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Introduction

Children have the same general human rights as adults. Furthermore, they have specific rights

that recognize their special needs. However, children’s rights are frequently violated for reasons such as

monetary gain or sexual gratification. Exploitation can manifest in different ways, namely child labour and

sexual exploitation. The vast majority of child labour occurs in Less Economically Developed Countries

(LEDC) specifically in rural settings and informal urban economies. According to studies conducted by

the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the International Labour

Organization (ILO), 160 million children worldwide are in child labour (“‘It’s Truly Unacceptable That Half

of the World’s 160 Million Child Labourers Are Very Young’”). This number has been increasing in recent

years which demonstrates the prominence and urgency of this issue.

Child labour has been practised throughout human history but reached its peak after the

industrial revolution as terrible and unsafe working conditions became normalized. Child labour occurs

due to poverty which in turn causes families to face financial challenges. Furthermore, child labourers

can be found in nearly every industry with the largest share of child labour occurring in the agricultural

sector. This labour can include picking beans in coffee plantations, working in gold mines, and cotton

picking. In addition, this can result in acute physical and mental harm, and in some cases even death.

Every year, millions of children worldwide are victims of sexual abuse and exploitation. This is an

occurrence in every country and across all of society. Children are often groomed by someone they know

and trust. Around 1 in 10 girls under the age of 20 have been forced to engage in sex or perform other

sexual acts (“Sexual Violence against Children”). These numbers however are likely much higher as

many victims do not tell anyone. Sexual exploitation has extremely negative effects on children as it can

cause severe physical, psychological and social damage.
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Definition of Key Terms

Child labour

Child labour is defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as “work that deprives

children of their childhood, their potential, their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental

development.” This refers to work that affects children's mental, physical, social or moral state in a

negative manner and that is potentially harmful. Furthermore, it also refers to work that interferes with

their education and that deprives them of the opportunity to attend school. One example of child labour is

gold mining which is very unsafe as children risk death from explosions, rockfalls and tunnel collapse

(“What Is Child Labour (IPEC)”).

Hazardous work

Hazardous work is work in dangerous or unhealthy conditions which are likely to harm the health

and safety of children. This type of work could result in a child dying, being injured, or being ill as a result

of poor safety and health measures at work.

Extreme Poverty

The World Bank defined extreme poverty as people living on less than 1.90 USD a day.

Furthermore, extreme poverty means that basic human necessities are not being met.

Poverty Trap

A poverty trap is a phenomenon in which people find it extremely difficult to escape from a

situation of poverty. This could be due to poverty persisting in an economy which makes it impossible for

families or individuals to escape poverty. People that are unable to acquire enough capital to obtain

basic necessities are stuck in poverty traps. Some factors that cause poverty traps are corrupt

governments, poor infrastructure, poor health care and education and conflict (“Poverty Trap -

Explained”).

Human Rights

Human rights are the basic rights and freedoms inherent to all human beings regardless of

gender, race, nationality or any other status. An example of a human right is the right to work and

education (United Nations).
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Grooming

Grooming is when an adult builds trust and an emotional connection with a child in order to lower

the child’s inhibitions to allow manipulation and exploitation to occur.

Child Sexual Exploitation

A form of sexual abuse in which the perpetrator uses their power which could be physical,

financial or emotional over a child in order to sexually abuse them. This can occur in person or online

and at times the child may not realise they are a victim (“Child Sexual Exploitation and Grooming”).

Child Sex Trafficking

Under the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, child sex trafficking is

defined as “the act of recruiting, harbouring, transporting, providing, obtaining, patronizing, soliciting a

child for commercial sex, including prostitution and the production of child pornography.”

Background Information

Children are increasingly vulnerable to exploitation due to the imbalance of power and fragility. A

young person is more likely to have lower self-esteem which makes it easier for perpetrators to identify and

target their vulnerabilities. Furthermore, children are more likely to be naive, making it easier for abusers to

take advantage of them. Another form of exploitation is child labour. This occurs predominantly in developing

nations. Child labour should not be confused with child work. Child work refers to the participation of children

in an economic activity that does not have a negative impact on their physical or mental health or their

development. The work is light and only done for a limited amount of hours and must correlate to the

individual’s ability and age. Furthermore, it must not interfere with the child’s education. Light work that

teaches children skills can be advantageous in a child’s growth and maturing. Unlike child work, child

exploitation refers to work that results in putting children's physical, mental and educational development at

risk (“Child Exploitation”).

Sub Topic 1: Labour Exploitation

History of Child Labour

Child labour has been occurring throughout most of human history reaching its zenith during

the Industrial Revolution. The industrial revolution refers to the shift from an agrarian economy to a

manufacturing economy which occurred in the time period from 1760 to 1840 (Britannica, The Editors

of Encyclopaedia). This shift in the economy caused an increase in the necessity of workers to occupy

factories. Children were the preferred employees as they could be paid less and were mostly smaller
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in size allowing them to do more minute tasks. Moreover, they were less likely to fight against the poor

working conditions (History.com Editors). In the 19th century, educational reforms occurred as several

states in the United States made requirements for school attendance and minimum wage for labour.

There were however loopholes that allowed employers to exploit cheap labour. In 1900, efforts to

regulate or eliminate child labour became a focus of social reform in the United States. Humanitarian

efforts were launched with the goal of ending child labour.  In 1904, the National Child Labour

Committee (NCLC) was founded in the United States with the goal of promoting the rights and

education of children in relation to work. Child labour is still most prevalent in LEDC’s, especially in the

agriculture industry.

The demand for Child Labour

In order to reduce consumer costs and increase profit child labour is used. For example, the

fashion industry relies on child labour to keep up with the demands of retailers which always want

newer, cheaper products that can be delivered to stores every other week. Brands want to obtain the

cheapest prices which means that in order for suppliers to gain traction they force workers to produce

even more for lower wages. This does not negatively affect consumers but it does have an extreme

effect on those young workers.

Child Labour Poverty Trap

Child labour deprives children of gaining an education and the skills learnt at school. This

makes children grow as unskilled workers which in turn means that as adults they can only earn low

wages. This perpetuates the poverty trap as the cycle continues throughout generations. Poverty,

literacy and child labour are extremely connected and no schooling results in persistent poverty. Child

labour has an immense economic impact. Adults are forced to compete with the low-cost labour that is

performed by children and as they have not been able to acquire the skills from schooling it further

deepens poverty. Education is the only weapon that can help families and children to escape the

poverty trap but in order to do so support is needed for their survival (student novasbe).

Bangladesh

An example of a country where child labour occurs is Bangladesh. Impoverished children are

working past legal hours which does not go in accordance with the country’s labour laws. Children as

young as 7 years old are performing hazardous work involving dangerous chemicals and heavy lifting

which puts their health and lives at risk. This occurs predominantly in the leather industry. The facilities

are often dark and suffocating. Workers rarely wear protective gear making them vulnerable to burns

and other injuries. Furthermore, there are children who have given up school for jobs where they work

around 64 hours a week (“Study: Child Laborers in Bangladesh Are Working 64 Hours a Week”).
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Sub Topic 2: Sexual Exploitation

Child sexual exploitation is a form of sexual abuse. A child or young person might be exploited in

exchange for monetary compensation or drugs. Children can be manipulated into thinking that they are in a

consensual relationship, this is called grooming. The person exerting the abuse is typically someone that the

child trusts and thus the child often does not understand that they are being abused. Children can also be

victims of sex trafficking where they are moved around the country being forced to take part in sexual

activities. Sexual exploitation can occur online or in person. The perpetrator will gain a child’s trust or use

violence and blackmail to control them. Online sexual exploitation can also occur which can be in the form of

forcing children to send sexually explicit images of themselves, filming sexual activities or having inappropriate

sexual conversations. Due to digital footprint abusers can use images and videos to blackmail a young person

into performing other sexual activities. Furthermore, the exploitation can also occur in a person with the

abuser forcing or coercing the child to take part in sexual activity.  A meta-analysis conducted by researchers

J Barth et al found that 9 to girls and 3 boys out of 100 are victims of forced intercourse. Furthermore,

prevalence estimates ranged from 8 to 31% for girls and 3 to 17% for boys (Barth et al.). The statistics were

diverse among the different studies analyzed.

Sex trafficking

One severe form of sexual abuse that occurs among children is sex trafficking. Child sex

trafficking occurs when a child under 18 is recruited, harboured, transported and patronized for the

purpose of a commercial sex act. Traffickers can be people that the children trust such as friends,

family members or boyfriends/girlfriends. An example of human traffickers are “loverboys” which

operate by trying to make young girls or boys fall in love with them in order to later exploit them by

forcing them into prostitution. Some common risk factors among victims of sex trafficking are abuse or

neglect, drug or alcohol addiction, homelessness and gang involvement although children are to some

extent vulnerable regardless. The ILO estimated in 2016 that around 1 million children were victims of

sex trafficking worldwide (Ilo).

Effects of Sexual Exploitation

Child sexual exploitation has severe effects on children’s mental and physical state in the long

term. Children may struggle to trust and have difficulty forming new relationships due to fear.

Furthermore, their self-esteem may become low and they may start isolating themselves from their

surrounding family. It could also cause a range of mental health problems such as posttraumatic stress

disorder and depression. This could in turn cause victims to turn to drugs and alcohol fueling a

possible addiction (Rew). Children who have suffered from sexual exploitation are more likely to

become homeless, experience unemployment and take part in criminal behaviour (NSPCC).
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Major Countries and Organizations Involved

The African Continent

Africa is the continent with the world’s highest rate of child labour according to the ILO (“Regions and

Countries (IPEC)”).  Two in five children in the sub-Saharan region are participating in some form of work.

Furthermore, 9% of children are involved in hazardous work which is the highest percentage worldwide. There

are an estimated 71.2  million African children participating in child labour with 31.5 million in hazardous work.

The number of children involved in child labour has increased over the 2012 to 2016 period which is different

to the trend of lowering rates in other areas of the world. This could be due to economic forces which

overpowered government efforts to combat child labour. Agriculture accounts for 85% of all the child labour

occurring. An example of this type of work includes commercial farming which is often dangerous. Most of the

child labour in this area is unpaid due to it being carried out within family farms or businesses. The root causes

of child labour in this area are poverty, poor access to education and lack of farming technology. Child labour

causes children to be unable to attend school which consequently takes away the possibility of developing a

future with more possibilities.

Venezuela

Venezuela is a country that lacks public policies emplaced to protect the rights of children. This has

contributed to the increasing number of children who need to stop attending school in order to work. They are

forced into work in order to help their families survive. Nearly 95% of Venezuelans subsist below the official

poverty line. Furthermore, children in Venezuela are also engaged in the worst, most dangerous forms of child

labour, including commercial sexual exploitation. This can result in human trafficking. The pandemic has also

allowed for this to worsen as quarantine measures in pace has boosted the number of child labourers. This is

also related to the economic crisis that has worsened in Venezuela.

South Africa

Over the years sexual exploitation has increased drastically in South Africa. 1 in 3 children is at

risk of sexual abuse before even reaching the age of 17. There are national laws and plans in order to

protect children from sexual exploitation but this has not achieved a decline of cases. This is due to

weak coordination by government departments to seriously implement these policies and laws. There

are gaps in funding, poor monitoring and insufficient enforcement. A combination of high levels of

inequality and unsafe school settings allow for there to be many more cases of child exploitation (“South

Africa Underinvestment to Protect Children from Sexual Exploitation”).
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The United States

According to the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN), every 9 minutes child

protective services substantiates or finds evidence for, a claim of child sexual abuse. The United States

is the largest producer and consumer of child abuse pornography worldwide. Additionally, 50% of all IP

addresses engaging in P2P file-sharing of child pornography occurs in the United States (Thorn).

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a spike in reports of child sexual exploitation material

on the internet. Tech companies’ moderation efforts have been curbed by the pandemic which has

allowed distributors to use more extreme material and reach more expansive platforms. The distributors

of child sexual abuse images are now using platforms such as YouTube and Facebook to trade links

using coded language to escape detection tools. In order to decrease the amount of material traded,

moderation must be heightened.

United Nations International Children's Education Fund (UNICEF)

UNICEF is actively working to prevent and combat child labour. Firstly, they are strengthening the

social service workforce which assists in dealing with social problems. Furthermore, they are working

with families in order to support them financially. Basic education is also being provided as education is a

weapon against child labour. Moreover, UNICEF is communicating with employers over better

alternatives to child labour and ensures corporate social responsibility in the textile industry and in the

natural resources sector. UNICEF partners with governments, businesses, civil society organizations and

communities in order to prevent all forms of violence against children. In addition, support is given to

victims with mental and physical health services. Alongside these efforts are places in order to

strengthen systems to protect children. This is done in order to help children access necessary social

services throughout childhood. UNICEF also works to prevent and respond to sexual violence worldwide.

This is done so through programmes, partnerships and advocacy tools. The programmes include

national ones that change the attitude towards sexual violence and speak out against perpetrators.

Additionally, the partnerships include “Together for girls” and the “Global Partnership to End Violence

against Children”. Furthermore, UNICEF works with governments in order to develop and strengthen

laws and policies. This helps increase access to quality education and social services that aid child

survivors in their recovery.

Add more specific dates

Timeline of Events

Date Description of event

1760 to 1850 The industrial revolution occurred. This meant that loads of machinery were
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being used and that people were needed to work with it. These jobs were given

to children who were severely underpaid.

1904 The National Child Labour Committee (NCLC) was founded in the United States.

A committee working towards ending child labour.

1948 The first national estimate of the number of child sexual abuse

cases. At this date, the first statistics were being produced and

released to the public.

1979 The National Abuse Coalition was created to encourage congress to create more

laws on sexual abuse

February 2016 Ms. Jane Holl Lute is appointed as a special coordinator on improving the United

Nations response to sexual exploitation and abuse.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

Past UN resolutions on the topic of child labour and child sexual exploitation:

● Resolution adopted by the General Assembly, Rights of the child, 19 December 2016 (A/71/1480)

○ This resolution is significant as it reviewed what the exact rights of children should be and

what member states should mutually agree on.

● Prevention, protection and international cooperation against the use of new information

technologies to abuse and/or exploit children, 28 July 2011 (A/RES/2011,33)

○ This resolution discussed how children can be protected from exploitation online by

preventing the release of certain information.

● Resolution adopted by the General Assembly, International Year for the Elimination of Child

Labour, 2021, 25 July 2019 (A/73/101)

○ This resolution declares 2021 the Year for the Elimination of Child Labour

● International Year of the Elimination of child labour (2021)

○ The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) has collectively declared 2021 as the

International Year of eliminating child labour. Throughout the year various events will be

carried out raising awareness on the issue. Furthermore, joint initiative encourages
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stakeholders and individuals to work together in identifying actions that will be taken to

end child labour.

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue

US efforts to combat online sex trafficking

The Department of Justice (DOJ) and The United States Department of Health and Human

Services (HHS) have engaged with local governments and non-governmental organizations to further

understand the impact of COVID-19 on child trafficking. Furthermore, they consulted with tech

companies to discuss their development of public service announcements for parents and children to

prevent and respond to online sexual exploitation and child sex trafficking which has heightened during

the COVID-19 pandemic. The United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has expanded its

internet safety messaging for children in order to combat traffickers online. Moreover, DOL has published

suggested actions for governments and other stakeholders in order to better protect children who are at

a greater risk of exploitation due to the pandemic (“2020 Report on U.S. Government Efforts to Combat

Trafficking in Persons - United States Department of State”).

The United Nations Millennium Development goals

In order to combat child exploitation, the root causes have to be addressed. In September of the

year 2000, The United Nations Millennium Development goals (MDGs) were set by 189 UN member

states. These goals consisted of eight aims in relation to disease, hunger, poverty, literacy, discrimination

against women and environmental degradation. The eight MDGs are: to eliminate extreme poverty and

hunger; to achieve global primary education; to empower women and promote gender equality; to

reduce child mortality; to promote maternal health; to fight malaria, HIV/AIDS, and other diseases; to

promote environmental sustainability, and to develop a universal partnership for development. The

United Nations agreed to hold summits addressing these issues every five years to track the progress

being made. Although the objectives have not been achieved by the target year of 2015 there has been

substantial progress made. There has been a significant reduction in extreme poverty as now 14% live

off of $1.25 a day as opposed to 50% which used to be the figure in 1990.  Furthermore, the number of

girls attending school has increased from 74 girls for every 100 boys in 1990 to 103 girls enrolled for

every 100 boys. Moreover, there has been a 45% reduction in the maternal mortality ratio worldwide

since 1990. Alongside this, there has been a 40% reduction in new HIV infections. The environmental

sustainability goal was also addressed with Ozone-depleting substances being eliminated. Although

progress has been made there is still much to be done in order to make more drastic, long-lasting

improvements (“Millennium Development Goals - MDGs”).
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Possible Solutions

There should be more regulation and national laws in countries with high rates of child labour

should be reviewed. Children should be removed from hazardous work as such work can have long-term

impacts on their safety and health. Due to their development, they are less aware of risk than adults

which places them at a higher risk of getting hurt. A workplace risk assessment should be carried out.

These risks should be identified and lessened. Another aspect to be considered is age. The minimum

school-leaving age should go in accordance with the country's minimum working age.

In order for child labour to stop occurring in low-income countries, there has to be a way for

households to survive without it. This is the root of the issue. Instead of only focusing on eradicating child

labourers there should be efforts to help families who are struggling financially to survive. Abolition policy

for example, which is based on the conception that childhood should be exclusively for learning and

leisure time, does not take into account the societal context and the reasoning as to why children work in

the first place.

There needs to be access to quality education and seed capital for small businesses in order to

help families out of the poverty trap. Cash transfer schemes have been found to effectively support

families and so the implementations of such programmes are highly useful. Moreover, governments’

main focus should be redistributing wealth in order to reduce social inequality and allow for more people

to access basic necessities. In addition, there should be higher regulation on inflation levels for needs

such as food and water. Another facet of this issue is the need for shelter which can be combated by

ensuring access to shelter in cities where the most low-income families lie.

Furthermore, there must be more awareness and strengthening of social services. Allowing safe

spaces for victims to come forward and receive the necessary care is of utmost importance. Preventing

this from occurring is also crucial which can be achieved by implementing programmes that inform

children on how to safely navigate certain situations and environments such as the online world.

Moreover, more attention to the carrying out of laws and policies must be placed.
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