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Bangladesh
The Government of Bangladesh recently approved its 
National Child Labor Eradication Policy which aims 
to develop and harmonize programs and policies to 
combat the worst forms of child labor.  However, children 
continue to perform hazardous work in agriculture 
and domestic service.  Gaps also remain in child labor 
legislation, data collection, and enforcement.

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Age Percent

Working 5-14 yrs. 13.6%

Attending School 5-14 yrs. 76.9% 

Combining Work and School 7-14 yrs. 10.1% 

Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor

Children in Bangladesh are exploited in the worst 
forms of child labor,344 especially in agriculture.345  
Children working in agriculture may be exposed to 
risks such as dangerous machinery and tools, harmful 
pesticides, and carrying of heavy loads.  According to 
the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics children engage in 
hazardous work which includes welding, carpentry, 
rickshaw pulling, and automobile repair.346  Children 
face dangers drying fish and milling spice.  These 
activities can make them vulnerable to harmful 
chemicals, the possible loss of fingers in dangerous 
machines, and working long hours in the hot sun. 
347  Children are also involved in the production 
of salt, soap matches, bricks, cigarettes, footwear, 
steel, furniture, glass, leather, poultry, ornaments, 
and metals, ornaments, and textiles.348  The dangers 
children face producing these goods may include 
working in cramped conditions for long hours, 
exposure to hazardous chemicals, low lighting, and 

working with sharp objects.  Children also process 
shrimp, which has reportedly led to arthritis, urinary 
tract infections, back injuries, repetitive strain, muscle 
inflammation, fungal infections, and diarrhea.349  Other 
reports have indicated that large numbers of children 
work in dangerous conditions in the ship-breaking 
industry, dismantling large ships into smaller pieces. 

350  They may lack the physical strength required 
to perform this arduous task and may be sickened 
by hazardous substances contained in the ships. 351  
Although evidence is limited, there is reason to believe 
that the worst forms of child labor are also used in the 
production of jewelry, plastic, rice, and rubber.352

According to a survey by ILO, there are more than 
421,000 children, mostly girls, working as domestic 
servants in private households in Bangladesh.  Some 
child domestics work in exploitive conditions353 and 
are vulnerable to abuse, including sexual abuse.354  
Children are also found working on the streets, 
vending, begging, portering and some are employed 
in hotels and restaurants.355  Children working on the 
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streets are exposed to severe weather, accidents caused 
by proximity to vehicles, and vulnerability to criminal 
elements.

Bangladeshi children are also engaged in other 
worst forms of child labor.  A 2009 Government of 
Bangladesh report estimates that as many as 20,000 
children are exploited in the commercial sex industry; 
some are trafficked internally and to India and 
Pakistan for sexual exploitation.356  Boys and girls, 
often those living on the streets, are exploited in illicit 
activities, including smuggling and trading arms and 
drugs.357  

Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 
of Child Labor

The Labor Code establishes the minimum age for 
work at 14 and the minimum age for hazardous work 
at 18.358  The Labor Code provides an exception for 
children age 12 to 13 to participate in light work and 
restricts the types of job they can do.  It also limits the 
hours children ages 14 to 18 can work.359  However, 
the Government’s Labor Code is limited to the 
formal employment sector, which does not include 
agriculture or home-based work, and it does not 
define occupations or sectors which are hazardous 
in nature.360  Additionally, the low minimum age for 
compulsory education makes children particularly 
vulnerable to the worst forms of child labor, as children 
are not required to be in school after age 10, but are not 
legally permitted to work either.

The Penal Code of 1860 prohibits compulsory labor 
and the Labor Code prohibits parents or guardians 
from pledging their children’s work in exchange for a 
payment or benefit.361  Those who violate the law are 
subject to penalties which include imprisonment.362

The Suppression of Violence against Women and 
Children’s Act of 2000 criminalizes the trafficking 
of children and establishes strict penalties and fines 
for violators.363  The Penal Code of 1860 criminalizes 
the prostitution of young girls under the age of 18, 
in contrast to the Children’s Act of 1974, which only 
criminalizes the prostitution of girls under the age of 
16.364  The conflicting age thresholds may leave girls 
ages 16 to 17 vulnerable to exploitation and may cause 
problems for effective enforcement and prosecution.  
In addition, both laws fail to protect boys from child 
prostitution.  

C138, Minimum Age No

C182, Worst Forms of Child Labor

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 
Conflict

CRC Optional Protocol on the Sale of 
Children, Child Prostitution, and Child 
Pornography

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in 
Persons

Minimum Age for Work 14

Minimum Age for Hazardous Work 18

Compulsory Education Age 10

Free Public Education Yes

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 
and Enforcement

The Government of Bangladesh has established a Child 
Labor Unit in the Ministry of Labor and Employment 
(MOLE) to monitor, coordinate, and supervise child 
labor programs.365  

An inter-ministerial anti-trafficking committee 
oversees national efforts to combat human trafficking.  
This committee, chaired by the Ministry of Home 
Affairs (MOHA), convenes monthly to monitor 
trafficking issues.366  

The Office of the Chief Inspectorate of the Department 
of Factories and Establishments under MOLE is 
responsible for implementing and enforcing labor 
laws, including child labor provisions.367  The ministry 
has approximately 150 inspectors.368  The inspectors 
work from 31 offices across the country and each 
one conducts from 5 to 100 monthly inspections, 
depending on his/her rank. 369  An inspector with a 
lower rank is expected to conduct more inspections 
than an inspector of a higher rank.370  In 2009, a 
total of 51,337 labor inspections were conducted 
in Bangladesh, an increase of over 10,000 from the 
previous year.  However, the inspections resulted 
in only 770 labor violation cases filed.371  A specific 
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number of cases are not available because the 
Government does not disaggregate data on labor 
violations.372  Nonetheless, research indicates that the 
number of cases uncovered is very small relative to the 
magnitude of the child labor problem.373 

MOHA is the principal agency designated to enforce 
the country’s forced labor and anti-trafficking laws. 

374  MOHA maintains an anti-trafficking police unit 
in each of Bangladesh’s 64 districts and provides 
trafficking training to members of the National 
Police Academy and other public officials.375  MOHA 
also maintains a special Anti Trafficking of Human 
Beings Unit comprised of 12 police officers charged 
with investigating all forms of trafficking.376  From 
February 2009 to February 2010, MOHA conducted 26 
trafficking investigations and rescued 30 child victims 
from trafficking situations.377  

Government Policies on the Worst Forms of 
Child Labor

In March 2010, the Government of Bangladesh 
established a policy framework for the elimination 
of the worst forms of child labor through approval of 
the National Child Labor Eradication Policy 2010.378  
The policy serves as a guiding instrument for the 
formulation of future laws and policies regarding child 
labor.  The policy also calls for the formation of a 
National Child Labor Welfare Council to monitor the 
child labor situation at a national level.379

The Third National Plan of Action for Children 
(2005-2010) commits the Government to carry out 
a variety of tasks to eliminate the worst forms of 
child labor, with a particular focus on child domestic 
workers, migrants, refugees, and other vulnerable 
groups.  The commitments include introducing 
regulations, ensuring working children’s access to 
education, and strengthening the labor inspectorate.380  
The Government’s 2009 Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper (PRSP) includes a strategic goal to protect child 
laborers and eliminate the worst forms of child labor.  
The 3-year PRSP seeks to accomplish this through 
raising awareness of child labor, drafting minimum 
wage and other protective standards, creating a child-
friendly code of conduct for employers, and improving 
educational opportunities for working children.381  It 
is estimated that the PRSP will cost approximately 

$51 billion to implement although the Government 
has not yet appropriated funding to support its 
implementation.382  While trafficking is mentioned as 
an ancillary item in a number of government policies 
including the PRSP and the Third National Plan of 
Action for Children, the Government lacks a National 
Plan of Action to combat trafficking.  

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor

From 2000 to 2005, the Government participated in 
a USDOL-funded project that provided alternative 
learning and employment opportunities for families 
of exploited and at-risk children.  Through the 
provision of education and vocational training 
services, the project withdrew and prevented children 
from hazardous work in construction; production of 
hand-rolled cigarettes and matches; leather tanning 
industries; and from child domestic work.383  The 
project also supported research, which included a 
survey on hazardous child labor in Bangladesh.384

UNICEF is collaborating closely with the Government 
to implement the second phase of a project to set up 
education centers that provide non-formal education 
and livelihood skills to over 350,000 working 
children and adolescents.385  The Government is also 
participating in a Netherlands-funded project that aims 
to prevent and eliminate the worst forms of child labor 
in the informal economy in Dhaka386 and a USDOL-
funded ILO-IPEC project to conduct data collection on 
child labor.387  

The Government of Bangladesh, under MOLE, 
took steps to target children engaged in or at-risk 
of exploitive labor under its own auspices through a 
national program which concluded in June 2009.388  
This program was implemented by NGOs and targeted 
21 sectors in which children work.  The project enabled 
over 30,000 working children to leave hazardous 
occupations by providing them with additional skills.389  
The Ministry of Women also partners with UNICEF 
on a project to support the Third National Plan of 
Action for Children.390  These projects are important 
but lack the resources and the scope needed to reach 
the large numbers of children engaged in or at risk of 
the worst forms of child labor.  
To combat child trafficking, the Government is 
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participating in a USAID-funded project that aims 
to build the capacity of the police to identify and 
prosecute traffickers, expand public awareness 
on trafficking, and provide services to trafficking 
victims.391  Additionally, the Government supports six 

shelters for women and child trafficking victims and is 
participating in a Danish International Development 
Agency-funded child helpline service.392

Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the worst 
forms of child labor in Bangladesh: 

IN THE AREAS OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Develop and approve a list of hazardous work, including hazardous occupations prohibited for children.

Raise the compulsory education age to 14, the established minimum age for work.

Amend the labor law to provide clear enforcement authority to MOLE beyond the formal employment 
sector to include both agriculture and home-based enterprises.

Amend and harmonize the Penal Code of 1860 and the Children’s Act of 1974 to include protections for all 
children (including boys) under the age of 18.

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

Ensure labor inspections adequately investigate child labor violations.

Enhance data collection on the worst forms of child labor and make worst forms of child labor 
enforcement statistics publically available. 

IN THE AREA OF GOVERNMENT POLICY:

Commit adequate funding to implement the 2010 National Child Labor Eradication Policy.

Enact a National Plan of Action to combat trafficking-in-persons.

IN THE AREA OF SOCIAL PROGRAMS:

Commit funding and expand the scope of social programs to adequately assist the large numbers of 
children engaged in or at risk of the worst forms of child labor in Bangladesh.

344 Data provided in the chart at the beginning of this 

Child Economic 

Data on school attendance are from 2007.  Reliable data 

collect given the often hidden or illegal nature of the worst 

in this section, which may or may not include the worst 
forms of child labor. For more information on sources used, 
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