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The Dilemma

The nuisance of child labor is not new but it has been highlighted much during the yesteryears. It seems that the civilized world has suddenly realized the plight of the third world children. They have amassed their resources to permanently remove this menace. Quite ironically, they prefer the products of the third world for their competitive prices. These competitive prices are possible only due to child labor. 

So, the unusual rather unexpected concern of bigger countries about the suffering children raises some questions: Are they really eager to help the working children, Do they really have a genuine interest in easing their lives or they simply want to influence the economies of the third world?      

The Conflict


The lowest possible price is a decisive factor in international markets. A country offering a bale of cotton for 10$ loses its business when another poor country bids the same products for 9$.  Developed nations possess sophisticated technology. Their products are cheap due to large-scale production of factories and farmlands. On the other hand, the economies of the poor countries are backed by cheap labor force. Millions of children work in agricultural fields and industrial units. They work against minimum wages. In this way, child labor rivals modern technology. It is clear that without active participation of child labor these poor nations cannot survive in global markets. The third world offers relatively cheap products due to cheap child labor. The same products produced in developed countries are expensive owing to costly labor. Consequently, the poor nations attract a big chunk of business in international markets and arouse the anger of their competitors.

The truth is that the developed countries are suffering from superiority complex. They are equipped with high-tech machinery.  They can fully exploit their physical and natural resources. Huge production of their factories and farmlands speaks for their social and economic stability. These things urge them to dominate the world. But they find it difficult to compete with smaller countries. They try to keep poor nations under their influence in one way or the other. They use large-scale propaganda to punish the ‘guilty’. The products of the smaller countries are banned and denied access in global markets. Child labor is one of such stunts. We take the example of Pakistan.

Child Labor in Pakistan


The economy of Pakistan is poverty ridden. Unemployment is wide spread. The major problems faced by the government are law and order, defense, ignorance, and economic instability.  In such a situation minor problems like child labor are of secondary importance. 

Pakistan has an agrarian economy. Its major sources of earning are cash crops like cotton and rice. Children play an important role in the cultivation of these crops. Whether it is sowing, harvesting or picking season the involvement of children is necessary.

Pakistan produces only one crop of cotton a year. An estimate shows 100kg cotton sells at 30$ in international markets. This price includes the cost of labor involved in cotton picking. It takes usually 5 cotton pickers to pluck 100kg cotton in a whole day. At this rate, 50,000 workers are required to pick 10, 00000 kg of cotton yielding only 300000 $ a year. This includes the cost of sowing, rearing and picking. A developed country requires less time and labor to produce the same amount of cotton. Similar is the condition with other industries. So, underprivileged countries have no option but to use their children.    

Another source of national revenue is textile and leather goods. A large number of children are associated with these industries at different stages. The Pakistani sports ware and handicrafts are also appreciated abroad. Similarly carpet and other cottage industries enjoy good business all over the world. The secret behind this success is child labor which is 33% of the total Pakistani labor force.

Abolishing this labor force would mean a serious blow to economic progress. It would completely wipe out Pakistani products from international markets.  Hence, child labor is not a choice but a necessary evil. The question of education and other ‘luxuries’ is ridiculous in a country where survival is the top priority. 

The Statistics



According to ILO, some 2,065,000 children of ages between 10 and 14 and 4,319,000 children of 15 to 19 years of age are economically active in Pakistan. The percentage of working children varies. In urban areas like Lahore it is as lower as 20% whereas, in rural areas like Tharparkar it reaches up to 70%. An estimate (United Nations Working Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery, 1996) states that 3,000 children enter labor market each month in Pakistan. 



Among 3.3 million child workers 73 % are boys and 27% are girls. More than 250,000 children work at brick kilns as bonded laborers. 

The Antidote


International community should adopt a more prudent approach towards this menace. Sanctions and boycotts are not enviable. These would only inflict misery on these already downtrodden nations. The solution is transfer of technology. Developed countries must be generous enough to share their knowledge and expertise with the smaller countries. Poor countries cannot eliminate child labor until they acquire latest technology. Another factor is alleviation of poverty. Rich countries should raise generous funds to wipe out hunger, poverty and ignorance from the third world. Only in this way we can abolish child labor and produce a healthy and prosperous generation.
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