developed to reposition ECAM ahead of other peer organisations in the country and as 
an important tool to assist in not only developing synergy between complementary services but also in 
focusing ECAM's organisational development efforts towards becoming an effective employers' 
organisation in the provision of the much-needed industrial relations service in Malawi. 
have not been able to benefit from representation so far.

Vision
ECAM aims to promote and safeguard the interests of employers in Malawi. 

Mission
ECAM aims to advance the interest of employers to relevant bodies in form of advocacy 

and lobbying. 

The status of Child Labour in Malawi

ELIMINATING CHILD LABOUR IN MALAWI
4



1 Country Programme to Combat Child Labour in Malawi Mid-term Evaluation, September 2007, p. 6
 2David Smith, Malawi's child tobacco pickers 'being poisoned by nicotine',The Guardian, Monday 24 August, 2009.
3 David Smith, Malawi's child tobacco pickers 'being poisoned by nicotine',The Guardian, Monday 24 August, 2009.

Malawi has about 3.8 million children in the 5-17 year age range, representing 34% of the country's 
population.  Of these, 1.5 million children or 38% in the same age range are economically active.  It is 
estimated that there were 1.4 million children engaged in child labour, representing 37% of the 5-17 

1age group and 47% of the working children .

Research shows that Malawi has the highest incidence of child labour in the SADC Region.  Child 
Labour is most prevalent in the agricultural sector with a total of 88.9% of five to 14-year-olds working 
in this sector. It is estimated that more than 78,000 children work on tobacco estates – some up to 12 

2hours a day without protective clothing .  

These children come into contact with GTS which is a common hazard of workers coming into contact 
with tobacco leaves and absorbing nicotine through their skin, particularly when harvesting.   
Everyday symptoms of GTS are more severe in children than adults as they have not built up a 

3tolerance to nicotine through smoking and because of their physical size .  
Other forms of child labour that exist in Malawi include:
• domestic child labour; 
• herding;
• commercial sex exploitation; and
• child trafficking. 

Legal and legislative environment

Malawi has ratified ILO Conventions 138 (Minimum Age) and 182 (Worst Forms of Child Labour) as 
evidenced by the Malawi Constitution as well as the Employment Act 2000 (sections 21-24). 
• The  following identifiable instruments and processes guide the fight against child labour in 

Malawi:

Legislative instruments
• Malawi Constitution.
• The Malawi Growth and Development Strategy (MGDS, 2006/7-2010/11) under the theme 

of “social protection”.
• Employment Act Cap 55:01, which responds to ILO Convention 182 on WFCL.
• Child  and   Act 2011.
• Wills and Inheritance Act, also under review.
• Adoption Act.

Policy tools
• Child labour National  Action Plan
• National Youth Policy.
• National HIV/AIDS Policy and the National AIDS Commission

Protection Justice
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Orphans and Vulnerable Children Policy
•
• Early Childhood Development (ECD) Policy.
• UNCRC reporting, e.g. Malawi UNCRC 2006.

SADC Code of conduct on Child Labour

Projects
• Integrated Child Labour Elimination Project (ICLEP).  Started in July 2006 – July 2011, the 

project goal was to contribute to the elimination of child labour in tobacco growing areas by 
addressing the root factors that drive child labour. ECAM Child Labour Project in the Tea 
Industry. The project goal was to Enhance Capacity and participation of ECAM and its 
affiliate the Tea Association of Malawi in National efforts aiming at the elimination of child 
labour targeting specifically the WFCL in the Tea Sector as a Strategy.

Specific policy responses
• Free Primary Education (FPE) that assures all children of primary education.
• Incorporation of Life Skills in primary schools (classes 5, 6 and 8).
• School feeding programs.
• Guidelines for institutions of OVC care.
• Guidelines for education support to OVCs
• Malawi Police handle cases of child abuse in the Victim Support Unit.
• National Registration process which has began with support from UNICEF.

Education Policy.
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Chapter 1
Children and Child Labour



“A future without child labour is at last within reach.  Signifi cant progress is being made world-wide in 
combating child labour. The new global estimates of trends reinforce this message of hope.  However, a 
strong and sustained global movement is needed to provide the extra push towards eliminating the 

4scourge of child labour. This is no time for complacency.”

In the world today, an estimated 218 million boys and girls work as child labourers. Of this total, over 
5126 million are engaged in hazardous work.

In SADC, these children live in countries where child labour is banned.  They work anyway because the 
poverty of their family situation requires it, because adequate and affordable schooling is not available 
and because social norms deem it to be acceptable.  At the same time, child labour persists not only 
because children supply their labour but also because plantations, farms, factories, businesses and 
households generate a demand for such labour.  The successful elimination of child labour worldwide 
and in the SADC region in particular requires efforts to tackle simultaneously this complex set of supply 
and demand factors.  

The main responsibility for the elimination of child labour lies with the government.  Employers and 
their organizations are also important players in the effort to eliminate child labour.  At the regional 
level, employer organisations have supported the adoption of ILO Conventions against child labour.  At 
the national level, employers' organizations engage actively in tripartite dialogue regarding the 
ratification of Conventions, the adoption of national anti-child labour laws and compliance with those 
laws.

Individual employers and employers' organization also participate, with the ILO and other 
stakeholders, in projects and programmes to reduce child labour.

Purpose of the Consolidated Guide

This guide is a customisation of the two ACT/EMP Guides for Employers on Eliminating Child Labour 
into one consolidated Guide for the employers' organization in Malawi.  It has been designed to help 
employers and their associations in Malawi understand and take action against child labour.  
It provides strategies for the prevention of child labour, the withdrawal of children from work and the 
protection of those children who are above the minimum age of employment and do work. The guide 
provides definitions, an explanation of the causes and the consequences of child labour, and the 
rationale for why businesses should not employ children and explains options.  Leading good practices 
and strategies on what businesses in the SADC region have done to eliminate child labour in their 
operations are provided.  Examples of good practices from the region are highlighted in the section 
“Good Practices for businesses and Child Labour Action Plan. 
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Chapter 2
What is child labour?



Article 2 of the ILO's Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (C.182) defines a 'child' as anyone 
under the age of 18.  There are 318 million economically active children in the world. About two-thirds 
of these children (218million) are engaged in what is considered child labour.  About 80 million of 

6these are in Africa. Close to 60 million of these children work in the “worst forms of child labour”.   The 
remainder participate in acceptable forms of work.  Child labour is work that harms a child's well-being 
and hinders his or her education, development and future livelihood.  Child labour is work which, by its 
nature and/or the way it is carried out, harms, abuses and exploits the child and deprives the child of 
an education.  

In addition to the term “child labour”, the ILO also uses the expressions “working children” and 
“economically active children”, notably for statistical purposes.  There are 2 million economically 
active children between the ages of 10 and 14.  These two terms denote work by a child of more than 
one hour during a seven-day period. This work can be paid or unpaid, for the market or not, regular or 
casual, legal or illegal.  In the context of Malawi,  it is generally believed  within the communities that 
the child labour problem is limited to young children in remote areas who work as cattle tenders, 
domestic work (classified as one of the Worst Forms of Child Labour under the relevant ILO 
Convention), or babysitters. This is the work that children are doing legally as part of building the 
culture of self-sustenance as opposed to child labour.

The ILO estimates that there are about 306 million economically active children in the world, of which 
7215 million fall in to the category of child labour.   Many countries have also defined Worst Forms of 

Child Labour - work that children should not undertake and hazardous work – work that is dangerous 
or could cause harm to the child's emotional, physical and mental wellbeing - and banned children 
from this work, including those children who are above the minimum working age and below the age 
of 18.  These definitions, contained in national legislation, must be followed by a business for it to 
remain within the law.  The definitions vary from country to country although they are often based on 
or include elements of the two ILO Conventions on child labour, the Minimum Age Convention (C.138) 
and the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (C.182), as well as the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. A country that has ratified these Conventions commits itself to complying with their 
provisions. A country is free, however, to adopt laws that are more protective than these Conventions 
and to also use the flexibilities contained in the Conventions to suit its particular circumstances.

Minimum Age Convention (C.138)
The ILO's Minimum Age Convention calls for the minimum working age to be set at not lower than the 
end of compulsory schooling, and in any case at not less than age 15 (or 14 in developing countries). 
However, light work may be permitted for those between the ages of 13 and 15 (or 12 and 14 in 
developing countries).  The Convention defines light work for these children as that which is:

Not likely to be harmful to their health or development, and not such as to prejudice their 
attendance at school, their participation in vocational orientation or training programmes 
approved by the competent authority, or their capacity to benefit from the instruction 
received.
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With the exception of Mozambique (with the minimum age set at 18), most SADC countries have 
legislation that has fixed a general minimum age for work to be between 14 and 15 years of age.  

Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (C.182)
The ILO's Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention was adopted unanimously by ILO delegates in 1999 
and covers all children up to the age of 18.  As its title suggests, the Convention relates to particular 
types of work that children should not undertake. Article 3 defines these worst forms as:
a) All forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of children, 

debt bondage, and serfdom, and forced or compulsory labour, including forced or 
compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict

b) The use, procuring or offering of a child for prostitution, for the production of pornography 
or for pornographic performances

c) The use, procuring or offering of a child for illicit activities in particular for the production 
and trafficking of drugs as defined in the relevant international treaties

d) Work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which it is carried out, is likely to harm the 
health, safety or morals of children.

Legitimate businesses will be free of the types of “work” mentioned in subparagraphs (a) to (c).  These 
types of work are sometimes referred to as the “unconditional worst forms of child labour”. 
Subparagraph (d) of Article 3 describes what is referred to as “hazardous child labour” (HCL). C.182 has 
been ratified by over 90% of the ILO's member countries.

Figure 1: Basic distinctions in ILO child labour standards
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* The minimum age for admission to employment or work is determined by   
national legislation and can be set at 14, 15 or 16 years.

** The minimum age at which light work is permissible can be set at 12 or 13 years.

*** For example, households chores, work in family undertakings and work undertaken as 
part of education.



Hazardous child labour
According to C.182, Hazardous Child Labour (HCL) is work in dangerous or unhealthy conditions that 
could result in a child being killed or injured (often permanently) and/or made ill (often permanently) 
as a consequence of poor safety and health standards and working arrangements.  HCL is also covered 
under the ILO's Minimum Age Convention (C.138).  

“Hazard” is closely associated with “risk”. A hazard is anything with the potential to do harm. A risk is 
the likelihood of potential harm from that hazard being realized. For example, the hazard associated 
with power driven agricultural machinery might be getting trapped or entangled by moving parts.  The 
risk will be high if guards are not fitted and workers are in close proximity to the machine.  If, however, 
the machine is properly guarded, regularly maintained and repaired by competent staff, then the risk 
will be low.

The exact list of hazardous activities is to be determined by each country after consulting with 
employers and workers.  The ILO's Minimum Age Recommendation (R.146) states that, in determining 
what constitutes hazardous work, “full account should be taken of relevant international labour 
standards such as those concerning dangerous substances, agents or processes (including ionizing 
radiations), the lifting of heavy weights and underground work” (para.10.a).  Advice for governments 
on hazardous child labour activities which should be prohibited is also given in the ILO's Worst Forms of 
Child Labour Recommendation (R.190), which reads:

In determining the types of work referred to under Article3 (d) of C.182, and in identifying where they 
exist, consideration should be given, inter alia, to:
a) Work which exposes children to physical, psychological or sexual abuse
b) Work underground, underwater, at dangerous heights or in confined spaces
c) Work with dangerous machinery, equipment or tools, or which involves the manual 

handling or transport of heavy loads
d) Work in an unhealthy environment which may, for example, expose children to hazardous 

substances, agents or processes, or to temperatures, noise levels and vibrations damaging 
to their health

e) Work under particularly difficult conditions such as work for long hours or during the night 
or work where the child is unreasonably confined to the premises of the employer.

SADC Code on the Elimination of Child labour
Sub-Saharan Africa has seen a sharp increase in the number of children in employment in the 5-14 age 
groups - from 49.3 million in 2004 to 58.2 million in 2008 (with an increase in the activity rate from 26.4  
to 28.4 per cent. In contrast, Asia and the Pacific experienced a decline from 18.8 to 14.8 per cent from 
10 to 9 per cent for Latin America. The persistent challenges of widespread and extreme poverty, high 
population growth, the AIDS pandemic, recurrent food crises, and political unrest and conflict clearly 

8exacerbate the problem.
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The past 10 years has seen a concerted effort by SADC Member States to tackle the problem of child 
labour in the region.  The 2003 SADC Summit saw the introduction of the SADC Code on the 
Elimination of Child aligned to ILO Conventions.  This is an important milestone in the fight against 
child labour in the region.

As part of implementing the code at country level, most SADC countries have put in place policies and 
legal instruments that address child labour related issues affecting children and youth.      
Some of these have become good practices in the elimination of child in the region and are discussed 
in detail in other section of this guide.

Sectors and gender – (Global Perspective)
Worst forms of child labour in the  region are in agricultural work, child domestic work, commercial 
sexual exploitation of children, mining and quarrying work, child trafficking and work in the urban 
informal sectors.  Of children aged 5-11, girls are slightly more likely to be engaged in child labour than  
boys.  Boys constitute 66% of total child labourers aged 15-17. Boys are more likely to be engaged in 

9hazardous work for children in all age categories.   With the exception of agriculture and industry 
sectors of the economy, girls outnumber boys in services by 52.6 per cent.  
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The factors that cause child labour are interrelated.  The causes of child labour in the SADC Region 
include HIV and Aids, poverty and lack of basic social services like affordable early childhood schooling, 
lack of social security, lack of feeding schemes, decline or lack of family income.  Factors that cause 
such a decline include:
• war, political unrest or social strife that disrupts the economy 
• natural disasters
• migration (prompted by the above factors)
• economic recession or depression
• inability to raise credit
• large family size (high fertility)    
• sickness or death of a parent or working sibling
• social norms and attitudes

Addressing all of these factors is critical for reducing child labour.  While child labour has become an 
important international issue over the past 15 years, there is, in fact, relatively little detailed research 
on its causes. In particular, it is not clear how important each of the five factors is. For example, we 

10know that when the costs of education are removed, a large increase in school enrolment results.   
We are not clear, however, on whether very poor parents will then transfer their children from work to 
school, or how important social norms will be in influencing such a decision.  We have an idea of the 
main factors that affect the decisions of parents and children, but we do not know what combinations 
of these factors cause child labour.

Poverty

The role of poverty is supported by the macro-level evidence comparing the income levels and the 
incidence of working children across various countries.  In those countries with an annual per capita 
income of US$500 or less, between 30-60% of boys and girls aged 10-14 engage in some type of work 
and thus can be classified as working children.  As income increases, the rate declines in countries with 
per capita income of between US$501 and US$1000, the proportion of working children is generally 
between 10-30%. Note that these figures are for “working children” and not child labour, because 

11figures for the latter are less readily available.

Lack of basic income and food security are the leading cause to child labour. Children are forced to 
engage in harmful worst forms of child labour and their families condone or encourage such work due 
to the lack of basic amenities. The Child Labour baseline survery and 2004 Public Policy and Child 
Labour survey all confirmed that income and food poverty were critical in driving children into child 
labour. (National Action Plan on Child Labour). Household poverty is one of the major contributing 
factors to child labour in Malawi.
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Lack of decent, low-cost schooling

The alternative for children to working is attending school.  Parents find it difficult to send their 
children to school, however this is difficult for parents, if they must pay tuition and other fees 
(uniforms, notebooks).  If parents cannot afford these costs, children stay away from school and often 
end up working for the family or for others.  The barriers created by school-related fees can be 
considerable.  For example, the abolition of tuition fees for primary education in Kenya in 2003 

12prompted an extra1.5 million children to attend school.  It is not true in all cases, however that the 
abolition of fees will result in higher enrolments, because there are a range of other social and 
economic barriers that can create barriers to education. The education system in Malawi just like most 
of the Sub-Saharan-African Countries is faced with many constraints. It is marred with inadequate 
teaching, lack of resources such as textbooks and chalkboards, colonial curricula and models of  
instruction that often distort the learning process. After the Malawi Government introduced free 
primary education not all children attended school. Only 72% of the 3.8 million children were 
attendimng school on full time basis. Even after introducing free primary education dropouts were 
recorded. According to the Malawi Child Labour Baseline Survey 9% of children dropped out of school 
with girls dominating (9.4% compared to boys' 7.5%). The reasons given are mostly attributed to 
affordability

For example, families living far away from the nearest school also face difficulties either because they 
cannot afford the cost of transportation or because it is too difficult or time-consuming for their 
children to attend school. 

Aside from demanding good uniforms most schools also require pupils to contribute to a number of 
school funds that accumulate to a substantial amount.

Schools play two additional important roles affecting child labour.  Firstly, they are useful in monitoring 
a ban on child labour because it is generally easier to monitor school attendance than to monitor the 
employment practices of thousands of businesses.  

Secondly, providing free meals at school is now used in many programmes as a key strategy for 
reducing child labour. Free lunches decrease the costs to poor households of opting for school.  This 

13practice is common to a number of programmes aimed at reducing child labour in Zambia  and South 
Africa where parents/guardians grow food in nutrition gardens and harvest it for household 
consumption or sale.
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However, it is important that free lunches be provided on a sustainable basis. In this regard, school 
administrators, local school boards/councils and the government should be encouraged to provide full 
or part-funding for the meal component of a child labour project.  This provides a better chance that 
meals will be continued after the broader project has ended.
 
It is also important, of course, that schooling be of adequate quality to ensure that students are 
learning something.  If parents feel that their children are not getting an education, they will be less 
inclined to send them to school.  Parents may also not feel that education increases their child's 
prospects of securing a good job due to the nature of the job market, including various forms of 
discrimination.  In addition, some parents feel that their children need only a certain level of education 
(basic reading, writing and mathematics).  For example, an artisan may feel that teaching his 14-year-
old son the family trade is better than allowing the boy to continue his education for another year.  This 
can be tackled by showing the parent that a certain level of education will add value in the long-term to 
the family basis if he allows his 14 years old son to continue with school to learn mathematics, writing 
and reading.

Social norms and attitudes

Social norms and attitudes may have an impact on the level of child labour, although this remains an 
area that is not well understood.  Some researchers suggest that societies may differ in the level of 
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social pressure or social stigma related to child labour.  For example, in societies where the stigma is 
low, parents are not influenced by their neighbours to keep their children in school and away from 
work.  In other societies, however, this social stigma may be high, in which case it discourages parents 
from allowing their children to work.  Such a difference may provide part of the answer as to why 
countries with similar poverty levels, educational infrastructures and social fabrics have differences in 

14the incidence of child labour.

Social values can also lead to gender biases in child labour.  These cases may affect the type of work 
that is done by girls and boys, the number of hours worked (including domestic chores) and, most 
critically, decisions about who goes to work and who gets an education.  In many societies, girls work 
more hours than boys when domestic chores are taken into account.  The composition of the family of 
ten determines whether girls or boys, and who in the birth order, will go to work or to school. 
Generally, younger children have a greater chance of going to school and are supported by the income 
earned through the work done by older children.

Demand from households, family or family businesses

Many children work for their parents.  Children do house hold chores, which allow their parents to do 
other work, either on the family plot, in a micro business or for a wage working for others. Household 
chores will often be greater in areas where the infrastructure is poor or non-existent.  As a result, some 
researchers have found that the availability of water, sanitation, electricity and other services are 
correlated with lower levels of child labour.

Children are also asked to work in the family business or on the family farm to reduce or avoid the costs 
of hiring outsiders.  Such outside labour may also not be available at peak times in the agricultural 
cycle.  This means that poor families that are in possession of land to operate a farm or have the 
resources to run a business can be more likely to have their children working than poor families that do 
not have these resources.  Recent study shows this tendency on child farm labour in Ghana and 

15Pakistan, although it is significant only for girls.

Demand from other businesses

Businesses hire children for a variety of reasons.  When supply factors are strong–i.e. many children 
are looking for work–businesses may hire more children.  Furthermore, in African cultural practices 
throughout the region, child labour is not viewed as negative, but instead children are seen as a natural 
and traditional part of the labour market.  At the same time, businesses often hire children to keep 
costs low.  Overall, the main reasons why businesses hire children can be categorized in the following 
manner:
• Labour shortage–At certain points in the agricultural cycle (notably at harvest), farms, 

plantations and other business may experience a shortage of adult labour. Children are hired 
to fill the gap.  Mechanization of farming and other work processes can reduce the demand 
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for child labour.
• Cheaper–Children are often paid less than adults.  However, children are only a cheaper 

form of labour if the wage is low enough to offset the lower productivity.
• Assist a poor family–In some cases, an employer may be aware that a child's family is poor 

and hire the child to ensure that the family obtains more income.  In many cases, children 
may accompany their parents to work and/or assist in piece work production.

• Lack of childcare–When both parents work and school is inadequate, children may 
accompany their parents to work. In this case, they may be paid a small amount to assist the 
parent or they may undertake separate tasks.

• More manageable–Children are less able to defend their rights and interests compared to 
adult workers.  Thus, they are sought by some employers as a more manageable  labour 
force in difficult situations.

• Ignorance and innocence–Children can be ignorant of the risks associated with handling 
dangerous substances and fear less in dangerous situations (climbing, working with heavy 
machinery).  Thus, they may be sought over adult workers who are more cautious and thus 
might work more slowly.

There is a common misconception that children are more capable of certain tasks than adults.  The 
idea is based on the nimble fingers argument in which children are thought to be better at activities 
such as carpet-making because their fingers are more nimble than those of adults.  However, this 
theory has been proven false in detailed sector studies, including those related to Indian carpet-

16making.
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Chapter4
Child labour in the SADC Region



“An "invisible" army exists in Africa today, larger than any other force, and more pervasive. Instead of 
guns, it is armed with agricultural tools, shoe-shine brushes, mops, brooms and hoes. This force is the 

.17army of child labourers, and it is growing”

The problem of child labour has been on the increase on the African continent.  The prevalence of child 
labour practices in SADC Member states varies from one country to another.  The annual meeting of 
SADC Member States in 1996 in Lilongwe, Malawi saw the first visible steps of commitment by the 
Member States to confront the problem of child labour practices in the region when the ILO was 

18 requested to undertake a study on Child Labour in SADC. As of 1997, child labour has been a constant 
feature on the agenda of annual SADC/ELS meetings and member States have been urged to take the 
following steps in their own countries to:
• Formulate policies and enact legislation against child labour;
• Take into account the various available ILO Conventions, Recommendations and 

Resolutions; and
• Conduct further studies to inform policies and programmes to deal with issues affecting 

Child Labour
• Establish legal standards on child labour for their monitoring and enforcement;
• Review social security and social protection system; and
• Review mechanisms for providing free, affordable and accessible primary education.

The SADC Charter of Fundamental Social Rights and 2003 SADC Summit reaffirmed the commitment 
by Heads of State in the region to eradicate child labour in the region.
To this end, most countries in the region have now ratified the following international instruments on 

19eradicating child labour :

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 1989 
This Convention provides that every child has a right to be 'protected from economic exploitation and 
from any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child's education, or to be harmful 
to the child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development' [Art 32.1].

The Convention does not set a minimum age, but cross-refers to other international instruments. The 
convention says that the best interests of the child must be a primary consideration in all actions 
affecting children, whether undertaken by government or private actors.

The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, 1990
This Charter adds to other instruments by saying that governments should promote dissemination of 
information about the hazards of child labour. It also states explicitly that it applies to both the formal 
and informal sectors of the economy. 

With regards to Hazardous Child Labour, the charter protects every child 'from  performing any work 
that is likely to be hazardous or interfere with child's physical, mental, spiritual, moral, or social 
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development'[Article 15].  Other forms of child labour that the Charter talks to include: protection 
against child abuse and torture [Article 16]; recruitment of children to fight in armed conflicts [Article 
22]; sexual exploitation [Article 27] and Sale, Trafficking and Abduction of children [Article 29].   
   
The Charter further notes that children have responsibilities towards their families, society, 
communities and government and the international community. In particular, a child 'shall have the 
duty … to work for the cohesion of the family, to respect his (sic) parents, superiors and elders at all 
times and to assist them in case of need' [Art 31].

ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, June 1998
The Declaration states that effective abolition of child labour is a fundamental principle and right at 
work. It says that eliminating child labour is critical for ensuring that the economic growth fuelled by 
growing international economic integration leads to more equity, social justice and less poverty. It 
requires a four-yearly global report on child labour, which must be translated into a programme of 
technical assistance to countries.

The ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 
This convention, which was unanimously adopted in 1999 by the Conference of the ILO, requires 
ratifying governments to effect the immediate abolition of the 'worst forms of child labour'. 

Protocols
The UN has adopted a number of optional protocols on the CRC and other instruments that are 
relevant to the issue of child labour.

The Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict was adopted by the UN 
General Assembly in May 2000. It calls on ratifying governments to do everything feasible to ensure 
that members of their armed forces who are under 18 years of age do not take part in hostilities. 
Governments should also ensure that children under 18 years are not recruited compulsorily into the 
armed forces.

Two other protocols of relevance are an optional protocol to the CRC on the sale of children, child 
prostitution and child pornography, and the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, especially Women and Children, which supplements the United Nations Convention against 
Trans-national Organised Crime.

The above pieces of legislation, expanded schooling and efforts to change attitudes are certainly key 
elements of the battle against child labour in the region today.
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Impact on Child's education and future earnings

Working full-time prevents a child from getting an education.  He or she does not learn the basics of 
reading, writing and arithmetic and does not develop thinking processes.  This inhibits the child's 
future earning capacity.  In effect, children get stuck in low-skilled and low-paying jobs.

Research suggests that the earlier a child begins working, the higher the penalty that he or she pays in 
terms of lower income earnings as an adult.  Following a review of existing research, the ILO estimates 
that a person's income is 11% higher every year for each additional year that he or she (as a child) 
stayed in school. Simply put: children, particularly the younger ones, are better off in school than at 
work.

Families that send their children to work, therefore, gain income in the short term but they sacrifice 
earnings in the long term.  The issue is not so simple, of course, because families may rely on the 
income of their children to survive.  Thus, the transfer of children from work to school must recognize 
the need for the family to compensate for the loss of income generated by the child.  In many poor 
countries, children will combine school with work, although the extent of this practice varies between 
countries.

A three-country study found that 31% of 14-year-olds in Peru combined the two, while in Ghana the 
rate was 21% and in Pakistan only 9%. Some programmes to reduce child labour try to provide children 
with a balanced schedule of work and schooling.  Care must be taken, however, to ensure that the 
work is appropriate for the child's age and does not leave the child too tired for proper participation in 
school.

Because child labourers generally are from poor families, the fact that they are prevented from 
obtaining an education means that the poverty passes from one generation to the next.  In effect, child 
labour is part of a vicious cycle of poverty, as depicted in the figure below.

Cycle of poverty and child labour
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Efforts to reduce child labour must endeavour to break the cycle by getting children to stay in schools 
that they, in turn, can gain better employment and be in a better position to support the schooling of 
their own children.

Health and Safety of Children

Work hazards that are low-risk for adults can be high-risk for children. They are more vulnerable to 
risks because their bodies are still growing. Box 1 lists the main physical characteristics that make 
children more vulnerable to dangers in the workplace.  In addition, risk is increased through a number 
of social factors.   These include: lack of work experience and thus inability to make informed 
judgements; desire to perform well without realizing the risks; lack of safety and health training; 
learning of bad safety and health behaviour from adults; inadequate or harsh supervision; and lack of 
power in terms of organization and rights.

The ILO estimates that 22,000 children are killed every year at work. The level of risk to child labourers 
is determined more by the tasks and the conditions under which they are carried out than by the 
specific industry.  In addition, because they lack maturity and experience, are physically smaller and 
are often undernourished, children are affected by long working hours and dangerous substances.  
They are also more susceptible to injury from tools and machines designed for adults.

Box 1
Children are at greater risk than adults
Children are susceptible to all the dangers faced by adults in the workplace.  However, they are 
affected more strongly by hazards and risks because their bodies are still growing. Their main physical 
vulnerabilities include:
• Skin: A child has 2.5 times more skin per body weight than an adult, which, along with 

thinner skin, can result in greater absorption of toxins.
• Respiration: A child breathes more deeply and frequently than an adult and thus can take in 

more hazardous substances.
• Brain: Maturation can be hindered by exposure to toxic substances.  Metals are retained in 

the brain more readily in childhood and absorption is greater.
• Gastro-intestinal, endocrine and reproductive systems and renal function: Internal 

systems are maturing during childhood and adolescence and are less efficient in eliminating 
hazardous agents.  Exposure to toxics can hinder maturation.  The endocrine system and 
hormones play key roles in growth and can be disrupted through exposure to chemicals.

• Energy consumption: Because they are growing, children have a high energy consumption 
which can result in greater exposure to toxins.

• Fluids: Children are more likely to dehydrate as they lose more water (per weight) than 
adults through the lungs and skin and their kidneys are less able to concentrate urine.

• Sleep: 10 to 18-year-olds require about 9.5 hours of sleep a night for proper development.
• Temperature: Children have increased sensitivity to heat and cold as the sweat glands and 
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thermo-regulatory system are not fully developed.
• Physical strain: Physical strain, especially when combined with repetitive movements, on 

growing bones and joints can cause stunting, spinal injury and other life- long deformations 
and disabilities.

• Cognitive and behavioural development: Younger children have a weaker capacity to 
recognize and assess potential safety and health risks and make decisions about them.

• Reduced life expectancy: While difficult to quantify, the earlier a person starts working, the 
more premature the ageing that will follow.

Source: Training resource pack on the elimination of hazardous child labour in agriculture: Book1–ATrainer's Guide (Geneva: ILO-
IPEC, 2005), pp.14-17.

Long-term impact on economic growth

Child labour has a direct effect on individual lives and families, but it also has a larger, cumulative 
impact on society and its long-term growth.  A society with high levels of child labour is susceptible to 
being caught in a low-level equilibrium trap in which a relatively uneducated workforce continues to 
produce low quality goods at low levels of productivity. 

A new generation needs to break the vicious cycle and allow children the chance to go to school 
instead of working so that they can be more productive in future years.  They will then be able to 
contribute to the efficient production of higher quality goods and to the expansion of markets both 
domestically and internationally.

ILO research suggests that the benefits of concerted action against child labour substantially outweigh 
the costs.  The global economy could generate a gain of US$4.1 trillion over 20 years by eliminating 

20child labour. 
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There are at least four main reasons why employers should reduce and eliminate child labour.  These 
reasons rest not only on ethical imperatives but also on factors that make good business sense.

Reason One: Complying with the law
The first reason to stop child labour is that in most countries it is against the law. An enterprise should 
abide by child labour laws just as it should comply with other legal requirements as set down by the 
government under which it operates. Failure to obey the law can bring penalties and other state 
sanctions. By complying, the enterprise becomes an honest corporate citizen that need not engage in 
costly and wasteful avoidance strategies such as hiding workers from labour inspectors. The enterprise 
can deal in an honest and forth right manner with government officials, and participate without fear in 
any enterprise support or promotion activities that the government may operate. Such support can be 
especially helpful for small and medium enterprises.  Abiding by the law, in the case of child labour or 
other aspects of labour laws, allows an enterprise to establish an open and “cooperative” relationship 
with government instead of a closed and “confrontational” one.

Reason Two: Expanding market Access
Increasingly, the buying public is becoming aware of child labour through the activities of non-
governmental organizations, lobby groups and the media. International buyers and brands wish to 
meet accepted international labour standards and also to avoid bad publicity and potential boycotts.  
These buyers seek producers in developing countries that are certified as being free of child labour and 
that have worked hard to ensure that child labour is not used by the suppliers they source from.

Each year international buyers “turnover” a large number of their suppliers, that is, they eliminate 
suppliers that are not meeting a range of standards, including labour standards. Enterprises that wish 
to maintain or expand their range of buyers thus need to ensure that child labour is not used. Thus, the 
elimination of child labour is good for individual businesses in poor countries.  But in addition it is good 
for entire sectors.  Sectors can build a reputation for being child-labour free, and that reputation 
becomes known to buyers who are then more willing to place orders. 

Those businesses that produce directly for export or operate further down an export-related supply 
chain are finding increasingly that child labour denies the access to new market opportunities and may 
ultimately cause their businesses to fail.

While the pressure to eliminate child labour is coming from international buyers, active social 
organizations in some developing countries are increasing the level of vigilance on businesses that 
supply only the domestic market.

Reason Three: Improving Productivity
Enterprises often hire children because they think that it improves their profitability, this is usually a 
short-term perspective,.  Child labour detracts from long-term enterprise success because it inhibits 
the development of a trained and productive workforce of adult workers. Children have short 
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attention spans, less appreciation of quality control and less capacity to use machinery efficiently.  
They are not as strong physically as adults.  Furthermore, they can easily be injured by heavy 
equipment or difficult tasks which, in turn, increases costs related to the recruitment and training of 
new workers.

A skilled workforce improves a company's productivity. Child labour results in unskilled workers as 
they would not have been introduced to various forms of training and education. Tied to the issue of 
productivity is the fact that lack of and low quality of training and education hinder their participation 
in formal employment which then ties them down to low productivity, low paying and precarious jobs. 
This has a direct impact on their employability and subsequently on the employer's ability to attract 
skilled workers.

Some businesses, notably smaller ones engaged in the informal sector, can easily calculate the direct 
cost savings of employing children at low wages instead of adults at higher wages (including the 
minimum wage).  It is, however, much more difficult to calculate the full and long-term costs –the real 
costs–of engaging children who produce at lower levels of productivity and are often injured.  We have 
noted above that the traditional nimble fingers argument for employing children in Indian carpet-
making is not supported by detailed studies of the productivity of children versus adults.  
Unfortunately, there is a lack of concrete research of this nature for other sectors that could be used to 
explain to businesses the benefits of employing adults.

Reason Four:  Ethics – Doing the Right Thing
An enterprise owner can also reflect on the impact that his/her business has on society, both in an 
economic sense and in a social or ethical sense.  The owner contributes to the economy by employing 
him/herself, by generating output and by employing others.  The owner can also contribute to society 
by making hiring decisions that allow children to get an education.  In turn, these children will earn 
more in the future, will be part of a more educated work force and will contribute to a more productive 
economy.

But the decision to avoid hiring children does not need to be based strictly on the future economic 
benefits it brings to children and society. Sparing children the misery of hard and hazardous work is 
desirable in itself.  It allows children, immediately and as children, to have a happier life (if they live in 
households with an adequate income).  In such a situation, not hiring child labour is simply the right 
thing to do.

Despite tremendous efforts by Malawi in implementing national programmes on HIV and AIDS there is 
still a wide gap with regard to withdrawal and prevention of children pushed into child labour due to 
the effects of HIV and Aids. Most of these children are orphaned and end up heading their homes. 
Dealing with HIV and Aids is therefore the right thing to do.
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Is the Elimination of Child Labour out of reach?
The past two decades have seen concerted efforts to reduce the level of child labour, including its 
worst forms.  In contrast sub-Saharan Africa has seen a sharp increase in the number of children in 
employment from 49.3 million in 2004 to 58.2 million 2008 (with an increase in the activity rate from 
26.4 to 28.4 per cent).

Does the ILO feel that, based on past trends and supported by continued efforts, child labour can be 
eliminated in the coming decades in the region?  The title of the ILO's 2006 Global Report on child 
labour–The End of Child Labour: Within Reach–provides cause for optimism.  The report suggests that, 
based on past trends and with the commitment of member States to put in place appropriate and 
time-bound national plans by the end of 2008, the worst forms of child labour can be totally eliminated 
by 2016.  This will contribute to the reduction of child labour in all its forms, but the report does not 
provide a date for the total Elimination of all forms.
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What is a Good Practice

Recognising their important role in the elimination of child labour, most countries in the region are in 
the consultative stage in the finalisation of their National Action Plan on the Elimination of Child 
Labour (NAP).  This is a national strategy, plan or programme aimed at addressing child labour within a 

21given country, usually with an emphasis on the worst forms of child labour.

This chapter and others that follows explains good practices that businesses in the region can adopt to 
eliminate child labour in its operations, as it both relates to workers under the minimum age for work 
and as it relates to those under the age of 18 engaged in hazardous work.  A good practice is defined as 
“any experience that, fully or in part, works to combat child labour, and that may have implications for 

22practice at any other level elsewhere.” 

As discussed in Chapter 3 of this guide, child labour in the region is a severe social problem that is 
caused by HIV and Aids, poverty and lack of basic social services like affordable early childhood 
schooling, lack of social security, lack of feeding schemes, decline or lack of family income.  Businesses 
contribute to this problem by hiring children and they can thus play a role in helping to eradicate it.  
Eradication is extremely difficult and cannot be done without eradication of poverty.  It requires a 
thought – out strategy, notably to ensure the welfare of children and the families they help to support. 
Simply laying off children is not an appropriate solution; instead businesses can work with other 
groups and the children themselvesto assist in the transfer of children to school and to ensure that the 
welfare of the family is not damaged by the loss of a child's income. 

This and subsequent chapters in this guide provides good practices on how to eradicate child labour in 
the region.  Some of them are quick and simple and will not have a negative effect on the welfare of 
children or the operations of a business.  Other ideas are more complex, notably when the problem of 
child labour and young workers is greater.  These are real examples of actions that have been taken by 
businesses in Zambia and South Africa.  If child labour exists in your business or among your suppliers, 
don't worry: you are not the first to have faced the problem. Consider what others have done and how 
their strategies may or may not be appropriate.

It is difficult to propose a single strategy for all types of businesses and all situations of child labour. For 
example, the business may be a small local producer focused on the domestic market. The concern is 
that several workers may be under-age and the business wants to remain within the law and also it 
wants to do the right thing. Conversely, a plantation maybe employing the children of its adult 
employees to help bring in the harvest.  It may be hard to find other adult workers at that time of the 
year when the demand for workers is high. Other enterprises might be worried about prevention and 
public perception.
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Figure 3: Child Labour Strategy Framework 

Customise the good practice to your unique situation

The good practices contained herein try to address all situations.  As such, not all sections will be useful 
to all businesses.  The guide is organized along eight steps which are designed to help the owners or 
managers work through a process.  However, in many cases, a business may decide not to follow the 
steps in the order in which they are presented.  Step 2 presents some ideas on different strategies.  
This step comes after Step 1 on 'Analysing the Situation', but the two steps are closely related. A 
company can do a preliminary analysis of the problem, map a strategy.  And then conduct a more 
detailed analysis.  Conversely, an enterprise might want to discuss a preliminary strategy first, which 
includes a detailed analysis, and then develop a fuller strategy after the extent of the problem is 
known.  Probably the best way to use this guide is to first study the table of contents to get an idea of 
the different aspects of the issue. Then flip through the guide, sampling sections and examples.  
Finally, one or more members of the company may need to read it from beginning to end.

Step 1: Analysing the Situation

To deal with child labour, it is necessary to have an idea of the extent of the problem in the business or 
among its suppliers. The owners or managers probably already know whether the business might be 
employing workers below the age of 18. They may not be aware, however, what the minimum age for 
work is or how hazardous work is defined.  They may not be aware of what potential buyers require in 
terms of the age of workers thus, to fully understand the requirements and the business' situation, it 
may be important to undertake a more detailed analysis of the situation.  This can be done internally, 
or it may involve an audit by an outside firm with experience in these matters. Likewise for suppliers, 
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an audit can be conducted internally or by an outside body. This section considers some of the issues to 
be addressed.

Current situation in the business

(A) STATISTICAL INFORMATION

The first step in this process is to develop, gather reliable and credible information on child labour 
practices in the business.  The next step is to determine whether the enterprise is employing people 
who are classified as child labourers under the national law or the higher standard that the enterprise 
has set to conform to the requirements of buyers.  This can be done through an audit of current 
employees.  They can be asked to provide proof of age, if possible.  Sometimes there are no birth 
certificates to verify age (and falsified documents may be easy to obtain on the black market). The 
major techniques to verify age include the following:
• Medical examination prior to employment
• Multiple written documents and affidavits
• Interviews (that are culturally adjusted) with employees and applicants who appear to be 

too young
• school enrolment certificate
• common sense.

In many smaller businesses, the owner may employ one or more of his/her own children. If this is the 
case for your business, you may determine which of your children can, according to the law (or your 
buyers' standards); work in your business and which are not allowed to work. For your own and others' 
children, you may consider adopting the principle that work should not replace or impede the child's 
schooling.

Some employers might want to go a little further and determine whether their child labourers are 
providing vital income for their families. While ultimately it is best for the child not to work, in the short 
run it may be necessary that she or he do some part-time work and thus continue to bring in income to 
support the family. In addition, an employer can determine whether workers below the age of 18 (but 
above the minimum age) are engaged in tasks where the risks from hazards are high. The employer can 
then reduce those risks as a way of eliminating hazardous child labour. A business might also want to 
quickly assess the possibility of replacing all child workers (up to the age of 18) with adults. This can be 
effective in ensuring that there is no hazardous child labour. However, this approach may result in the 
loss or refusal of employment for workers just below the age of 18, thus adding to the problem of 
youth unemployment.

Step 2: Designing the Strategy

The strategy will be based on the objectives of the business and the extent of its child labour problem.  

ELIMINATING CHILD LABOUR IN MALAWI
35



A small business may simply wish to conform to the law. A medium-sized business may want to supply 
other firms or break into the export market itself. A large business may seek to assure its existing 
buyers and consumers that it does not use child labour.  Most business owners and senior managers 
do not need advice on how to design a strategy. They frequently design strategies for various aspects 
of their business. Instead, they need ideas of what can be done; that is, what are the possible elements 
of a strategy on combating child labour. Those elements are found in the other steps of this guide. This 
step provides just a little advice on different types of strategies and how the eight steps of the Strategy 
Formulation Framework can be combined or adapted.

THE PROCESS

Step 1. The owner or a senior manager designates one or more subordinates to consider the 'shape' 
of the problem and come up with a few ideas on how to move forward.  In a small firm, this 
might be done by the owner alone.

Step 2. A process of consultation then takes place. An individual or group consults with others 
working in the business, including workers' representatives, members of welfare 
committees and those who hire workers. A key issue here is whether any consultations also 
take place outside of the business (e.g. specialized consultant, NGO, employers' 
organization, sectoral group, buyers).

Step 3. Following consultations, the person or group in charge drafts a strategy. This does not need 
to be elaborate. It can be four paragraphs on a single sheet of paper which include the basic 
actions to be taken, by whom and when. For a large company it might be more developed 
and include specifying accountabilities.

Step 4. The draft strategy is then used to consult again. Determine whether the key internal people, 
including senior management and perhaps workers' representatives, agree and whether 
the line managers think it will work.

Step 5. Consider these second –round comments and then decide on a strategy. At this stage, it 
might need to be formally written out.

Step 6. The strategy must then be communicated to the entire business and possibly to outsiders 
(buyers, sector organizations).

Step 7. The next step is to implement the strategy, which will necessarily include the assignment of 
accountability for specific actions.

Step 8. And finally, some mechanism can be put in place to review the strategy's implementation 
and gauge its success or consider modifications. It is critical that key figures in the enterprise, 
including the most senior management, be engaged in and supports this process.

ASSISTANCE FROM NGOS, COMMUNITY GROUPS AND OTHERS

A key question for your strategy is whether the elimination of child labour in your firm will be an 
entirely internal matter, or will involve some type of outside collaboration. As the scenarios above 
suggest, this will depend on the situation of the business. External collaboration in the form of an 
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auditor may be essential for convincing buyers or consumers that your business is free of child labour. 
Other forms of external collaboration may include cooperating with community groups and non-
governmental organizations to move children from work to school. Alternatively, a business may 
simply want to end child labour quietly on its own and not be associated in any public manner with the 
issue. In short, the decision to involve outsiders will be based on the need to gain assistance (possibly 
finance, certainly advice) or recognition (by suppliers or consumers). Alternatively, the decision to 
handle the matter internally will be based on a desire to keep a low profile.

To give its commitment to and understanding its role in the elimination of child labour, the Malawi 
Government began formulating appropriate policies and has since launched the National Action Plan 
to combat child labour. This was done through a process of extensive consultation with the Malawian 
public and engagement with key stakeholders. Stakeholders consulted included government 
departments, organised labour (social partners), organised business and relevant non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs).  These consultations with stakeholders assisted with:
• Establishing what kinds of work-related activities of children place them at risk;
• Assessing the seriousness of that risk in different circumstances, including which forms of 

work are the most hazardous and should be stopped as a matter of priority;
• Identifying the extent and causes of these different forms of child work and child labour;
• Formulating a programme of action that identifies the most appropriate ways to address 

23detrimental forms of child work and labour.

Four scenarios: What an enterprise might seek to achieve

Your business needs to develop its own strategy. It might decide to follow all of the eight steps that 
structure this guide. However, it might also decide to follow only some of the steps or to change the 
order. To illustrate how this guide might be used to serve different circumstances, four invented 
scenarios are presented below. These represent the most common situations faced by businesses. The 
purpose here is not to imagine every case, but to provide a sense of how the guide might be used and 
adapted.
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1. Want to prove that 
the business is free of 
child labour 

2. Want to operate 
within the law 

In this first scenario, your enterprise does not employ anyone under the 
age of 14. There is thus no problem of child labour. However, international 
buyers have recently been asking for proof that the business is free of 
child labour. In this case, Step7 on creating a code of conduct and Step8 on 
auditing, monitoring and certification will be the most relevant for your 
business. The central concern is to get an independent audit to confirm 
the existing reality. 

In the second scenario, your small enterprise produces only for the 
domestic market. Recently, the issue of child labour has been raised in the 
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3. Want to eliminate 
what is a significant 
problem  

4. Want to appease a 
buyer concerned with 
the supply chain

community and public authorities have increased their enforcement of 
existing laws. Your business employs individuals from the age of 15 
upwards on a full-time basis and a few younger boys who come to work a 
few hours every day after school. In this case, the most relevant steps are 
Step1 on analysing the situation and Step3 on immediate action.
Your goal would be to comply with the law and ensure that children are 
not working in hazardous conditions. You are not interested in engaging 
an outside auditor or setting a formal code of conduct.

In the third scenario, you are aware that your business employs, on a full-
time basis, children under the legal working age. You know the parents of 
these children and you know that they are poor. They cannot afford to 
send their children to school. Laying off these children probably means 
that they will find work elsewhere, possibly in worse conditions. At the 
same time, you are concerned that hiring more adults may raise your 
costs and make it more difficult to remain in business. In this case, it is 
best first to detail the extent of child labour (Step1) and take whatever 
immediate action is possible to stop hiring and move children from 
hazardous work (Step3). The real challenge, however, will be to see 
whether these children can be put in school without damaging their 
welfare and that of their families (Step4). In this regard, you may need 
outside help from a community group or non-governmental organization 
that can help reduce the costs of sending the children to school and help 
the parents generate more income through micro credit schemes, 
cooperatives or other means. You have no interest in setting a formal 
code of conduct or allowing outside auditors to visit your premises

In the fourth scenario, your business is a well-known clothing brand based 
in Europe. Your products are made to order by a number of local 
producers in south and south-east Asia. Recently, one of your 
competitors has been the subject of negative media reports because a 
supplier was found to have been employing under-aged workers. You are 
concerned that the same might happen to your firm. In this case, it is best 
to consider Step 6 regarding child labour in the supply chain. In addition, 
the firm's code of conduct (Step 7) may need to be reviewed or discussed 
with suppliers. It may well be that your office in the countries where the 
plants are situated may need to start regular or surprise checks on 
suppliers, as suggested in Step 8.



Assistance from NGOs, community groups and others. a key question for your strategy is whether the 
elimination of child labour in your firm will be an entirely internal matter, or will involve some type of 
outside collaboration. As the scenarios above suggest, this will depend on the situation of the 
business. External collaboration in the form of an auditor may be essential for convincing buyers or 
consumers that your business is free of child labour. Other forms of external collaboration may include 
cooperating with community groups and non-governmental organizations to move children from 
work to school. Alternatively, a business may simply want to end child labour quietly on its own and 
not be associated in any public manner with the issue. In short, the decision to involve outsiders will be 
based on the need to gain assistance (possibly finance, certainly advice) or recognition (by suppliers or 
consumers). Alternatively, the decision to handle the matter internally will be based on a desire to 
keep a low profile

 Step 3: Three immediate actions: hiring, hazards and hours (3H's)

Immediately laying off children can be harmful to them and to the welfare of their families. There are, 
however, some immediate actions that can be taken by a business that can reduce the problem of child 
labour without adversely affecting the children. 

This is the 3H's approach: a stop to under-age hiring, removing children from tasks where the risks 
from hazards are high and reducing hours to the legal level.

In some businesses where the incidence of child labour is low, these actions may allow for the total 
elimination of child labour, including the problem associated with workers below 14 but above the 
minimum age of work. This was the situation sketched out in Scenario 2 of the previous section (p.16). 
In other businesses, unfortunately, these three actions will not eliminate the problem of child labour. 
The3H's approach can, however, be the first immediate step of a larger strategy as outlined in the 
subsequent parts of this guide.

IMMEDIATE ACTION1: END THE PRACTICE OF HIRING CHILDREN
Your business can immediately stop the hiring of children. This will ensure that you are not adding to 
the problem. This is a not a freeze on hiring (which is temporary) but a permanent ban. It can be put 
into effect through a firm policy implemented by those in charge of the hiring process. The main 
concern is verifying the age of job applicants, as discussed in Step1. 
Once the hiring ban is in place, the businesses can then consider what can be done with children that it 
hired before the ban was imposed. Part of that strategy may be found in the following two immediate 
actions.

IMMEDIATEACTION2: ELIMINATE HAZARDOUS CHILD LABOUR
Children should not be working in conditions in which the risks from hazards are high. 'Hazardous' 
child labour is defined in the ILO's Worst Forms of Child Labour Recommendation (R.190) as work 
involving: exposure to physical, psychological or sexual abuse; work underground, underwater, at 
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dangerous heights or in confined spaces; exposure to dangerous machinery, equipment or tools; the 
handling of heavy loads; exposure to unhealthy environments (substances, agents, processes,  
temperatures, noise, vibrations); and work under difficult conditions, including for long hours, at night 
or being unreasonably confined to the premises of the employer.

In many countries hazardous child labour will be defined in national legislation or through social 
dialogue involving workers' and employers' organizations and government. Where a list of hazardous 
activities does not exist, the enterprise can consult the ILO, medical personnel or health and safety 
experts. 
There are two ways to eliminate hazardous child labour:
• reduce the risk from hazards by improving work place safety and health
• remove adolescents from tasks and environments that are redeemed hazardous for 

adolescents but not for adults (i.e. heavy loads, night work, heavy machinery).

In the first situation, an adolescent would continue working in the same work space and at the same 
tasks, but the environment and tasks would now be low-risk. In the second situation, an adolescent 
would be reassigned to different tasks and/or a different environment in which the work is more 
suitable to his or her development.

This is an immediate action but it requires ongoing vigilance, in particular to ensure that children do 
not gradually shift back in to high – risk activities or situations. For example, an owner or a senior 
manager might send clear instructions to his or her subordinates on this issue and children may be 
removed from high – risk work. However, these subordinates may be under pressure to meet 
production quotas and might be tempted to revert back to the practice of placing children in such 
conditions. Thus, senior management needs to ensure that this one- off immediate action is 
monitored and verified from time to time. 

It should be emphasized here that we are discussing immediate actions to remove children from 
hazardous tasks. These actions can be part of a broader strategy to reduce and remove hazards for all 
workers (adolescents and adults) through improvements in work place safety and health.

IMMEDIATEACTION3: REDUCE THE HOURS FOR CHILDREN UNDER THE MINIMUM AGE
In Malawi, the majority of children worked between three and seven hours a week in all industries.  
This time category accounted for 55% of children working in agriculture, 48% of retail and 47% of other 

24industries. This is probably related to the high levels of poverty in the deep rural areas .  This is besides 
the fact that national legislation allows children to do light work of a limited duration each week. About 
44% of the working children were engaged in agriculture, forestry, hunting and fishing sector. This is a 
representation of 95%of economically active working children. Apart from the 3% involved in 
construction , wholesale, retail, hotels and restaurants, the rest of the 3.2 million working children 
(53%) worked in non economic activities. Children in non economic actibities were more likely to 
combine schooling and work. (Nactional Action Plan)
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 Such work is permitted under Art.7 of the ILO's Minimum Age Convention (C.138) (see page 4). The 
nature of what constitutes 'light work' is, however, difficult to define and is most often not spelled out 
in legislation. Nonetheless, children can often do some work while also attending school on a regular 
basis. Thus, the third immediate action involves ensuring that children do not work more than the 
weekly maximum as prescribed by law. If there are workers below the legal age who work part time, 
the action would be to reduce their hours so that they do not exceed the legal limit. In some cases, 
reducing the hours may be enough to allow the children the time to go to school and do homework. 
This action can be useful in cases where parents 'employ' their own children.

There is, however, one important requirement here: while the hours may be reduced, the income 
should not, if at all possible. This will ensure that the child continues to take home the same amount of 
money to support him or her and the family. And, it will decrease the likelihood that s/he will have to 
work somewhere else instead of going to school.

Step 4: Supporting children and their families

The immediate actions, outlined in Step3, may reduce the problem of child labour in your business but 
not eliminate it. Children may still be working at or near fulltime. It is dangerous to simply dismiss 
these children as it can cause hardship for them and their families. Instead, action is needed that 
balances the dual concerns of removing children from work and finding ways to ensure that family 
income is maintained.

In this step, a number of suggestions are put forward that may be more or less suitable depending on 
the size and financial means of the enterprise.

WORKING WITH CHILD LABOUR REDUCTION PROGRAMME
Compensating for the loss of a child's wage and getting children into school generates costs. As a 
result, efforts to reduce child labour often rely on the support of projects funded by governments and 
donors.
A comprehensive approach is most effective and normally involves the following components:
• decreasing the costs of schooling (lowering or eliminating school fees and related expenses, 

providing stipends for children, etc.)
• providing midday meals at school providing transitional schools for children who have fallen 

behind their peer group
• offering vocational training programmes for older children
• organizing credit and other income-generating activities for parents

ENCOURAGING MICROFINANCE AND SKILLS TRAINING
Micro credit,  savings and credit cooperatives can provide one or both parents with the start-up capital 
needed for an income – generating activity. The added income can reduce the need for the wages 
earned by a child.

ELIMINATING CHILD LABOUR IN MALAWI
41



Parents can engage in light trading, in service provision (e.g. tailoring), in the manufacture of wood, 
metal and other products and in food and agro-processing. 

Craft activities can serve the tourist trade. Effective micro credit provision is a complex undertaking 
that requires an experienced micro credit provider. It is often best to supplement credit with 
vocational training to increase the quality of the products produced.

Micro credit is often less successful with the very poor. It is therefore important that families be 
properly advised and trained in the use of micro credit. An enterprise can therefore find out whether a 
micro credit organization operates in the area and, if so, encourage the parents of working children to 
join.

Care is needed to ensure that this type of support is not discriminatory. One international agency 
provided micro credit as part of a programme in West Africa to return migrant child workers to their 
parents. However, other poor families who had not sent their children out to work were not given 
access to credit. 

Alternatively, an employer might take the initiative in encouraging its workers to setup a savings and 
credit scheme. It can also provide or guarantee soft loans (i.e. at low rates of interest) to its employees 
to help cover education expenses, notably at the start of the school year when school fees are due.

Box 2
Education for the children of rubber workers, Ghana

Ghana Rubber Estates Ltd. (GREL) employs about 2,500 people directly and indirectly on its 
plantations in the west of the country. In over 80 communities it provides social services including 
educational support to keep children away from work and in school.

GREL has established a school for pupils from Grade1 to junior secondary school and helps to keep it 
running. In 2006, for example, the company provided about €7,000 to pay the salaries of some staff 
and maintain the building. In addition, every year it provides seven students with secondary school 
scholarships at a total cost of about €3,600. Also, as a result of a recent collective bargaining 
agreement each GREL employee is now entitled to an annual educational grant of about €18 to help 
pay their children's school expenses.

In delivering community support, GREL works through the Association of Chiefs on whose Land GREL 
Operates (ACLANGO). The company insisted that this organization be established (2004) so that it 
could efficiently channel company support to the community. GREL is a member of the Ghana 
Employers' Federation which has an active anti-child labour programme and works in conjunction with 
the ILO.
Source: Bureau for Employers' Activities, International Labour Office, Geneva
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IMPROVING WAGES AND HIRING FAMILY MEMBERS

A business owner may also look at his own operations and consider ways in which his pay or hiring 
decisions can help families.  For example, if a child and parent work for the same employer, the 
employer may be able to increase the parent's wages. Alternatively, if members of the family (parents, 
older siblings) are employed, these might be hired instead of the children or to fill vacancies.

Box 3
A tea company builds schools, Malawi

Eastern Produce (Malawi) Limited is the largest tea growing enterprise in the country, operating 15 
plantations and 10 processing factories. It employs 16,500 workers during the peak season and 13,000 
in low season. One quarter of all workers is women. 

The enterprise does not hire anyone younger than 18. Signs indicating the ban on child labour are 
prevalent throughout its premises. The company runs schools on two of its plantations and it has 
supported the building or rehabilitation of classrooms, offices and teacher housing at other 
community and government schools nearby.

Free healthcare is provided to all workers and their dependants from clinics on the plantations. The 
clinics are staffed by medical officers and registered nurses and are supported by a fleet of 17 
ambulances.

In addition, the company participates in the District Child Protection Committee. Recognizing that 
HIV/AIDS is a major causal factor of child labour, it has instituted two work place and community pilot 
programmes with Médecins Sans Frontières.  In recognition of the gender dimension of child labour, it 
enforces an equal opportunity employment policy.

The enterprise is working with the Tea Association of Malawi and the Employers' Consultative 
Association of Malawi to eliminate child labour among its small holder tea-leaf suppliers.
Source: Employers' Consultative Association of Malawi.

SUPPORTING EDUCATION

Enterprises can provide support for children's education either through scholarships, bursaries and 
stipends, or by providing funds to establish and improve schools near a plantation or a factory. Such 
support can be curative (to help child labourers) or it can be preventative (to ensure children stay in 
school). Schooling can be unaffordable, and thus work is seen by parents as the obvious alternative. 
Removing these children from work does not mean that they will attend school. Thus, a second 
approach is for the business or farm to pay part (or all) of the costs of schooling. This may take the form 
of a nominal school allowance paid to all adult workers with school-age children or, alternatively, it can 
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involve paying the entire fee for all under-age workers. A business may also establish a scholarship 
fund to which needy families can apply.

Box2 above provides an interesting example in which a rubber company in Ghana . In addition, a recent 
collective agreement between rubber workers and the company entitles workers to a yearly education 
grant for their children. Similarly, the tea producer, Eastern Produce Malawi Ltd., has established 
schools on its estates that allow parents to work while their children gain an education. As indicated in 
Box.3, the Malawian company has also supported local and government schools located near some of 
the estates.

Companies in other parts of the world support education and skills programmes for disadvantaged 
youth. In Costa Rica, for example, a variety of enterprises and private donors support Cedes Don 
Bosco, the largest private educational centre in the country. It provides arts and trades training to 
thousands of students from lower income neighbourhoods suffering from desertion, drug addiction 
and violence in the southern part of the capital, San Jose.  The training helps them to avoid drifting into 
hazardous work and the worst forms of child labour.

PAYING WAGES WHILE CHILDREN ATTEND SCHOOL

For larger companies, the most direct method of reducing the number of full-time child workers is to 
transfer them to schools while continuing to pay their wages. This is similar to the third immediate 
action noted in Step3, only here it applies to children working at or near full time. The reduction in 
work hours will thus be substantial. Because they are working many hours, these children may be an 
important source of income for the family. A business can decide to reduce the hours or take the child 
out of work altogether. For example, Levi Strauss, the clothing manufacturer, used such a strategy in 
the early 1990s after it discovered under-aged girls working in factories in Bangladesh. The girls were 
taken out of work and placed in schools. Their wages continued to be paid as long as the girls attended 
school. Small enterprises, however, will certainly find it difficult to bear the costs of such support. 

Similarly, when Adidas-Salomon, the sporting goods company, found that children were working a 
tone of its suppliers in Vietnam, the supplier was asked to remove the children from work and pay the 
costs of schooling. As outlined in Box4, the supplier continued to pay the monthly wages of those 
children who could show proof of school attendance.

COSTS AND THE 'SUNSET' ASPECT

Several of the above measures will result in additional costs for the enterprise. For an enterprise that 
decides to remove children from work by paying for schooling and/or continuing to pay wages, the 
costs will decline and then fall to zero. These costs thus have a 'sunset' aspect. They will be highest in 
the initial year and then decline overtime as no additional children are engaged. For example, paying 
the wages of 14-year-olds who are transferred to school will add costs for no more than a year (if the 
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legal age is 15). After the children turn 15 they will then have the right to work and will not require 
income support. The same is true for school fees which only need to be paid up to the end of 
compulsory schooling or the minimum working age. Both these wage and school costs will fall each 
year as more children reach the legal age and no longer require support. Furthermore, an enterprise 
that bans new under-aged hiring will be able to accurately budget for the annual cost because it knows 
how many children will need to be supported each year.

THE CHALLENGE FOR SMALL ENTERPRISES

Enterprises that are smaller will face much greater difficulty in balancing the requirements of 
eliminating child labour on the one hand, and on the other ensuring that the child and his/her family 
does not suffer from a loss of income. Most micro and small enterprises will find it difficult to pay for 
school fees or continue to make wage payments while former employees are in school. For them, the 
following steps might be more appropriate:
• Seek out community groups, NGOs or mutual support groups (savings and credit 

cooperatives) that can help families to maintain income.
• If only a few children are working in your enterprise, ask them to stop working and go to 

school but agree to hire them back when they reach the legal working age.
• Decide on a phase- out in which under-age hiring is stopped but children just below the 

minimum age of work (several months) can keep working until and after they reach that age.
• Improve working conditions so that the tasks done by children (or the conditions they are 

working in) are no longer classified as hazardous work. This would apply particularly to the 
situation of children above the legal working age but below the age of 14 and 18.

• Hire siblings or parents instead (as suggested above).

The third point should only be used if external support is not available and the child provides valuable 
family income.

Step 5: Eliminating the need for children in your business

The elimination of child labour in most cases will not affect the ability of your business to remain in 
operation and earn a profit.  Evidence suggests that this will be the case for larger firms, including 
those supplying international buyers.

International buyers note that adherence to child labour laws does not damage a supplier's bottom 
line. Suppliers that hire children are usually also enterprises that are not well managed. The two 
problems – child labour and poor management–tend to occur together. Therefore, cost savings can 
usually be found in other areas of the operation, notably in how production is organized, to offset any 
wage cost increase that may arise when children are replaced with older workers.  The situation may 
be more difficult, however, for small firms. They tend to be more reliant on the cost savings generated 
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from paying low wages to children. This includes the low wages– or no wages–paid to young family 
members. Herein Step 5, some suggestions are provided, notably for smaller firms, which can help to 
reduce the reliance on child labour.

Often children below the legal working age undertake tasks that can be done by machines. Replacing 
children with machinery is thus one way of reducing the child labour problem. Enterprises will need to 
sit down and assess the costs (including borrowing) and revenues associated with an investment in 
machinery. Micro and small enterprises may find it difficult to invest even small amounts in simple 
machines. They may need assistance in determining the benefits of making such investments and in 
accessing the necessary finance.

A general trend toward mechanization in a sector may itself reduce the demand for child labour (but 
also reduce employment opportunities for adult workers, unfortunately). The mechanization of 
agriculture in Egypt, combined with changes in crop choice, had a significant impact on reducing the 
demand for child workers. As explained in Box 5, in this case mechanization was not undertaken for the 
express purpose of reducing child labour, but it had that positive side effect nonetheless. Production 
can also be made more efficient by rearranging the production layout. Depending on the situation, this 
may reduce the manpower requirement and, in some situations, the need to employ children. It is 
difficult to specify the precise situations in which improvements in the production process will lead to 
such reductions.

Each enterprise can, however, consider the tasks that children do and consider whether they can be 
eliminated through better layout and possibly with some minor additions of machinery or adaptations 
of the work space. ILO's WISE programme (Work Improvement in Small Enterprises) helps enterprises 
improve productivity through better working conditions, and might be used in the effort to eliminate 
the need for child labour.

Misconceptions exist regarding the costs of eliminating child labour. If children are employed because 
they are cheaper to hire, the actual wage differential between hiring an individual below the legal 
work age and hiring someone above that age may be reviewed. In some cases, there may be little 
difference between, say, paying a 14-year-old and paying a 16-year-old. Regarding hazardous work, 
there may be little difference between the wages of a 17-year-old and those of a 19-year-old.
Enterprises might also consider that the slightly older workers in these cases are likely to be more 
productive. The owners of small enterprises and small farms often employ their own children. These 
children may not be paid or may be paid very little. This situation is very difficult to handle because the 
cost savings (of not paying for the labour) may be important for the farm or business operated by a 
poor family. Furthermore, balancing the education of children with the family work load is never easy. 
This is especially true when the work load varies with the agriculture cycle. The points made under the 
three sections above are relevant here. The family head(s) will need to consider whether the increase 
in cost that arises from hiring non-family members can be accommodated, and whether work can be 
reorganized to generate time and cost savings.
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A COMMON THEME

The common theme linking the four measures above is that they all require enterprise owners to take 
a hard look at what children do in the work place. Owners may find that children are not an 
indispensable part of their operations. What a child below the minimum age can do, so can someone 
over that age. Those owners may also find that by addressing the hazards in the workplace, they can 
reduce hazardous child labour. There may be cost implications for smaller firms, but those implications 
may not be substantial.

Step 6: Eliminating child labour from the supply chain

Legally, businesses are only responsible for their own hiring and employment practices. They are not 
responsible for whether other businesses engage child labour. However, businesses are linked in 
supply chains and the firms that are further downstream, i.e. closer to the consumer, are increasingly 
demanding that their suppliers upstream be free of child labour. Many international buyers will now 
only purchase from businesses that respect certain standards. Moreover, a buyer's requirements may 
be stricter than the national law.

Buyers of both finished goods and inputs find it difficult and costly to ensure that suppliers further up 
25the supply chain are meeting agreed-on child labour and other standards . This is particularly true 

when the number of suppliers is great (e.g. garment and agriculture sectors) and when the supply 
chain is long. International and domestic buyers have developed a number of methods to ensure that 
child labour is not used to produce the goods that they sell. The list of measures is given in the Action 
Checklist above, with the details provided in the narrative that follows.
Buyers now seek suppliers who understand and share similar values concerning the problems of child 
labour. The initial screening includes checking conditions and practices at the premises of a potential 
supplier.

Where enterprises have large numbers of suppliers in many countries, they usually have an approval 
procedure with specific requirements that need to be met before a business partnership can be 
initiated. 

New and existing suppliers are to be made aware that child labour will not be tolerated. Clear 
statements, delivered orally and in writing, and up-front discussion will ensure that there is no 
misunderstanding. The following aspects can be explained:
• the national legal minimum age of work and definition of hazardous work
• your standards as the buyer, if they are higher than the national legal standards
• Reasons why suppliers must abide by standards that are higher than those required by the 

law
• Agreement on transitional period and schedule of steps during which the supplier will need 

to remove child labour
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• Monitoring procedures
• Consequences of non-compliance.

Contracts with suppliers can set out the minimum age of employment, the hazardous tasks that 
cannot be undertaken by those between 14 and 18 and any other labour conditions. The consequence 
of breaching the conditions, including the possible termination of the contract, can be stated clearly to 
avoid confusion. While some buyers will terminate contracts with suppliers immediately when found 
in breach, most opt for constructive engagement with suppliers so that a programme of reform is put 
in place. Where verbal contracts are the usual practice–for instance when amid-chain buyer purchases 
from a home-based producer and where literacy is a problem–the conditions need to be clearly 
explained and reiterated at subsequent meetings. 

A monitoring system will ensure ongoing compliance with contract requirements. As a buyer, your 
business has several options: it may monitor suppliers itself; it may contract the function to an outside 
firm or agency; or it may rely on a trade or sectoral association. The issues of monitoring are dealt with 
in greater detail in Step 8. 

If child labour is detected, it is not necessary to immediately abandon the supplier. If a supplier is 
reliant on your purchases, abandonment can cause layoffs, including those of children, thus making 
their situation worse. Furthermore, the abandonment of a supplier can disrupt your flow of supplies 
and buyers tend not to drop suppliers if their supplier network is small. Instead, the supplier can be 
given time and support to remove children from work. Other organizations may be brought into help 
with the transfer of children from work to school. The furniture retailer IKEA forbids the use of child 
labour by its suppliers and if child labour is detected, then a corrective plan is required and 
implemented by the supplier. The plan must take into consideration the child's best interests, 
including the family and social situation and level of education.

The supplier needs to know that you are serious about child labour. It can be made clear that if 
concrete steps are not taken to eliminate the problem, then contracts will be terminated and no new 
contracts issued.  In the case of IKEA, if the corrective plan is not implemented in the agreed timeframe 
or there are repeated violations, then the company will terminate all business with the supplier. This is 
one example and different companies have different approaches. For example, the corrective steps to 
be taken may be set out in the contract, or they may be elaborated once child labour is detected.

 If a supplier does not make serious efforts to solve the problem, then the buyer may have no option 
but cancel contracts and drop that supplier. In 2001, for example, Adidas dropped 32 suppliers, three 
percent of its suppliers worldwide, for non-compliance with the company's 'Standards of 
Engagement'. These standards set criteria for suppliers in the areas of labour, health, safety and the 
environment. It is rare that an enterprise resorts to taking legal action against violators. It has 
happened, however, that concerned enterprises have reported to the authorities cases of bonded 
child labour, of sexual exploitation and of children performing extremely dangerous tasks.

ELIMINATING CHILD LABOUR IN MALAWI
48



HOME-BASED PRODUCTION

In some countries, national legislation prohibits work by children outside the home or the family 
business. The law, however, is usually silent about children working inside the home or the family 
business. The underlying assumption is that, in such cases, the parents will exercise the necessary 
supervision and that a ban would be unenforceable. This is acceptable work undertaken by children of 
any age that does not interfere with the child's schooling and his or her physical, moral, emotional or 
psychological development.

 Some countries do not regulate the work of children in the agricultural sector. In that sense, work 
carried out by children in these settings generally falls in the category of legal work by children. 
Whether the work in these situations is hazardous depends on the tasks children carry out, the 
materials they use, the number of hours they work and so on. It is left to parents to protect their 
children. Regardless of what the law states, international buyers will still want to be sure that their 
products are not made by children at least below the age of 15, regardless of whether that work is 
done at home or not.

Home-based work for international buyers generally involves piece work that does not require much 
machinery. The stitching of footballs is the common example. It has been difficult to ensure the 
absence of child labour because mothers (the common home-based producers) share the work with 
their children. These homes can be spread over a very wide geographical area. In this case, an option is 
to centralize production into company facilities so that labour conditions can be monitored.
Centralizing production can have negative consequences, however. Women workers may not be able 
to leave their homes due to child-care responsibilities. Furthermore, religious and local customs may 
forbid them from working alongside men. These challenges can be overcome with careful planning, 
however, notably in providing child care at centralized facilities and creating separate work areas for 
men and women. These two practices were used in the Sialkot football case.

Step 7: Using a code of conduct

Over the past 7 years ECAM and more enterprises have adopted formal statements containing ethical 
principles that govern their conduct. These are commonly called codes of conduct, but other terms are 
also used, including: business principles, ethics statements or guidelines, vendor standards and 
sourcing guidelines.

This trend has been driven to some degree by multinational enterprises responding to media 
campaigns and pressure from consumers and the general public to 'clean up their act'. This pressure 
followed well-publicized incidents in which brand name enterprises were linked to unethical 
behaviour or substandard performance with respect to labour conditions, especially child labour, and 
other matters such as the environment.
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Codes are especially common among multinationals in the textile and apparel, and footwear and 
sporting goods sectors, and are increasingly being used in the agricultural, food, tobacco, retailing, 
mining, hotel and tourism industries. Many codes make direct reference to international standards. 
For example, IKEA, the furniture retailer, bases its code directly on the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, the ILO's Minimum Age Convention (C.138) and the ILO's Worst Forms of Child Labour 
Convention (C.182)

Some companies have a distinct code dealing with child labour, while others include the issue in a 
broad code on social responsibility that includes other issues such as the environment. BASF, the 
chemicals company, has gone a step further. In2004 it incorporated internationally recognized labour 
and social standards and its opposition to child labour and forced labour directly into its corporate 
Principles.

A code of conduct can have multiple purposes. Along with promoting labour standards and improved 
productivity, such codes can enhance a company's reputation, attract investors, and make it easier to 
recruit qualified and motivated staff. Enterprises that are small and not oriented to international 
markets may decide not to have a written code of conduct, but none the less have an unwritten policy 
against the hiring of children and have informal procedures for handling the situation if an employee is 
found to be under-age.

ENTERPRISE CODES

An enterprise may wish to state its approach to child labour in a corporate code of conduct. Such a 
code, which is a voluntary initiative on the part of the enterprise, can be either solely dedicated to child 
labour or include child labour as part of a larger code that includes other labour, social and 
environmental issues. The labour component can be based on international labour standards. In 
reading these clauses, it is clear that they are based on international labour standards as set by ILO 
conventions. Pentlands Group, which includes such brands as Speedo, Lacoste and Ellesse, provides a 
very detailed clause in its Group Code of Employment Standards for Suppliers.  

A code of conduct dealing with child labour fulfils two objectives:  one internal and one external. 
Regarding the internal aspect, a written code allows the owners and senior managers to indicate their 
seriousness about child labour and to establish policy coherence. Through the code, all employees, 
but notably those involved in recruitment, can be made aware and reminded of the policy regarding 
child labour, of procedures for screening in the recruitment process and of steps to be taken to remove 
children from work or young workers from hazardous conditions. A code reduces confusion and makes 
infractions easy to spot.

Regarding the external aspect, a code of conduct allows a business to indicate to others that the 
business does not employ child labour. This can be especially important when attempting to secure 
new customers, notably buyers for whom compliance with international labour standards, including 
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child labour, is an important issue.

It is true however, that a self-designed and self-enforced code of conduct may provide only a limited 
amount of credibility with buyers or other outsiders. While it will indicate that an enterprise has 
considered the issue and put down a policy in writing, there is no guarantee, however, that this code is 
being enforced. Stronger proof may be required that the code is supported by a system of monitoring. 
Step 8 is dedicated to the issue of monitoring and related issues.

GROUP OF ENTERPRISES

An enterprise can participate in a collective policy statement by an employers' organization or a group 
of enterprises. In most cases this will be a grouping of enterprises in the same industry or sector. There 
are many sectoral codes, notably in: textiles, clothing and footwear; tropical agricultural products; 
mining, petroleum and forestry; and hotel and tourism. The sectors where child labour has been more 
of an issue generally devote more attention to the subject. This issue is dealt with in Guide3 on 
employers' organizations.

MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES

A multi-stakeholder initiative (or coalition) brings together enterprises with non-governmental 
organizations, trade unions or other organizations around an issue or set of issues. In some cases, it 
may focus on labour and environmental issues and adopt a code of conduct for its members. The Fair 
Labour Association is a prime example in this regard, bringing together enterprises, NGOs (labour 
rights, human rights, women and consumer rights organizations) and universities. It promotes and 
monitors international labour standards, including those related to child labour, through a detailed 
labour rights code of conduct that is adhered to by members. For enterprises, such initiatives enhance 
credibility because the standards set by the code are often more demanding than those of enterprise 
codes. A typical multi-stakeholder initiative is global in coverage and encompasses monitoring 
arrangements in addition to the code itself. 

A code of conduct developed by a multi-stakeholder initiative may be supported by an international 
organization. For example, the Equator Principles is promoted by the International Finance 
Corporation, part of the World Bank Group. As illustrated in Box 10, the Principles are adopted by 
banks and relate to lending for large-scale private or public projects.

An enterprise may adopt its own code of conduct and also adhere to a code set by a multi-stakeholder 
initiative.

INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK AGREEMENTS

In recent years, multinational enterprises have been signing agreements with global union federations 
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that deal with a host of labour issues including child labour. These 'international framework 
agreements' have been signed by such companies as Volkswagen (with the International Metal 
Workers) and France's energy company EDF (with the International Federation of Chemical, Energy, 
Mine and General Workers' Union). Each agreement, which is in effect a code of conduct, covers all 
local operations and subsidiaries of the multinational and can relate to its suppliers. These agreements 
are a recent but fast-growing part of the international labour relations environment. Some 35 of the 39 
agreements in place by mid-2005 were signed since 2000. All but two of them include provisions 
regarding child labour. Most agreements involve European companies. Thus, a large enterprise can 
point to such an agreement to demonstrate its commitment to ensuring that it does not employ child 
labour.

LIVING UP TO THE CODE

A code is a standard to follow. The code is not only worthless if not followed, but worse: it can make a 
company look hypocritical. Non-governmental organizations, and especially the media, can create 
considerable bad publicity by demonstrating the difference between the code and actual practice. 

Step 8: Auditing, monitoring and certification

To ensure that a business or a supplier does not employ child labour, some type of assessment can be 
made. A single assessment is generally referred to as a social audit. A series of repeated assessments is 
generally called monitoring. Auditing and monitoring are conducted internally or by outsiders, and 
several approaches are described in more detail below. Monitoring can take place every two weeks, 
every month or for whatever period the enterprise decides. The terms 'monitoring 'and 'auditing' are 
often used interchangeably; for simplicity, 'monitoring' is used in this section. Monitoring has two 
purposes. Firstly, it acts as detection and verification system. It lets the enterprise know that it is free of 
child labour or, if it is not, it provides information on the nature and extent of the problem. This 
knowledge can be used to take remedial action. Secondly, monitoring is an assurance mechanism that 
provides proof to buyers and consumers that an enterprise is free of child labour.

Following an assessment, an enterprise may be certified as free of child labour either by the auditor 
itself, or by an organization that approves of the audit. A monitoring system must be reliable but in the 
case of child labour the system must be especially credible to satisfy this second purpose of assuring 
others. Once that credibility is broken, however (e.g. the media or an NGO finds that children are 
employed where it was claimed they were not), then the credibility of the monitoring system and the 
enterprise involved is damaged.

Several methods have been developed to enhance the credibility of monitoring. The main method is to 
allow the monitoring to be conducted by a third  party that is neither the enterprise itself nor a buyer. 
Some companies use both their own internal system of monitoring and an external process conducted 
by a credible outside organization. The various types of assessment are provided below.
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As its name suggests, internal monitoring is a system in which the enterprise monitors itself. Also 
known as first-party monitoring, it is the easiest to manage but may lack credibility. If the company is 
large, with manufacturing plants, mines or plantations spread over several countries it can be an 
important system to ensure that all units are in compliance with the company's policy on child labour.

A second approach, known as buyer or second-party monitoring, refers to a process in which a buyer 
monitors its suppliers. It is used both by international buyers relative to their producers, and by 
domestic producers who subcontract to other enterprises. It can often be difficult to operate if there 
are many sub producers, and can result in tensions with these suppliers. However, there are many 
good examples. See the example in Box 12 of a layered system of buyer monitoring used by a carpet 
firm in India.

With external monitoring, an enterprise contracts a firm or organization to monitor its work sites or, 
more commonly, those of its suppliers. This is an example of third-party monitoring but, because the 
monitored firm is paying, the process may lack a degree of credibility. Such credibility will, however, be 
higher if the third party is respected for its assessments.

Independent monitoring is like external monitoring, except that the process is not organized or paid 
for by the enterprise. A trade association or an NGO takes on these responsibilities and either conducts 
the monitoring itself, or engages a firm or another body. The fact that the enterprise does not pay 
means that the results are not likely to be biased in anyway. International concerns regarding labour 
practices have led to the development of multi-player systems of auditing and monitoring. In these 
arrangements, non-profit organizations that are respected in the area of labour practices certify or 
accredit others to undertake assessments.

The Fair Labour Association and Social Accountability International are two of the key organizations in 
this respect. (These organizations also do monitoring themselves.) When an enterprise or a trade 
association engages one of the accredited auditors, the assessment has the support of FLA or SAI. This 
means that, even though an enterprise may engage and pay for an auditor itself, the assessment is 
highly credible. ECAM together with the Malawi Chambers of Commerce and Industry, The Malawi 
Bureau of Stnadards and the Malawi Investment Promotion Agency could also be used  for 
certification

THE MONITORING PROCESS

Regardless of the method chosen, all monitoring systems must overcome several key issues. These 
include: the difficulty of ascertaining a child's age; the falsification of documents; and the possibility 
that children will be temporarily taken out of the work places when an inspection visit takes place. 
Suppliers have developed techniques for putting on a false show for auditors by hiding their child 
workers or diverting such workers from export production to domestic production work sites. These 
problems can be overcome by employing surprise checks and monitoring all the enterprise's 
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worksites.

The mechanisms used to audit an enterprise include:
• review of relevant documents, such as enterprise's stated policy, documentation on 

workers' age and timesheets.
• interviews with management and workers, and sometimes with other parties such as NGOs 

or community representatives
• On-site inspections (announced and surprise).

It is rarely possible to employ a monitor full time in the workplace. However, the people who are 
present on a continuous basis are managers and workers, and they can report the use of child labour in 
their workplace. This can be done in part through the trade union or similar workers' organization, 
where they exist. A complaints procedure could be incorporated into monitoring arrangements. Multi-
stakeholder initiatives, such as the Clean Clothes Campaign, the Fair Trade Coalition and Social 
Accountability International, have being developing this aspect of complaints. Multi-stakeholder 
initiatives generally provide only limited information to the public about working conditions in specific 
audited factories.

SOCIAL LABELLING

A social label relates to a product or service, not to a specific enterprise. The label is provided on the 
packaging or takes the form of a tag on the product itself. A label related to child labour indicates to the 
consumer that child labour was not used in the production of that good. Social labelling has been used 
to good effect for rugs and footballs–sectors which have had a reputation for employing children. 
Social labels are also used for environmental standards, bio products and fair trade practices (such as 
paying a just price to small coffee producers). The label is voluntary and usually backed by the 
credibility of an industrial association or social group and a monitoring system. It aims to work through 
market forces, the premise being that the end consumer will, if properly informed, reward the 
producer for respecting ethical standards in its work.

The label depends on consumer recognition, which requires some type of information campaign. The 
sponsoring organization carries out such a campaign, provides a financial link between producers and 
consumers, supplies or organizes monitoring services, and often carries out developmental activities 
in the local communities. Financing for these activities may come from the producers who benefit 
from the scheme, from the elimination of middle men or from a premium price paid by the final 
consumer. 

As with other types of monitoring, social labelling needs to be credible. When a claim is made that no 
child labour has been used to make a product, the discovery of a single infraction can, if well publicized, 
undermine the label's credibility. Some schemes do not make such an absolute claim. In view of the 
difficulty of ensuring 100% compliance, that is a realistic policy. But, if the claim to be free of child 
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labour is qualified, it complicates the task of convincing the consumer to be faithful to the product, 
especially when a price premium may be involved.

OTHER REPORTING MECHANISMS

One multi-stakeholder initiative that has gained some prominence in recent years is the Global 
Reporting Initiative. The GRI has been in existence since 1997 and has been an independent 
organization since 2002. The GRI has produced the Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, which cover 
environmental, social and financial issues, and are used on a voluntary basis. Hundreds of 
organizations, mostly multinational enterprises, are registered in the GRI's database. The section on 
child labour makes specific reference to the ILO's Minimum Age Convention (C.138) and addresses 
issues of monitoring. The most current version of the reporting guidelines is available at: 
www.globalreporting.org.

A NOTE ON DEALING WITH THE MEDIA

The media will often report instances of non-compliance with the law or with codes of conduct. High-
profile enterprises with brand name products have been exposed by the media for using child labour in 
their supply chains, even though they may not have known that the practice existed. Because media 
reports can damage an enterprise's reputation, it is important to engage the media constructively. 
Attempts to conceal evidence on the employment of children can back fire if later found out.

Enterprises are well advised to have a policy toward the media and most large ones do. The nature of 
the policy will depend on the type of enterprise, its size and its geographical coverage. Smaller 
enterprises may feel that little media attention is best. Some enterprises have used an open approach 
to the media to good effect. These firms argue that they have done their best to rid their factories and 
their suppliers of child labour, but that if the practice is occurring they want to hear about it so that 
corrective action can be taken. This more open approach to the media is currently used by Nike.

A reminder: child labour in society

Monitoring focuses on the work place, not on children. Monitoring or single audits may establish that 
no under-age children are present at a workplace. It does not, however, indicate what children are 
doing. The ILO programme on child labour, known as IPEC, has developed monitoring arrangements 
that shift attention from the withdrawal of children from work to the identification, rehabilitation and 
tracking of child workers. It is part of an effort to create a society free of child labour, and not solely 
specific industries that are child labour free. 

Furthermore, voluntary initiatives have been developed because the government regulation of child 
labour or indeed social dialogue alone is not effective. Voluntary monitoring is useful, but 
governments are still responsible for enforcing child labour legislation where it exists.
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