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Bhutan
MINIMAL ADVANCEMENT

In 2013, Bhutan made a minimal advancement in efforts 
to eliminate the worst forms of child labor. The Government 
launched its Eleventh Five-Year Plan (2013-2018), which 
commits to strengthening both the child protection system and 
quality of education. The Government also continued to fund 
and participate in programs that target improved livelihoods 
and access to education in impoverished, rural areas. 
However, children in Bhutan continue to engage in child 
labor in agriculture and domestic service. Bhutan’s minimum 
age for work is inconsistent with international standards and 
education is not compulsory. 

I. PREVALENCE AND SECTORAL DISTRIBUTION OF CHILD LABOR
Children in Bhutan engage in child labor, including in agriculture and domestic service.(1) The majority of child labor 
in Bhutan occurs in agriculture in rural areas. Data from the 2010 Multiple Indicator Survey indicate that two-thirds 
of child workers reside in rural areas.(2) Table 1 provides key indicators on children’s work and education in Bhutan. 

Table 1. Statistics on Children’s Work and Education
Children Age Percent

Working (% and population) 5-14 yrs. 3.8 (6,338) 

Attending School (%) 5-14 yrs. 84.7 

Combining Work and School (%) 7-14 yrs. 3.3

Primary Completion Rate (%) 95.1 

Source for primary completion rate: Data from 2011, published by UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.(3)
Source for all other data: Understanding Children’s Work Project’s analysis of statistics from MICS 4 Survey, 2013.(4)

Based on a review of available information, Table 2 provides an overview of children’s work by sector and activity. 

Table 2. Overview of Children’s Work by Sector and Activity
Sector/Industry Activity
Agriculture Farming, activities unknown (1, 5-7)

Industry
Mining*† (5)
Construction, activities unknown*† (1, 5)

Services
Domestic service (1, 5-9)
Hotel and restaurant service (1, 5)

Categorical Worst Forms  
of Child Labor‡

Commercial sexual exploitation* (5, 9) 

Forced labor in karaoke bars* (9, 10)

Domestic service, sometimes as a result of human trafficking (1, 5-9)

* Evidence of this activity is limited and/or the extent of the problem is unknown.
† Determined by national law or regulation as hazardous and, as such, relevant to Article 3(d) of ILO C. 182.
‡ Child labor understood as the worst forms of child labor per se under Article 3(a) – (c) of ILO C. 182. 

Some children working as domestic servants live with their employers and are reportedly not allowed to return 
home.(11) Some young girls are subject to forced labor in karaoke bars known as drayangs, particularly in Thimphu. 
Evidence suggests that some girls are trafficked from rural areas to sing in the bars, and it is here that they are subject 
to sexual harassment.(9, 10) 

There is a lack of current data on child labor in Bhutan. To date, no national survey on child labor has been 
conducted.
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II. LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR
Bhutan has ratified some key international conventions concerning child labor (Table 3).

Table 3. Ratification of International Conventions on Child Labor
Convention Ratification
ILO C. 138, Minimum Age N/A

ILO C. 182, Worst Forms of Child Labor N/A

UN CRC

UN CRC Optional Protocol on Armed Conflict

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

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in Persons

The Government has established relevant laws and regulations related to child labor, including its worst forms (Table 4).

Table 4. Laws and Regulations Related to Child Labor
Standard Yes/No Age Related Legislation
Minimum Age for Work Yes 13 Labor and Employment Act of Bhutan (1, 5, 12)
Minimum Age for Hazardous Work Yes 18 Labor and Employment Act of Bhutan (1, 5)
List of Hazardous Occupations Prohibited for 
Children

Yes Regulation on Acceptable Forms of Child Labor (13)

Prohibition of Forced Labor Yes Labor and Employment Act (12)
Prohibition of Child Trafficking Yes Child Care and Protection Act; Penal Code (14, 15) 
Prohibition of Commercial Sexual Exploitation of 
Children

Yes Child Care and Protection Act; Penal Code (14, 15) 

Prohibition of Using Children in Illicit Activities Yes Child Care and Protection Act (15)
Minimum Age for Compulsory Military 
Recruitment

N/A*

Minimum Age for Voluntary Military Service Yes 18 Labor and Employment Act of Bhutan (12)
Compulsory Education Age No
Free Public Education Yes Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan (16)

*No conscription or no standing military.

Bhutanese law is not completely consistent with international standards regarding child labor. The Labor and 
Employment Act allows children to work under the age of 14.(5, 12) 

There is no age to which education is compulsory.(1) The lack of standards in this area may increase the risk of child 
involvement in the worst forms of child labor, as young children are not required to be in school but are unable to 
legally work. 

III. ENFORCEMENT OF LAWS ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR
The Government has established institutional mechanisms for the enforcement of laws and regulations on child labor, 
including its worst forms (Table 5).

Table 5. Agencies Responsible for Child Labor Law Enforcement
Organization/Agency Role 
The Ministry of Labor and Human 
Resources/Department of Labor

Investigate child labor complaints and ensure employers comply with child labor laws 
throughout the country.(17)

Royal Bhutan Police Investigate and enforce child labor laws.(17)
Woman and Child Protection Unit (WCPU) Enforce laws protecting women and children.(18, 19) 
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Research did not reveal specific actions law enforcement agencies in Bhutan took to combat child labor, including its 
worst forms.

Labor Law Enforcement

In 2011, the most recent year for which information is available, the Ministry had four labor inspectors in Thimphu 
and two inspectors in each of Bhutan’s two regions.(17) Information is unavailable on the current number of labor 
inspectors, but labor inspectors are based in Thimphu and in two regional offices.(17) The labor inspectors investigate 
general working conditions, including child labor violations.(17) Labor inspectors are not permitted to inspect private 
homes and have reported that this makes it challenging to track child domestic workers.(1) There is no available 
information on the number of labor inspections, their findings, or resulting actions taken during the reporting 
period. (17) The Department of Labor has documented the obstacles it must overcome in order to comply with the 
Labor Law. These include: (1) lack of capacity to enforce occupational health and safety standards; (2) an inconsistent 
application of the labor law across the country; (3) a lack of awareness amongst stakeholders on the labor law; and (4) 
an insufficient number of trained labor officers to enforce the labor laws.(20)   

Criminal Law Enforcement

In 2013, police working on the border of Bhutan participated in a 4-day anti-human trafficking training 
workshop. (21) The Home Ministry’s Royal Bhutan Police enforce the criminal laws related to child labor and the 
Police’s Woman and Child Protection Unit (WCPU) implements laws protecting women and children.(17, 18) The 
WCPU also provides counseling services and refers victims to the National Commission for Women and Children 
and NGOs for assistance.(22, 23) Even though this unit reportedly provides legal assistance to victims, there is no 
information on the number of criminal worst forms of child labor investigations, prosecutions, or victims assisted 
during the reporting period.(23)

IV. COORDINATION OF GOVERNMENT EFFORTS ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR 
The Government has established mechanisms to coordinate its efforts to address child labor, including its worst forms 
(Table 6).

Table 6. Mechanisms to Coordinate Government Efforts on Child Labor
Coordinating Body Role & Description 
National Commission 
for Women and 
Children (NCWC)

Coordinate the promotion and protection of women and children and monitoring issues of child labor 
nationwide.(5, 17) Investigate and receive reports of violations against women and children, and also review and 
recommend policies and legislation pertaining to women and children.(24) Composed of representatives from 
government agencies, law enforcement, the judiciary, civil society, media, and business.(5, 17) 

In 2013, there was no single coordinating mechanism to address issues related to human trafficking. Several agencies 
are responsible for various aspects of coordination. In addition to the WCPU, these agencies include the Ministry of 
Home and Cultural Affairs (Department of Immigration), Ministry of Labor and Employment, and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, which engages regionally in the prevention of cross-border trafficking in persons.(10)

V. GOVERNMENT POLICIES ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR
The Government of Bhutan established policies related to child labor, including its worst forms (Table 7). 

Table 7. Policies Related to Child Labor
Policy Description
Eleventh Five-Year Plan 
(2013-2018)†

Proposes reducing poverty by improving the quality of job opportunities for youth, increasing the quality of 
education through improving the quality of teachers, textbooks, and school infrastructure, and embracing 
inclusive social development.(25) Proposes to strengthen child protection systems.(26)

† Policy was launched during the reporting period.

VI. SOCIAL PROGRAMS TO ADDRESS THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR
In 2013, the Government of Bhutan funded and participated in programs that include the goal of eliminating or 
preventing child labor, including its worst forms (Table 8).
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Table 8. Social Programs to Address Child Labor
Program Description 
Rural Economy Advancement 
Program*‡

Government program that develops sustainable livelihoods of Bhutan’s 126 poorest villages by 
diversifying crop cultivation, providing skills development training, and forming self-help groups.(25)

National Rehabilitation Program* Office of Gyalpoi Zimpon (His Majesty’s Secretariat) program that assists landless, socially and 
economically disadvantaged groups through the provision of land, shelter, and food support, health 
and education services, and capacity building for sustainable livelihoods.(25)

Improving Rural Children’s Access 
to Basic Education with
Focus on Primary Education*

$12.17 million World Food Program project that aims to increase primary school enrolment, retention, 
and graduation.(27) Implemented in 232 schools across the country, reaches 37,000 children annually, 
and supports school construction and kitchen improvements.(27)

Child Protection System 
Strengthening*

UNICEF program that works to strengthen Bhutan’s child protection system and support the 
development of a National Plan of Action for Child Protection. Trains child protection service providers 
to build their capacity in this area.(26)

Project Hope‡ NCWC program that provides residential shelters for children at risk of exploitative child labor. 
Specifically targets children on the street and provides counseling, group therapy, and assistance to 
help children enroll in school.(17) 

Food Assistance* $500,000 (2012-2013) Australian-funded project that provides food aid to households in exchange for 
sending children to school.(28) 

Advancing Economic 
Opportunities for Women*‡

NCWC program that provides economic opportunities to women and girls. Targets 960 youths to 
participate in apprenticeships and skills training for self-employment.(29, 30)

Trafficking Victims Shelter†‡ Government program that funds an NGO-operated temporary shelter for women and children 
trafficking victims.(9)

TIP Awareness-Raising*‡ Government program that funds an NGO to sensitize communities on cross-border human 
trafficking. (9)

* The impact of this program on child labor does not appear to have been studied.
‡ Program is funded by the Government of Bhutan.

Bhutan lacks government programs targeting sectors that are known to employ child labor, such as agriculture, 
domestic labor, construction, mining, and quarrying.  

VII. SUGGESTED GOVERNMENT ACTIONS TO ELIMINATE THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR
Based on the reporting above, suggested actions are that would advance the elimination of child labor, including its 
worst forms, in Bhutan (Table 9).

Table 9. Suggested Government Actions to Eliminate Child Labor, Including its Worst Forms
Area Suggested Action Year(s) Suggested
Laws Ratify the Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in Persons 2013

Amend legislation to comply with the international standard of the minimum age 
for work. 2010 – 2013 

Make primary education compulsory and harmonized with the minimum age for work 
to ensure children are attending school and are therefore less vulnerable to child labor. 2010 – 2013 

Enforcement Publish data on the number of labor investigations, child labor violations, criminal cases 
of child labor, and child victims assisted. 2010 – 2013 

Strengthen the capacity of the labor inspectors to enforce the labor law and 
occupational, health, and safety standards. 2013

Social Programs Conduct a national child labor survey. 2013
Create social programs to target children who work in agriculture, domestic labor, 
hotel/restaurant services, construction, and mining/quarrying. 2009 – 2013 

Assess the impact that existing programs may have on child labor. 2010 – 2013 
Conduct awareness raising on the labor law amongst stakeholders. 2013
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