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Chronic Conﬂict and Child Labor:
Drivers and Possible Remedies
“Employers [should] treat us as their own
children. Do not beat us. Give us our
salaries properly. And teach us the work
correctly because we work from morning
7ll evening and they impose heavy du7es
on us. Nobody is there to ques7on them,
not even our fathers. Whenever we tell
our fathers about our problems in the
workplace, [our fathers] say: ‘It does not
maPer, eventually you will learn.’ It is the
same thing [our fathers] say about us
being beaten at school, that it is okay,
because teachers punish their students [so
they learn].” - Child laborer from Mazar-e
Sharif (Balkh)

Studies conducted in various countries
around the world reveal that child labor
has physical, social, and mental health
consequences for children and major
economic consequences for the country as
a whole. There is higher prevalence of
diﬀerent health issues in working children
compared to the rest of the popula7on.
Child labor is associated with higher
prevalence of mental and behavioral
disorders. School aPendance, family
income and status, daily working hours
and likelihood of abuse, in its diﬀerent
forms, are associated with the mental
health outcomes in working children.
Malnutri7on and poor growth are highly
prevalent among working children,
compounded with the nega7ve physical
and health impacts of labor on the
children. Also, the likelihood of being
sexually abused increases with increasing
working hours.
Child labor has physical consequences
such as skin diseases, short-term memory

loss, speech problems, organ defects,
height reduc7on, and weight loss.
Psychological consequences include a
tendency of jealousy, instability,
restlessness, depression, fear, pessimism
and nega7vity while social consequences
include exclusion from recrea7onal
ac7vi7es and depriva7on from nurture and
family 7me.
All studies of child labor show,
overwhelmingly, that poverty is a major
driver of the problem. Children engaged in
work are ojen deprived of educa7on and
therefore miss out on the life
opportuni7es that formal educa7on can
bring. There are, in addi7on, societal
impacts from widespread child labor, such
as the emergence of whole genera7ons of
adults who have grown up deprived of
basic life skills and development needs.
This increases the likelihood of
perpetua7ng the cycle of poverty and
vulnerability that fuels child labor.
Conﬂict is another major driver of child
labor. Conﬂict changes household
livelihood and planning decisions by
removing certainty and predictability and
replacing them with immediate, day-today survival ins7ncts. Conﬂict also
undermines longer-term economic
development through weakening or
destroying economic infrastructure,
processes that generate human capital –
par7cularly educa7on – and certainty
about the future. Under conﬂict
households are forced to make decisions
for the here-and-now and at the expense
of planning for or inves7ng in future,
including educa7ng their children.

Under conﬂict households are
forced to make decisions for the
here-and-now and at the
expense of planning for or
inves7ng in future, including
educa7ng their children.

… in poverty-stricken conﬂict
environments dropout rates
tend to be high due to
insecurity and/or ra7onal
economic decision making by
families that merits working
more than going to school.

I sent my son to work and
bought him brushes for
polishing shoes but he did not
earn good money. … A:er that, I
sent him to sell ice cream. His
revenue from each ice cream
was just one Afghani. He was
bringing 30 or 50 Afs daily but
he was under extreme pressure
and was coming home at 10pm
everyday. - Female interviewee,
Herat.

Conﬂict and poverty can aﬀect household
decision making on child labor in two
interrelated ways. First, conﬂict can
render educa7on for children as a risky
investment, due to high opportunity costs
(as opposed to working) and a high risk of
mortality that would annul the
investment.
Second, a combina7on of conﬂict and
poverty undermines the educa7on system
as a whole, adversely aﬀec7ng
infrastructure development, i.e., building
schools, educa7onal content quality, and
professionaliza7on of teachers. Also, in
poverty-stricken conﬂict environments
dropout rates tend to be high due to
insecurity and/or ra7onal economic
decision making by families that merits
working more than going to school. In the
Afghan context, there is the added risk of
students, schools and teachers being
targets in armed conﬂict – all of which
tend to increase the opportunity cost of
educa7on.
Observa7ons as part of Afghanistan Rights
Monitor (ARM) show that child labor is on
rise in all ten provinces being monitored.
While the legal framework prohibi7ng
exploita7ve child labor is reasonably well
developed in Afghanistan, addi7onal
ﬁndings from ARM show that there is liPle
awareness of the laws preven7ng child
labor and insuﬃcient apprecia7on of its
nega7ve consequences.
The research sought to examine the forms
and perceived consequences of child labor
as it is prac7ced in Afghanistan, including
the physical, psychological and social
growth implica7ons for children.

Drivers of Child Labor
As with many other rights-related areas,
laws and conven7ons concerning child
labor in Afghanistan are widely ignored
because of widespread poverty among
families as well as weak systems of child
protec7on and legal enforcement.
According to UNICEF, neither the Afghan
government nor its donors have given
suﬃcient budget alloca7on for the social
protec7on of vulnerable children, and
only 1 percent of the na7onal budget has

been commiPed to such programs.
Human rights monitoring by the
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights
Commission (AIHRC) has indicated that
children’s earnings composes the only
income for nearly a third of families.
Ongoing conﬂict in the country has fueled
the con7nuing recruitment of underage
children by both government and
opposi7on groups, despite a Presiden7al
decree criminalizing this prac7ce.
Increased internal displacement and
forced return migra7on are also
heightening the risk of child labor and
early marriage among refugee families,
who ojen lej jobs in neighboring
countries and have liPle savings to fall
back on.
According to ﬁndings from a recent survey
by Save the Children, more than 70
percent of returnee parents and
community leaders said that early
marriage and child labor were major risks
to their children who were currently not in
school due to poverty, lack of
documenta7on, and problems accessing
schools. It is es7mated that among the
600,000 families repatriated to
Afghanistan in 2016 from neighboring
countries there were 200,000 child
laborers, adding to the es7mates of over
two million children between the ages of
8 and 14 who are already working in the
country.
These trends are expected to worsen in
the subsequent years, with increasing
instability and return migra7on leading to
even greater numbers of out of school
children who are at risk of child labor,
recruitment by armed groups, traﬃcking
and early marriage.
A limited body of research on family
decision-making regarding child labor in
Afghanistan – including comparison of
poor families who do and do not send
their children to work – shows that a
number of factors beyond poverty
inﬂuence family decisions on sending
children to work. These are indebtedness,
familial experiences with educa7on, the
strength of local social networks, and

parental percep7ons about the beneﬁts of
work to children.

If we do not perform the job
correctly they punish us. … My
father said he already told the
employer that: ‘My son’s meat
is from you and his bones are
from me.’ - Child laborer,
Balkh.

… work situa7ons such as
appren7ceships were
described as beneﬁcial and
educa7onal for children. This
type of work is viewed as
especially appropriate for
children who leave school
and do not like formal
educa7on.

…child labor, which consists
of a variety of employment
sesngs and circumstances,
creates a range of predictable
impacts on children – some
of which are poten7ally
posi7ve and construc7ve, but
most of which are currently
deleterious.

… there is a tendency to
excuse child labor, under the
presump7on that work
cons7tuted training to
prepare children to become
responsible adults in future.

A ﬁnal considera7on informing this case
study is the religious dimension of child
labor. Islam sets many guidelines for both
children’s development and work
prac7ces that are relevant to child labor,
including restric7ons for employers and
employees. Children who are suﬃciently
mature are allowed to work, but Islam
expressly forbids exploita7ve prac7ces by
employers, hazardous work by children,
and children’s work that does not
contribute to their educa7onal
development.
An empirical study of community astudes
toward child labor in an Islamic
community in Ghana shows that despite
good understanding of children’s rights,
there is a tendency to excuse child labor,
under the presump7on that work
cons7tuted training to prepare children to
become responsible adults in future.
Notably, it is not just the state that is
considered responsible for addressing the
problem of child labor in Islamic socie7es.
Families and employers are also directed
equally to “perform their du7es”
according to religious teaching.

RecommendaFons
The broader literature on child labor
recommends the following.

Employers
• Employers should be more proac7ve in
suppor7ng families in need, crea7ng a
network to gain commitments from
unions and factory owners to ensure
the security, safety, and health of
working children.
• Crajsmen unions should be held
accountable in undertaking internal
monitoring of members’ workplaces.
• Business and factory owners should
work with the government on
incen7ves by the government, using tax
deduc7ons and other means, to create
a founda7on to collect and disperse
funds to needy families and thereby
reduce child labor.

Government
• Should implement the exis7ng workrelated laws and eﬀect cons7tu7onal
provisions concerning child labor by
crea7ng bePer, implementable policies
to prevent children from hard labor
while ensuring that employers that
deviate from regulatory requirements
are punished.
• There is ambiguity about which
government departments have
authority over child labor and related
issues, such as drug use in workplaces.
Government should iden7fy and
publicize areas of work permissible and
not harmful for children.
• Should do a bePer job of iden7fying
and suppor7ng children and families
that are at par7cular risk of reliance on
child labor, such as female-headed
households, indebted families, and
families with drug addicted parents.
• Should assist orphanages and juvenile
homes in more consistently providing
educa7onal and voca7onal training to
vulnerable children.
• Should make educa7on mandatory up
to a minimum level of 6th grade, for
example.
• Should put in place mechanisms for the
collec7on of accurate sta7s7cs about
the incidence of child labor including
the ways in which family economic
condi7ons lead to child labor.

Mosques and Media
• Mosques and media should play major
roles in raising awareness, and
advoca7ng, about the perils of child
labor.
Areas requiring aPen7on based on
research on child labor in Afghanistan
iden7fy include the following.

LegislaFon and Child Labor
No amount of legisla7on alone is going to
stop the exploita7on of children in the
labor market. Concurrent with legisla7on,
there is need for a bePer understanding of
the family and workplace dynamics that
result in child labor. This will require
dedicated assessment, research, and

ongoing monitoring of the current
condi7ons of working children, including
dis7nguishing between tradi7onal
appren7ceship arrangements for working
children and exploita7ve child labor.

Addressing the mul7-faceted
and complex problem of child
labor will require a mul7-prong
approach including publicizing
the immediate and longer term
impacts of child labor,
enforcing exis7ng laws,
extending exis7ng law and
policy, and crea7ng
alterna7ves to reliance on child
labor for families with no
choice in securing a steady
income.

In addi7on, parents, community leaders,
and crajsmen unions could be engaged
by government authori7es to provide
oversight of children’s voca7onally
oriented employment. This oversight
should be guided by concrete standards
and prohibi7ons that are widely
disseminated and understood.

Children’s Rights in
ApprenFceships
Working closely with employers and
parents, government-led eﬀorts should
ensure that the rights of children working
as appren7ces in recognized and
legi7mate trades are recognized and
respected by employers.
These rights include access to formal and
prac7cal (on-the-job) training, protec7on
in the workplace against heavy physical,
physical injury, and sexual abuse,
availability of mechanisms that could be
used by children faced with physical and
sexual harassment, and access to
suﬃcient food and adequate sanitary
provisions.
These eﬀorts should be aligned with
trade-based voca7onal and
appren7ceship programs supported by
interna7onal donors.

PrevenFon of Illicit Child Labor
In unregulated and not fully legi7mate
occupa7ons protec7ng children’s rights is
par7cularly diﬃcult. However, much more
could be done by the Ministry of Labor,
Social Aﬀairs, Martyred and the Disabled,
for example, through surprise inspec7ons
and ﬁning employers that exploit child
labor in illegal work such as hard physical
labor.
This type of law enforcement, however, is

likely to succeed only if it is
backed up by the poli7cal will of the
government and has the support of the
parents and the community more broadly.

Child Labor and School Dropouts
Schools must assume a more dedicated
role in tracking drop outs and their link to
child labor, working closely with the
parents and/or their associa7ons, Ministry
of Educa7on and the Ministry of Labor,
Social Aﬀairs, Martyred and the Disabled
to devise ways in which drop outs could
be bePer prevented and managed.

Legal Age in Employment
Many of the legal provisions governing
child labor are age-based. While diﬃcult
and perhaps beyond the current ﬁnancial
capacity of the government, eﬀorts should
be made for the digi7za7on of birth
records as a means to verify the age of
children being recruited into workplaces.
Employers could then be compelled to
prove the ages of the children working for
them.

Children and Armed Conﬂict
To prevent the recruitment of children
into armed conﬂict, especially by the
police and the army, age veriﬁca7on
guidelines must be implemented during
recruitment. There must also be
inves7ga7on and prosecu7on of cases of
the recruitment and use of children by the
na7onal security forces in armed conﬂict.
Donor agencies, especially military aid
donors, must demand that security
authori7es crack down on the recruitment
of children by the security sector.
In the event of children being used as foot
soldiers or used for sexual entertainment
of security oﬃcials, every eﬀort must be
made to prosecute the perpetrators and
denounce this prac7ce based on teachings
from Islam through ongoing na7onwide
awareness campaigns.

