
Throughout the developing woi!4 millions ©f children are exploited for their 
labour. The International Labour Organisation (1LO) believes that more than 
90% of these children are in Africa and Asia, There is an appalling lack of data 
on the extent of the problem in South Africa, The ILO estimated that, IK 1987, 
more than 60 000 black children between 8 and 14 years were employed as 
labourers on South African farms, According to the National Children^ Rights 
Committee (NCRC) and the United Nations Children *$ Fund (UNICEF)* there 
were possibly m many as 781268 children in unprotected labour in litis country 
in 1991 {Children and Women in South Africa, 1993), Whatever the actual 
fijgures, it is clear from the accounts of many organisations and individuals that 
we have a widespread and serious child labour problem in this country, 
involving abuse in multiple forms. Despite this, we have lagged behind many 
other developing countries in opposing the economic exploitation of children. 

Child labour is tooted in poverty, illiteracy and the willingness of employers to 
exploit the survival needs of impoverished children and families. A vicious 
cycle occurs In which children prematurely enter the work force, their education 
is limited or non-existent and their physical, emotional and social development 
is impeded or in some cases severely damaged. They emerge as adults able to 
command only the lowest wages and, where labour in childhood has taken a 
heavy physical toll* have a shortened working life, They are then more likely to 
be dependent on an income from their own children, Furthermore, because 
children can be more easily underpaid and exploited* it often happens that they 
are employed in preference to adults. Hence, unemployment and the resultant 
poverty increase, setting the scene for an increase in child labour. 

Patterns of coerced or semi-coerced labour have been a feature of life in 
South Africa for oenturiess and children have been part of this reality. Prom the 
times of early European settlement ill the Cape* child slaves were at work in 
homes and on farms. There are recoids of the capture, sale or barter of 
indigenous children for labour up to and Song after the legal emancipation of 
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slaves to the Cape Colony in the 1830s. Coercion continued via the web of laws 
designed to dispossess black people of their land, restrict their movement and 
channel them into specific types of work, These measures reached their extreme 

Employers in the agricultural sector have, until recently, been free from the 
constraints of industrial legislation and its associated minimum age provisions. 
An increasing number of children on the farms have become part of a captive 
workforce along with Iheir parents. An investigation by the London based Anti-
Slavery Society in 1979-80 into fruit, wine, maize and vegetable farms in 
various parts of the country (Child Labour in South Africa, 1983) revealed 
numerous instances of children doing hard labour while being provided with 
poor food and squalid accommodation. Many migrant children working on a 
contract basis existed in conditions approximating captivity and slave labour. 
Children's wages were far Jower than those for adults. Wages were often paid 
irregularly or in small quantities of produce ratter than in cash. 

There is ample evidence thai serious abuses are still occurring. Since 
1991, the Network Against Child Labour has been gathering reports of abuses, 
According to the Food and Al l ied Worker's Uniona the piecework system 
involves hard work for low pay, for example, 20 cents for a basket of oranges. 
Employers often use unregistered labour contractors to recruit workers. They 
pay contractors for the labour, but, in many instances, the contractors fail to pay 
the workers and vanish withoul trace. 

According to another report, "Refugee children from Mozambique work 
for wealthy black and white farmers. Some farmers go to a refugee settlement 
and recruit every available child for labour. The children work until pay day 
arrives and are then reported to the police as illegal aliens, following which they 
are repatriated to Mozambique. Unions are powerless to help such children and 

Farm workers aie dependent on their employers for their accommodation. 
In another input, i t is pointed out that this ''makes it extremely difficult to 
counteract the exploitation of workers' children, regardless of the law. Parents 
w i l l not want to divulge the fact that iheir children's labour is being used by the 
fanner when they run the risk of being thrown off the farm/1 

The eictasnge of child labour between farms appears to be a common 
practice, Children are transported to other farms on weekends, from m early as 
five in the morning. There are accounts from the northern Transvaal of children 
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get sexually abused* accidents and deaths take place on the way to the fanzi fields 

Schools, paper for SACC seminar on children's lights, 1991), 

Child labour is also exploited in a number of other sectors, including domestic 
service. Internationally, child domestic workers have been found to be subject 
to every kind of child abuse. Apart from long hours, poor pay9 and age-
inappropriate responsibilities, they are frequently victims of physical, emo
tional and sexual abuse. In South Africa, this form of child labour is particularly 
well hidden, literally behind closed doors. Employers of these children have, 
like farmers, been free of the restrictions of industrial legislation. 

Child hawkers can be seen at work 011 pavements and roadsides in all parls 
of the country. They include newspaper vendors. Young boys, dodging Iraf fie to 
sell papers, often until late at nighty come rain or bitter cold, have been a feature 
of our streets. Trade anion efforts have led to many of them being replaced by 

The harsh and unhealthy working conditions of child coalyard workers in 
Sowete ire vividly captured by Peter Magubane*s photographs. The children 
carry weights which are excessive for young bodies. Addiction to glue is rife and 
reported to be a means by which employers hold children in their service. 

exploitative township employers but also by residents who are prepared to buy 
coal from children. 

number of decades, the International Labour Organisation has been advocating 
that all countries include minimum age requirements in their labour legislation, 
thus barring children from the work force. It is striving for a situation in which, 

children over 13 should be provided for, subj act to strict safeguards, It has* at the 
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for employment at 15, specifically excluded a number of sectors from lis ambit, 
including agriculture and domestic service. However, by 1990, ihe trade union 
movement ensured thai the wheels were set in motion for these sectors to be 
covered by the BCE A. 

In 1991, a new section, 52At was added to the Child Care Act. This 
prohibits the employment of persons under fifteen years, but empowers the 
ministei of health to allow employ men! sectors or specific employers to benefit 
from child labour. The agricultural employers' lobby is pushing to be allowed to 
employ children over 12, subject to a seriesof conditions and safeguards, which 
are regarded in children's rights advocacy circles as unenforceable. The govern
ment initially developed draft regulations for the implementation of Section 
52A* which allow children over 12 years to work for "pocket money', 

In the past three years, the number of organisation* and individual*; committed 
to ending the economic exploitation of children has been growing. Develop
ments in legislation were the main catalyst for the emergence of a multi-sector at 
lobby, nameiy fee Network Against Child Labour. It currently includes some 
thirty seven organisations and several individuate. The education, trade union, 
welfare, health, law, human rights, development and church sectors are repre
sented. The network's secretariat is provided by the NCRC. 

It held & media campaign to heighten public awareness of both the 
prevalence of child labour and the related legal issues. It made strong represen
tations to Rina Venter against thedrafs regulations allowing children over 12 to 
work and these are now being reconsidered. 
The BCEA was extended to farmworkers this year and will cover domestic 
workers in the near future. The employment of children on farms is now illegal 
in lerms of both the Child Care Act and the BCEA, unless the minister decides 
otherwise. However, there is a lack of effective machinery to prevent the illegal 
use of child laboor. The Manpower inspectorate is overloaded and child farm 
woikers and their families face numerous risks in laying charges at the nearest 
police station, which is their option in terms of the child care act. The relevant 
laws are being ignored and children are still being exploited on a large scale. 

The network recognises that child labour is a multi-dimensional problem. lis 
roots lie in poverty and underdevelopment, it conlributes to adult unemploy-
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ment, and it must be comtaalted by a range of strategies. Appropriate laws and 
machinery for enforcement are vital, but universal compulsory education, 
proper social security provision and development are also indispensable, 

T0 date, the network has largely been concerned with raising conscious
ness and with lobbying for the necessary legislative reforms. Increasingly, it is 
facing the need to deal with reports of specific abuses. The network is encour
aging its member organisations, and others who wish to take up the issue, to form 
local linkages to join In the lobby for bronder changes and to tadde reported 
cases of exploitation of children in their areas. 

Hence* for example, court action could be initiated by local branches of 
legm gionpeŝ  won© weiFiure Oi||aj3disaiiofis COHIQ USS-IM raniiiies WHO uepeoo OR 

civics could also play a vital role in helping children and their families, in 
conseientisiEg iheir communities regarding the effects of child labour, and in 
negotiating will amenable employers. Trade unions, which now have the right 
to organise farm workers-, have a key role to play. 

The Community Law Centre of the University of the Western Cape has 
recently commenced major research into the South African child labour prob
lem. This is a vital step forward for the local lobby, Ii is envisaged that the 
research will both draw on and inform the work being done by the network, 

Jackie Lqffetl works for the Johannesburg Child Welfare Society 


