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INTRODUCTION

Vatican City (Fides Agency) – On the Day of Missionary Childhood, which is promoted by the Pontifical Society of Missionary Childhood, and celebrated on the Epiphany of the Lord on January 6th, or any another Sunday during the year according to local necessities, Fides Agency published a Dossier on the tragedy of child labour: 218 million children all over the world, between 5 and 17 years of age, are compelled to work even 16 hours a day instead of studying and playing, as would be proper to their age. 

“The child of Bethlehem is crying out to us… Let us ask God to help us do our part so that the dignity of children may be respected”


 “The child of Bethlehem directs our gaze towards all children who suffer and are abused in the world, the born and the unborn. Towards children who are placed as soldiers in a violent world; towards children who have to beg; towards children who suffer deprivation and hunger; towards children who are unloved. In all of these it is the Child of Bethlehem who is crying out to us; it is the God who has become small who appeals to us. Let us pray this night that the brightness of God’s love may enfold all these children. Let us ask God to help us do our part so that the dignity of children may be respected”. This was the heartfelt appeal made by the Holy Father Benedict XVI, during the Midnight Mass on Christmas day in the Vatican Basilica, as he re-focussed everyone’s attention on children, “especially children who suffer and are abused in the world”, and he recalled that in each of them is the Child of Bethlehem, who “cries out to us”, and we must pray to God for his help to “do our part” so that the dignity of children may be respected.


While the sufferance of “unloved” children is not exclusive to our times, it has actually changed and the range of situations children suffer from has increased: child soldiers, child workers, children exploited for sex or organ trafficking, enslaved children, children whose birth is impeded, who are prevented from being reborn to faith…


By mandate of the Lord, who has become a “child” descending to the earth to redeem humankind enslaved by sin, proclaiming the equality and equal dignity of every human being, the Church has always bent over the sufferance of man, looking after the daily life of men and women of every continent, race and nation, intervening wherever there was need to defend or help the weakest and the littlest. Wherever there is injustice, exploitation, slavery, and marginalisation, the Church has raised its voice to proclaim the Gospel, creating works of justice and love to comfort the least. History is full of these examples. The first hospitals, for instance, were built thanks to the brotherhoods and mendicant orders, to comfort the sufferance of people who could not afford the expensive medical treatment of the time.


Even today, the Church is on the front live, at times alone, with the steadfast certainty that help will come from the Lord, bringing material comfort to its brothers in need, even more so if they are made defenceless by their age, like children, in the huge cities just as in the remotest areas of the planet. Pope Benedict XVI once again exhorted us to put ourselves at stake, not to delegate to others the defence and respect of the dignity of abused and exploited children, “in them all is the child of Bethlehem who cries out to us”. (S.L.)

Since 1843 “children help the children” with the Pontifical Society of Missionary Childhood

“Children help the children” is the slogan that characterises the Pontifical Society of Missionary Childhood, which is now present in 150 Countries of the world. The core of the Society is the special role assigned to “the little ones” in proclaiming the Gospel and witnessing the Love of the Father, comforting the sufferance of their fellow children. With the funds collected by the Missionary Youth of all nations hundreds of projects for millions of children in all continents are supported: food, clothes, medicines and school material is distributed… The construction or maintenance of schools is supported, as well as orphanages, dispensaries, hospitals, catechesis or rehabilitation centres… Initiatives for child pastoral care, catechesis, preschool or school education are supported, as well as in defence of life, for Christian and missionary formation. 


This intense and unstoppable movement of help “of little ones for little ones” is due to the charismatic inspiration of a French Bishop. In mid nineteenth century, Mgr Charles August Marie de Forbin-Janson (1785-1844), Bishop of Nancy, animated by great missionary zeal, was touched by the sufferance of children. The letters he received from the missionaries, especially from China, spoke of children killed at birth, because they were girls and thence unwanted, or because of physical or psychical disabilities, or simply due to the general conditions of poverty that made it impossible to provide them with a living. There was a huge need of everyone’s generous help to save these children from death!


The powerful missionary thrust of this great Bishop found its path in his devotion to the Child Jesus, which he was spreading, and which he was giving a missionary approach to. The very name of “Divine Childhood” expresses the will to put the Society under the protection of the Child Jesus. The date of the official beginning of the Society of the Divine Childhood is 19th May 1843. The intuition of Mgr de Forbin-Janson was that of creating a movement of Christian children to help pagan children find the Lord and save them from death. His goal was to save them especially by baptising them and giving them a Christian education: it was the fruit of apostolic love and solidarity, an authentic missionary spirit and not only social action. The Society met with the favour of the people and of institutions involved in child education, and it quickly developed in Europe and North America. It enjoyed the complete support of the Church in its development and the favour of Pope Leo XIII, who promoted it with the Encyclical letter “Sancta Dei Civitas” (3rd December 1880). On 3rd May 1922, Pope Pius XI gave it the title of “Pontifical”. 


Its objectives: 1. The Pontifical Society of Holy Childhood is addressed to children and young people up to adolescents, to re-awaken their missionary awareness, and support, with a qualified and aimed pedagogical action, their openness to Christian charity and solidarity. 2. By learning and experiencing at the “School with Jesus” the joyful life with Jesus their Brother, they pray and care that all the children in the world may know him and love him. 3. Parishes, Schools and families are involved in a pedagogical and catechetical programme, to form their children, who become active subjects of their education. They are gradually led to open their minds to the world and turn the love of their hearts to giving up what is superfluous in favour of fellow children in need. 4. The PSDC offers to young people as their ideal life, through their love for Jesus and desire to imitate him, the vocation to Mission, which saves children by making them children of God, for every man and every woman to be complete.


Its Spiritual Means: 1. A special devotion to the Child Jesus, the brother of all the children in the world. 2. The frequent participation in the Eucharist, to be in a sincere communion with Jesus and all the children in the world. 3. One Hail Mary a day, said to the Mother of Jesus for all the suffering and needy children. 4. Registering as a member of the Missionary Childhood, to bring the Gospel to others. 5. Preparation through prayer and singing to proclaim the Birth of the Baby Jesus, as “Singers of the Star”. 6. The celebration of the Day of Missionary Childhood.


Its Material Means: 1. A specific training programme for the directors and animators of the Society and for the awareness of the Bishops of the 110 countries that belong to it. 2. Offering a coin a weak or all one’s savings for the poor children in the world. 3. Taking part in pro-children activities, for them to be born, so that they may not be exploited for economic or sexual reasons, to give one’s full availability for immigrant or refugee children to be welcomed. 4. The collection and distribution of funds for the projects of education and assistance of the Missionary Childhood in the world. 5. The participation in the traditional rallies, or the ones scheduled by the Groups, to collect aid and contributions for the survival and education of poor children. (S.L.)

For more information on the Society’s activities in English, French, Spanish and Portuguese:

http://www.fides.org/eng/animazione/2006/posi_13_eng.doc
http://www.fides.org/eng/animazione/2006/posi_13_esp.doc
http://www.fides.org/eng/animazione/2006/posi_13_fra.doc
http://www.fides.org/eng/animazione/2006/posi_13_por.doc
Child labour: an endless tragedy

From dawn to dusk, in dark and humidity-stricken rooms, in underground tunnels or in silent houses, exploited for a few coins and with no kind of protection, children are forced to work, turning their backs to their age. Millions of children are exploited and employed, especially in the developing Countries, but also hidden in rich and affluent ones.

Their age is frightening: they are from 5 to 15 years old. They are employed for any kind of work, from housework to more dangerous jobs, such as mining or chemical production. Their precious little hands reach where the adults’ cannot: they are much requested by textile factories, in producing matches and fireworks. In greater numbers they are employed for work in the fields, often with their families, because even a child’s work is precious.

In the cities, where there are no fields to be farmed, the very families prefer to send their children to work in a shop, in bars or restaurants, so they can support their meagre family income. They spend the whole day collecting a miserable pay and not even an hour for what they would have the right to, education and a serene childhood. In many countries, child labour is banned by law within certain age limits, but often it is not enough to prevent many children from working up to ten hours a day instead of going to school. The experience of many groups and associations, which struggle to assure a better life to these children, is often of battling with an extremely tough reality. Once they are identified and welcomed in school centres or simple shelters, the children are the first to ask to go back to their place of work. At least there they have a minimum daily pay, which education of course does not guarantee.

Child labour is therefore often inserted in a perspective of cultural and environmental debasement, where due to hunger and ignorance, a few coins are considered more precious than a few hours’ teaching.

In Asia, for instance, there are 16 year olds, little more than children, working for factories, and after 16 hours’ work every day all they get at the end of the month is about 6 and a half dollars’ worth pay. It is nothing, perhaps, but for them and for their families it is the only source of income. At the end of the month they send them all to their mothers, to their fathers or to their brothers in the village, where the family can survive for a whole month on that little amount of money.

The problem of education denied to children has perhaps the most dramatic impact on future generations, besides having immediate consequences on their health. Often schools are inexistent or they are too far from where the children live. So it becomes impossible for them to reach them. Sometimes, when schools are available, the children do not attend them, either forced by the violence of grown ups or induced by their bad economic situation.

In India, in the last few years, in the district of Bellary, many international companies have bought large pieces of land to exploit them as mines.  They call the poorest of people and many children to work for them. About 50% of the miners in the area are indeed estimated to be children, reaching a total amount of about 200 thousand children. (F.B.G.)

The Gospel and Children

Jn 4,49-54: ‘Sir,' answered the official, 'come down before my child dies.' 'Go home,' said Jesus, 'your son will live.' The man believed what Jesus had said and went on his way home; and while he was still on the way his servants met him with the news that his boy was alive. He asked them when the boy had begun to recover. They replied, 'The fever left him yesterday at the seventh hour.' The father realised that this was exactly the time when Jesus had said, 'Your son will live'; and he and all his household believed. This new sign, the second, Jesus performed on his return from Judea to Galilee. 

Jn 16, 21-23: A woman in childbirth suffers, because her time has come; but when she has given birth to the child she forgets the suffering in her joy that a human being has been born into the world. So it is with you: you are sad now, but I shall see you again, and your hearts will be full of joy, and that joy no one shall take from you.

Lk 1,41-45: Now it happened that as soon as Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the child leapt in her womb and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. She gave a loud cry and said, 'Of all women you are the most blessed, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. Why should I be honoured with a visit from the mother of my Lord? 44Look, the moment your greeting reached my ears, the child in my womb leapt for joy. Yes, blessed is she who believed that the promise made her by the Lord would be fulfilled.' 

Lk 1, 59-66: Now it happened that on the eighth day they came to circumcise the child; they were going to call him Zechariah after his father, but his mother spoke up. 'No,' she said, 'he is to be called John.' They said to her, 'But no one in your family has that name, and made signs to his father to find out what he wanted him called. The father asked for a writing-tablet and wrote, 'His name is John.' And they were all astonished. At that instant his power of speech returned and he spoke and praised God. All their neighbours were filled with awe and the whole affair was talked about throughout the hill country of Judea. All those who heard of it treasured it in their hearts. 'What will this child turn out to be?' they wondered. And indeed the hand of the Lord was with him.

Lk 1, 76: And you, little child, you shall be called Prophet of the Most High, for you will go before the Lord to prepare a way for him.

Lk 2,12-17: And here is a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.' And all at once with the angel there was a great throng of the hosts of heaven, praising God with the words: Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace for those he favours. Now it happened that when the angels had gone from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, 'Let us go to Bethlehem and see this event which the Lord has made known to us.' So they hurried away and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in the manger. When they saw the child they repeated what they had been told about him.

Lk 2,38: She came up just at that moment and began to praise God; and she spoke of the child to all who looked forward to the deliverance of Jerusalem. 

Lk 2,40: And as the child grew to maturity, he was filled with wisdom; and God's favour was with him. 

Lk 18,15-17: People even brought babies to him, for him to touch them; but when the disciples saw this they scolded them. But Jesus called the children to him and said, 'Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. In truth I tell you, anyone who does not welcome the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.' 

Mk 5,39-42: He went in and said to them, "Why all this commotion and wailing? The child is not dead but asleep." But they laughed at him. After he put them all out, he took the child's father and mother and the disciples who were with him, and went in where the child was. He took her by the hand and said to her, "Talitha koum!" (which means, "Little girl, I say to you, get up!" ). Immediately the girl stood up and walked around (she was twelve years old). At this they were completely astonished. 

Mk 9,34-37: But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest. Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, "If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all." He took a little child and had him stand among them. Taking him in his arms, he said to them, "Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me."

Mk 10,13-16: People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it." And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them.

Mt 2,13-21: When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. "Get up," he said, "take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him." So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called my son." When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: "A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more." After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, "Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to take the child's life are dead." So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel.

Mt 18,1-11: At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, "Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?" He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he said: "I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. "And whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name welcomes me. But if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. "Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to sin! Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come! If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell. "See that you do not look down on one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven. The Son of Man came to save what was lost.

Mt 19,13-15: Then little children were brought to Jesus for him to place his hands on them and pray for them. But the disciples rebuked those who brought them. Jesus said, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these." When he had placed his hands on them, he went on from there.

Mt 21,16: "Do you hear what these children are saying?" they asked him. "Yes," replied Jesus, "have you never read, 'From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise?". (M.V.)
FROM THE TEACHINGS OF THE POPES

Pope Leo XIII

The Church has always been concerned with the daily life of man, in all its ambits, intervening wherever there was need to defend or help the weakest and the littlest. In this last century, it has focussed its attention more on the world of labour, elaborating an authentic Social Doctrine. Indeed, the Industrial Revolution created a working-class, which was often exploited and marginalized. This large part of the population was subject to the dangers coming from the new Marxist theories offering atheist and anti-Christian ideals to stir the masses against their employers. Even in such a situation, the Church did not give up making its voice be heard, and since then it has never stopped caring for the problems of the working class.

Pope Leo XIII, when the occasionally negative consequences of the Industrial Revolution could already be seen, was the first pope to devote an Encyclical letter, the Rerum novarum, in 1892, to labour related problems and to the conditions of the working class “in order that no misapprehension may exist as to the principles which truth and justice dictate for its settlement” (n. 1). In this historical context, as we have seen, the problem of child labour was particularly relevant, to the point that Pope Leo XIII devoted a special attention to it among the problems of the working class that were closest to his heart. Number 33 indeed admonishes: “in regard to children, great care should be taken not to place them in workshops and factories until their bodies and minds are sufficiently developed. For, just as very rough weather destroys the buds of spring, so does too early an experience of life’s hard toil blight the young promise of a child’s faculties, and render any true education impossible”.

Pope John Paul II

In 1990, Pope John Paul II intervened with a message addressed to the World Congress on Children, which took place at the United Nations Building in New York, stating the dignity and special respect due to children, and he underlined first of all the fundamental role of families.


On 6th April 1997, during the Regina Coeli, Pope John Paul II said, in regard to the respect for children and the protection of minors: “Over the next few days, the United Nations Commission for Human Rights, currently meeting in Geneva, will be addressing child rights and, in particular, the legal protection of minors in armed conflicts. I have mentioned this troubling issue several times, as well as in last year's message for the World Day of Peace. I would like to stress the Church’s deep concern about respect for the child and for the integral and harmonious development of his personality. I therefore renew my appeal to political and social leaders that, inspired by the principles of morality and law, they will do everything to prevent children from becoming participants in war, being forced to bears arms and kill their peers. If we want peace, let us teach peace to those who are being prepared to build the society of the future”.


During the Jubilee of the Children, on 2nd January 2000, on St Peter’s Square, which was full of children of all ages and every nation on earth, Pope John Paul II reminded the little ones of the joy of having encountered Christ, and he invited them not to forget their fellow children who suffer in the world: “Dear children, dear young people, this morning many of you, with your parents and those escorting you, have taken part in the Jubilee Mass in St Peter's Basilica. In giving himself to you in the Eucharist, Jesus has shown you that life acquires its full value when it becomes a gift for others. The witness of the saints and martyrs who are venerated in the Eternal City have made you understand that it is only with Christ that you can accomplish great things and that it is only with him that you can be happy and make others happy. You want to shout out your joy to everyone for the gift the Father gave us in sending his Son Jesus to become our brother. Witness to the world that by receiving Jesus in our midst, it is possible to make humanity one great family. Many among you speak French, probably everyone speaks French without exception. At the beginning of a new year, dear children and young people, we cannot forget all those of your own age who are suffering hunger or violence, and those who are victims of hideous forms of exploitation. How could we forget the many children who are denied even the right to be born? When people want to build a world ignoring God and his law, they are in fact giving rise to a situation of more and more suffering and injustice”. The Pope insisted on this point: “Witness to the world that by receiving Jesus in our midst, it is possible to make humanity one great family”. The Holy Father underlined that Institutions should enable families to exercise its main function, that of transmitting life and education, then he mentioned the International Convention of Children’s Rights, as a fundamental charter that should become a stimulus for every action in favour of childhood. “Every human being, whether he is little, or apparently insignificant in terms of usefulness – Pope John Paul II said – bears on himself the image of the Creator. The policies and actions that do not acknowledge this unique condition of human dignity, cannot lead to a more just and more human world”.

In his Message to the Buddhists for the feast of Vesakh in 2004, titled “Christians and Buddhists: Looking together at Children, the Future of Humanity”, John Paul II remembered the importance of the family, of its responsibility, and he asked the civil authorities to commit themselves for the good of children: “children, as little and vulnerable ones, need to be protected, loved and educated. That is why children and the family must always go together. It is in the family that children are first nourished with that love and care which they in turn learn to show towards others. Thus the entire human race becomes one family on this planet. […] Today, unfortunately, many children in our world are to a large extent deprived of the stable family so fundamental to society. There are children who have never known a family or have been abandoned by their families. There are children who have been compelled to endure the trauma caused by fighting between their parents, or by the break-up of the family. Even worse, there are little ones who have been profoundly hurt by the violence of adults through sexual abuse, prostitution, forced begging, involvement in the sale and use of drugs, conscription, etc. What about the tragedy of HIV/AIDS? Every year hundreds of thousands of children are newly infected with HIV and so many die of AIDS; indeed many of them are infected from the moment of birth. Although they are innocent, they know only suffering and then death. We, Christians and Buddhists, cannot close our eyes in the face of these tragic situations. As religious believers we must turn our gaze to the needs of children, in our own families and in society as a whole. We should mobilize all our forces and resources to alleviate the sufferings of children and in a special way to reach out to those in poorer countries. Governments, civic bodies and all people of good will, through our own example can be inspired to greater involvement in the welfare of all children”.

Twice the Message for the World Day of Peace of Pope John Paul II dealt, among several other topics, with the exploitation of child labour. The Message for the World Day of Pace in 1996 was titled “Let us give children a future of peace”. It listed all the evils childhood is struck by in the world today. Among them also the severe situation of many children who are forced to work because of their poverty was denounced. “Poverty is indeed the cause of inhuman living and working conditions. In some countries children are forced to work at a tender age and are often badly treated, harshly punished, and paid absurdly low wages. Because they have no way of asserting their rights, they are the easiest to blackmail and exploit” (n. 5). He passed on to expound on the motives and grounds for child labour to be and to remain such a severe, and principally moral, problem: “Children are not a burden on society; they are not a means of profit or people without rights. Children are precious members of the human family, for they embody its hopes, its expectations and its potential” (n. 9).

Two years later, John Paul II spoke again on this topic. This time, the theme of the Message for the World Day for Peace of 1st January 1998 was “From justice of each comes peace for all”. Among the forms of injustice towards man that are considered particularly severe, the Pope mentioned also the “increasing violence against women and against children of both sexes”, like “the exploitation of children in the workplace in conditions of veritable slavery” (n. 6). Child labour is claimed here to be a severe form of injustice at a social and community level, an injustice which peace can not stem from. Justice is invoked first of all as a personal commitment, for “Peace for all of us comes from the justice of each of us. No one is excused from a task of such importance for the whole of humanity. It concerns every man and every woman, each according to his or her own competence and responsibility” (n. 7).


The entire Message for Lent 2004, titled “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me” is again devoted to children. The Pope writes: “Jesus had a particular love for children because of “their simplicity, their joy of life, their spontaneity, and their faith filled with wonder”. For this reason he wishes the community to open its arms and its heart to them, even as he did: “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me” (Mt 18:5). Alongside children Jesus sets the “very least of the brethren:” the suffering, the needy, the hungry and thirsty, strangers, the naked, the sick, and the imprisoned. In welcoming them and loving them, or in treating them with indifference and contempt, we show our attitude towards him, for it is in them that he is particularly present”. The theme of the Message offers the opportunity to reflect on the conditions of children: “Jesus’ words call upon us to see how children are treated in our families, in civil society, and in the Church” the Pope writes, “They are also an incentive to rediscover the simplicity and trust which believers must cultivate in imitation of the Son of God, who shared the lot of the little ones and the poor. [...] “To become” one of the least and “to receive” the little ones: these are two aspects of a single teaching which the Lord repeats to his disciples in our time. Only the one who makes himself one of the “least” is able to receive with love the “least” of our brothers and sisters”.


John Paul II remembered those who try to follow faithfully these teachings of the Lord, in particular “those parents who willingly take on the responsibility of a large family, mothers and fathers who, rather than considering success in their profession and career as the highest value, make every effort to pass on to their children those human and religious values that give true meaning to life”; and those who are “committed to caring for underprivileged children and those who alleviate the sufferings of children and their families resulting from war and violence, inadequate food and water, forced immigration and the many forms of injustice present in the world”. The Holy Father, however, did not remain silent concerning the selfishness of many people, who profoundly hurt little ones with sexual abuse, forced prostitution, involvement in the sale and use of drugs; nor can children forced to work or enlisted for combat be forgotten; or young children scarred forever by the break-up of the family; little ones caught up in the obscene trafficking of organs and persons, by the tragedy of AIDS and its devastating consequences in Africa, where it is said that millions of persons are now afflicted by it, many of whom were infected from birth. Humanity cannot close its eyes in the face of so appalling a tragedy!”. 

On 14th June 2003, in receiving about 7,000 young boys and girls of the Pontifical Society of the Missionary Childhood at the papal audience, coming with their assistants and catechists from the dioceses of Italy to celebrate with the Successor of Peter the 160th yearsversary of the foundation of the Society and renew  their missionary commitment, the Holy Father said: “It is beautiful to see the Pontifical Society of the Missionary Childhood as an immense choir made up of children from all over the world, who together sing their "here I am" to God with prayer, enthusiasm and concrete commitment!”. “In your hearts and on your lips, God places three little words which are so important in the Bible: "Here I am" – said the Pope in his speech – “They were spoken by the Son of God when he came into the world, and his whole life was his constant prompt response of "here I am" to the heavenly Father. "Here I am" was the Virgin Mary's response to the Angel of the Annunciation who brought her God's announcement. With it, Our Lady humbly accepted the mission of becoming Mother of Jesus, and hence, Mother of the Church. "Here I am", you must learn to answer too, dear little missionaries, asking Jesus and Mary to help you”. For 160 years the motto of the Missionary Childhood continues to be "Let children help children", first of all with prayer, and then with your own savings. “Of course, great and deep changes have taken place in humanity between the mid-19th century and our day – the Pope continued – in the so-called "north" of the globe, living conditions for children have improved, but economic and social development has not always been accompanied by human development in the full sense. A loss of values has been recorded and it is often precisely the smallest that pay the highest price for this, apart from the fact that widespread areas of poverty still exist in the developed nations. In the "south" of the planet, the cry of millions of children, condemned to die of hunger and diseases linked to poverty, is becoming more heartrending and directly addresses everyone”. The Pope remembered that the children of the Missionary Childhood are the first to answer to the call of their peers, establishing “a chain of solidarity across five continents”, and he exhorted them to be “witnesses and prophets of Christ”, asking Mary for help, especially by praying the Rosary.

Letter of Pope John Paul II to the children (13th December 1994)

Dear children,

Jesus is born

In a few days we shall celebrate Christmas, the holy day which is so full of meaning for all children in every family. This year it will be even more so, because this is the Year of the Family. Before the Year of the Family ends, I want to write to you, the children of the whole world, and to share with you in the joy of this happy time of year.

Christmas is the feast day of a Child, of a Newborn Baby. So it is your feast day too! You wait impatiently for it and get ready for it with joy, counting the days and even the hours to the Holy Night of Bethlehem.

I can almost see you: you are setting up the Crib at home, in the parish, in every corner of the world, recreating the surroundings and the atmosphere in which the Saviour was born. Yes, it is true! At Christmastime, the stable and the manger take centre place in the Church. And everyone hurries to go there, to make a spiritual pilgrimage, like the shepherds on the night of Jesus' birth. Later, it will be the Magi arriving from the distant East, following the star, to the place where the Redeemer of the universe lay.

You too, during the days of Christmas, visit the Cribs, stopping to look at the Child lying in the hay. You look at his Mother and you look at Saint Joseph, the Redeemer's guardian. As you look at the Holy Family, you think of your own family, the family in which you came into the world. You think of your mother, who gave you birth, and of your father. Both of them provide for the family and for your upbringing. For it is the parents' duty not only to have children but to bring them up from the moment of their birth.

Dear children, as I write to you I am thinking of when many years ago I was a child like you. I too used to experience the peaceful feelings of Christmas, and when the star of Bethlehem shone, I would hurry to the Crib together with the other boys and girls to relive what happened 2000 years ago in Palestine. We children expressed our joy mostly in song. How beautiful and moving are the Christmas carols which in the tradition of every people are sung around the Crib! What deep thoughts they contain, and above all what joy and tenderness they express about the Divine Child who came into the world that Holy Night!

The days which follow the birth of Jesus are also feast days: so eight days afterwards, according to the Old Testament tradition, the Child was given a name: he was called Jesus. After forty days, we commemorate his presentation in the Temple, like every other first-born son of Israel. On that occasion, an extraordinary meeting took place: Mary, when she arrived in the Temple with the Child, was met by the old man Simeon, who took the Baby Jesus in his arms and spoke these prophetic words: "Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel" (Lk 2:29-32). Then, speaking to his Mother Mary, he added: "Behold, this child is set for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken against (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that thoughts out of many hearts may be revealed" (Lk 2:34-35). So already in the very first days of Jesus' life we heard the foretelling of the Passion, which will one day include his Mother Mary too: on Good Friday she will stand silently by the Cross of her Son. Also, not much time will pass after his birth before the Baby Jesus finds himself facing a grave danger: the cruel king Herod will order all the children under the age of two years to be killed, and for this reason Jesus will be forced to flee with his parents into Egypt.

You certainly know all about these events connected with the birth of Jesus. They are told to you by your parents, and by priests, teachers and catechists, and each year you relive them spiritually at Christmastime together with the whole Church. So you know about these dramatic aspects of Jesus' infancy.

Dear friends! In what happened to the Child of Bethlehem you can recognize what happens to children throughout the world. It is true that a child represents the joy not only of its parents but also the joy of the Church and the whole of society. But it is also true that in our days, unfortunately, many children in different parts of the world are suffering and being threatened: they are hungry and poor, they are dying from diseases and malnutrition, they are the victims of war, they are abandoned by their parents and condemned to remain without a home, without the warmth of a family of their own, they suffer many forms of violence and arrogance from grown-ups. How can we not care, when we see the suffering of so many children, especially when this suffering is in some way caused by grown-ups?

Jesus brings the Truth

The Child whom we see in the manger at Christmas grew up as the years passed. When he was twelve years old, as you know, he went for the first time with Mary and Joseph from Nazareth to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. There, in the crowds of pilgrims, he was separated from his parents and, with other boys and girls of his own age, he stopped to listen to the teachers in the Temple, for a sort of "catechism lesson". The holidays were good opportunities for handing on the faith to children who were about the same age as Jesus. But on this occasion it happened that this extraordinary boy who had come from Nazareth not only asked very intelligent questions but also started to give profound answers to those who were teaching him. The questions and even more the answers astonished the Temple teachers. It was the same amazement which later on would mark Jesus' public preaching. The episode in the Temple of Jerusalem was simply the beginning and a kind of foreshadowing of what would happen some years later.

Dear boys and girls who are the same age as the twelve-year-old Jesus, are you not reminded now of the religion lessons in the parish and at school, lessons which you are invited to take part in? So I would like to ask you some questions: What do you think of your religion lessons? Do you become involved like the twelve-year-old Jesus in the Temple? Do you regularly go to these lessons at school and in the parish? Do your parents help you to do so?

The twelve-year-old Jesus became so interested in the religion lesson in the Temple of Jerusalem that, in a sense, he even forgot about his own parents. Mary and Joseph, having started off on the journey back to Nazareth with other pilgrims, soon realized that Jesus was not with them. They searched hard for him. They went back and only on the third day did they find him in Jerusalem, in the Temple. "Son, why have you treated us so? Behold, your father and I have been looking for you anxiously" (Lk 2:48). How strange is Jesus' answer and how it makes us stop and think! "How is it that you sought me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?" (Lk 2:49). It was an answer difficult to accept. The evangelist Luke simply adds that Mary "kept all these things in her heart" (2:51). In fact, it was an answer which would be understood only later, when Jesus, as a grown-up, began to preach and say that for his Heavenly Father he was ready to face any sufferings and even death on the cross.

From Jerusalem Jesus went back with Mary and Joseph to Nazareth where he was obedient to them (Lk 2:51). Regarding this period, before his public preaching began, the Gospel notes only that he "increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favour with God and man" (Lk 2:52).

Dear children, in the Child whom you look at in the Crib you must try to see also the twelve-year-old boy in the Temple in Jerusalem, talking with the teachers. He is the same grown man who later, at thirty years old, will begin to preach the word of God, will choose the Twelve Apostles, will be followed by crowds thirsting for the truth. At every step he will confirm his extraordinary teaching with signs of divine power: he will give sight to the blind, heal the sick, even raise the dead. And among the dead whom he will bring back to life there will be the twelve-year-old daughter of Jairus, and the son of the widow of Naim, given back alive to his weeping mother.

It is really true: this Child, now just born, once he is grown up, as Teacher of divine Truth, will show an extraordinary love for children. He will say to the Apostles: "Let the children come to me, do not hinder them", and he will add: "for to such belongs the kingdom of God" (Mk 10:14). Another time, as the Apostles are arguing about who is the greatest, he will put a child in front of them and say: "Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven" (Mt 18:3). On that occasion, he also spoke harsh words of warning: "Whoever causes one of these little ones who believes in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea" (Mt 18:6).

How important children are in the eyes of Jesus! We could even say that the Gospel is full of the truth about children. The whole of the Gospel could actually be read as the "Gospel of children".

What does it mean that "unless you turn and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven"? Is not Jesus pointing to children as models even for grown-ups? In children there is something that must never be missing in people who want to enter the kingdom of heaven. People who are destined to go to heaven are simple like children, and like children are full of trust, rich in goodness and pure. Only people of this sort can find in God a Father and, thanks to Jesus, can become in their own turn children of God.

Is not this the main message of Christmas? We read in Saint John: "And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us" (Jn 1:14); and again: "To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God" (Jn 1:12). Children of God! You, dear children, are sons and daughters of your parents. God wants us all to become his adopted children by grace. Here we have the real reason for Christmas joy, the joy I am writing to you about at the end of this Year of the Family. Be happy in this "Gospel of divine sonship". In this joy I hope that the coming Christmas holidays will bear abundant fruit in this Year of the Family.

Jesus gives himself 

Dear friends, there is no doubt that an unforgettable meeting with Jesus is First Holy Communion, a day to be remembered as one of life's most beautiful. The Eucharist, instituted by Christ at the Last Supper, on the night before his Passion, is a Sacrament of the New Covenant, rather, the greatest of the Sacraments. In this Sacrament, the Lord becomes food for the soul under the appearances of bread and wine. Children receive this Sacrament solemnly a first time-in First Holy Communion-and are encouraged to receive it afterwards as often as possible in order to remain in close friendship with Jesus.

To be able to receive Holy Communion, as you know, it is necessary to have received Baptism: this is the first of the Sacraments and the one most necessary for salvation. Baptism is a great event! In the Church's first centuries, when Baptism was received mostly by grown-ups, the ceremony ended with receiving the Eucharist, and was as solemn as First Holy Communion is today. Later on, when Baptism began to be given mainly to newborn babies-and this is the case of many of you, dear children, so that in fact you do not remember the day of your Baptism-the more solemn celebration was transferred to the moment of First Holy Communion. Every boy and every girl belonging to a Catholic family knows all about this custom: First Holy Communion is a great family celebration. On that day, together with the one who is making his or her First Holy Communion, the parents, brothers, sisters, relatives, godparents, and sometimes also the instructors and teachers, generally receive the Eucharist.

The day of First Holy Communion is also a great day of celebration in the parish. I remember as though it were yesterday when, together with the other boys and girls of my own age, I received the Eucharist for the first time in the parish church of my town. This event is usually commemorated in a family photo, so that it will not be forgotten. Photos like these generally remain with a person all through his or her life. As time goes by, people take out these pictures and experience once more the emotions of those moments; they return to the purity and joy experienced in that meeting with Jesus, the One who out of love became the Redeemer of man.

For how many children in the history of the Church has the Eucharist been a source of spiritual strength, sometimes even heroic strength! How can we fail to be reminded, for example, of holy boys and girls who lived in the first centuries and are still known and venerated throughout the Church? Saint Agnes, who lived in Rome; Saint Agatha, who was martyred in Sicily; Saint Tarcisius, a boy who is rightly called the "martyr of the Eucharist" because he preferred to die rather than give up Jesus, whom he was carrying under the appearance of bread.

And so down the centuries, up to our own times, there are many boys and girls among those declared by the Church to be saints or blessed. Just as Jesus in the Gospel shows special trust in children, so his Mother Mary, in the course of history, has not failed to show her motherly care for the little ones. Think of Saint Bernadette of Lourdes, the children of La Salette and, in our own century Lucia, Francisco and Jacinta of Fatima.

Earlier I was speaking to you about the "Gospel of children": has this not found in our own time a particular expression in the spirituality of Saint Theresa of the Child Jesus? It is absolutely true: Jesus and his Mother often choose children and give them important tasks for the life of the Church and of humanity. I have named only a few who are known everywhere, but how many others there are who are less widely known! The Redeemer of humanity seems to share with them his concern for others: for parents, for other boys and girls. He eagerly awaits their prayers. What enormous power the prayer of children has! This becomes a model for grown-ups themselves: praying with simple and complete trust means praying as children pray.

And here I come to an important point in this Letter: at the end of this Year of the Family, dear young friends, it is to your prayers that I want to entrust the problems of your own families and of all the families in the world. And not only this: I also have other intentions to ask you to pray for. The Pope counts very much on your prayers. We must pray together and pray hard, that humanity, made up of billions of human beings, may become more and more the family of God and able to live in peace. At the beginning of this Letter I mentioned the unspeakable suffering which many children have experienced in this century, and which many of them are continuing to endure at this very moment. How many of them, even in these days, are becoming victims of the hatred which is raging in different parts of the world: in the Balkans, for example, and in some African countries. It was while I was thinking about these facts, which fill our hearts with pain, that I decided to ask you, dear boys and girls, to take upon yourselves the duty of praying for peace. You know this well: love and harmony build peace, hatred and violence destroy it. You instinctively turn away from hatred and are attracted by love: for this reason the Pope is certain that you will not refuse his request, but that you will join in his prayer for peace in the world with the same enthusiasm with which you pray for peace and harmony in your own families.

Praise the name of the Lord! 

At the end of this Letter, dear boys and girls, let me recall the words of a Psalm which have always moved me: Laudate pueri Dominum! Praise, O children of the Lord, praise the name of the Lord! Blessed be the name of the Lord from this time forth and for evermore! From the rising of the sun to its setting may the name of the Lord be praised! (Ps 112/113:1-3). As I meditate on the words of this Psalm, the faces of all the world's children pass before my eyes: from the East to the West, from the North to the South. It is to you, young friends, without distinction of language, race or nationality, that I say: Praise the name of the Lord!

And since people must praise God first of all with their own lives, do not forget what the twelve-year-old Jesus said to his Mother and to Joseph in the Temple in Jerusalem: "Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?" (Lk 2:49). People praise God by following the voice of their own calling. God calls every person, and his voice makes itself heard even in the hearts of children: he calls people to live in marriage or to be priests; he calls them to the consecrated life or perhaps to work on the missions... Who can say? Pray, dear boys and girls, that you will find out what your calling is, and that you will then follow it generously.

Praise the name of the Lord! The children of every continent, on the night of Bethlehem, look with faith upon the newborn Child and experience the great joy of Christmas. They sing in their own languages, praising the name of the Lord. The touching melodies of Christmas spread throughout the earth. They are tender and moving words which are heard in every human language; it is like a festive song rising from all the earth, which blends with the song of the Angels, the messengers of the glory of God, above the stable in Bethlehem: "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom he is pleased!" (Lk 2:14). The highly favoured Son of God becomes present among us as a newborn baby; gathered around him, the children of every nation on earth feel his eyes upon them, eyes full of the Heavenly Father's love, and they rejoice because God loves them. People cannot live without love. They are called to love God and their neighbour, but in order to love properly they must be certain that God loves them.

God loves you, dear children! This is what I want to tell you at the end of the Year of the Family and on the occasion of these Christmas feast days, which in a special way are your feast days.

I hope that they will be joyful and peaceful for you; I hope that during them you will have a more intense experience of the love of your parents, of your brothers and sisters, and of the other members of your family. This love must then spread to your whole community, even to the whole world, precisely through you, dear children. Love will then be able to reach those who are most in need of it, especially the suffering and the abandoned. What joy is greater than the joy brought by love? What joy is greater than the joy which you, O Jesus, bring at Christmas to people's hearts, and especially to the hearts of children?

Raise your tiny hand, Divine Child, 
and bless these young friends of yours, 
bless the children of all the earth.

John Paul II

From the Vatican, 13 December 1994.

Pope Benedict XVI

During the first visit Ad limina apostolorum of his pontificate, on 7th May 2005, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the Bishops of Sri Lanka. In his speech, the Pope said he had been particularly touched by the devastating effects of the tsunami, which in December 2004 struck southern Asia and Sri Lanka, and he exhorted them to take care of children. “In the faces of the bereaved and dispossessed, we cannot fail to recognize the suffering face of Christ, and indeed it is he whom we serve when we show our love and compassion to those in need”. The Holy Father then focussed his attention on the youth, who are put to a particularly hard test: “The Christian community has a particular obligation to care for those children who have lost their parents as a result of the natural disaster. To these most vulnerable members of society the Kingdom of heaven belongs, yet so often they are simply forgotten or shamelessly exploited as soldiers, workers, or innocent victims in the trafficking of human beings. No effort should be spared to urge civil authorities and the international community to fight these abuses and to offer young children the legal protection they justly deserve”.

On 30th September 2005, the Pope went to visit the little patients of the Paediatric Hospital “Bambino Gesù” in Rome. Pope Benedict XVI said he chose “Bambino Gesù” for his first visit to a hospital for two reasons: because the hospital belongs to the Holy See, and to witness to the love of Jesus for children, “In every suffering person, especially if he or she is little and defenceless, it is Jesus who welcomes us and is expecting our love”. “The "Bambino Gesù" Hospital, in addition to being an institution of the Holy See that directly provides concrete help to sick children, is an outpost of the Christian Community's evangelizing activity in our City. Here a practical and effective Gospel witness can be offered in contact with suffering humanity; here, the power of Christ, who with his spirit heals and transforms human existence, is proclaimed through deeds. Let us pray that together with their treatment, the love of Jesus may be communicated to the little ones”.

“Here you are concerned to guarantee excellent treatment, not only from the medical but also from the human point of view. You seek to give a family to the patients and those who are with them, and this requires a contribution from all. […] This approach, which is effective for every clinic, must be a special feature of those inspired by Gospel principles. For children, then, no resources should be spared. May every project and programme, therefore, always be centred on the good of the sick, the good of the sick child”. In order to accomplish this difficult mission, the Holy Father encouraged to be able to recognise in every little guest the face of Jesus, and draw spiritual strength from Jesus who is truly present in the Eucharist, “to comfort and care for all who are hospitalized here”.

On Saturday 15th October 2005 there were more than a hundred thousand children of the First Communion, with their parents and catechists, who welcomed the invitation of the Holy Father Benedict XVI to take part in a “special meeting of Catechesis on the Eucharist”, a “festive gathering”. On the eve of the conclusion of the Year of the Eucharist, while the Ordinary Assembly of the Synod of the Bishops on the mystery of the Eucharist was still running, this meeting “will be a suitable and beautiful opportunity to reaffirm the essential role of the Eucharist in the formation and spiritual growth of young children” the Holy Father had said when he announced this initiative during the Angelus of 12th June 2005.

It was a “festive gathering” around the Eucharist, as the title given to the meeting said: “The Eucharist is our feast”. The meeting was in two parts, the first lasted about half an hour, the second lasted an hour and fifteen minutes. The first part of the event saw the performance of various songs and music pieces, with singers and actors who are particularly dear to young people intervening and bearing their witness on the topic of celebration, peace and brotherhood. There were also the clowns of Bucharest, who recover Rumanian street children by teaching them circus arts. The singing of “Sentinels of Dawn”, recalling the exhortation of John Paul II to the young people who had gathered in Tor Vergata in August 2000 for the Jubilee, was accompanied by some filmstrips showing Pope Wojtyla encountering children around the world.

Upon his arrival on the square on an open vehicle, the Holy Father Benedict XVI wanted to greet the thousands of children who were present and which crowded the entire Via della Conciliazione. Once he reached the church courtyard, welcomed by the choreographies of the youth groups and the waving of thousands of white flags with the logo of the meeting, the second part of the meeting began, entirely focussing on prayer and catechesis and ending with the Eucharistic adoration. The Pope’s greeting was addressed to Emanuele, a ten year old boy who, on behalf of everyone, spoke of his experience in receiving Jesus Eucharist for the first time and concluded his short speech saying “we love you” and running to embrace Benedict XVI. Then came the reading from the first letter of St Paul Apostle to the Corinthians (11,23-26), where the Apostle recalls what happened on the evening when the Lord Jesus established the Eucharist, then Psalm 147 with the refrain “Laudate omnes gentes, laudate dominum” and the passage of the Gospel of the multiplication of the bread and the fish (Lk 9,11b-17).

Then the Holy Father held a catechesis in a dialogue, answering the children’s questions. Remembering his first communion, the Pope said: “On that day I was really filled with great joy, because Jesus came to me and I realized that a new stage in my life was beginning, and that it was henceforth important to stay faithful to that encounter, to that communion”. With regard to the necessity to confess oneself every time one receives the Communion, even though one commits the same sins, the Holy Father underlined that “it is only necessary when you have committed a really serious sin, when you have deeply offended Jesus, so that your friendship is destroyed and you have to start again”. With regard to regularly going to confession, the Pope stressed that “it is very helpful to confess regularly in order to foster the cleanliness and beauty of the soul and to mature day by day in life”. Another question focussed on the presence of Jesus in the Eucharist: “I can’t see him” Andrea said, and the Holy Father answered: “we do not see the very deepest things, those that really sustain life and the world, but we can see and feel their effects. […] So it is with the Risen Lord: we do not see him with our eyes but we see that wherever Jesus is, people change, they improve. A greater capacity for peace, for reconciliation, etc., is created”.

Again, answering the questions of the children, the Holy Father underlined the importance of Sunday Mass (“This encounter with Jesus enriches us. It is an important element in our lives […] it will be the light of Sunday for all our family”); the importance of Communion for our everyday life (“It centres life. […] If God is absent from my life, if Jesus is absent from my life, a guide, an essential friend is missing, even an important joy for life, the strength to grow as a man, to overcome my vices and mature as a human being”); the meaning of the expression “Jesus bread of life” (“As we need to nourish our bodies in order to live, so we also need to nourish our spirits, our souls and our wills. […] Jesus himself is the nourishment we need for our soul, for our inner self, because the soul also needs food”) and of the Eucharistic adoration (“Adoration is recognizing that Jesus is my Lord, that Jesus shows me the way to take, and that I will live well only if I know the road that Jesus points out and follow the path he shows me […] adoration means saying: Jesus, I am yours. I will follow you in my life, I never want to lose this friendship, this communion with you”).

At the end of the catechesis, a group of young people with lanterns and flowers accompanied the procession that brought the Holy Sacrament to the altar for the Eucharistic adoration, characterised by moments of silence, songs and invocations. Every word was addressed to the Lord of the Eucharist and the children’s attention was extraordinary, in spite of the late hour and the tiredness of the day. This part of the meeting was doubtless the most spiritually intense. On St Peter’s Square one could perceive that something unique was taking place: never had so many children gathered to worship the Holy Sacrament, solemnly exposed. On their knees, together with the Pope to worship Jesus, in the year of the Eucharist, together with so many bishops and cardinals who were there for the Synod. It is a message that requires no further comment. After giving the Eucharistic blessing, the Holy Father said goodbye to the assembly, thanking everyone for this “celebration of faith”; with a joyful face and his soul moved, he addressed the entire assembly and the organisers with a great “thank you”.

On the day that is traditionally the Day of Missionary Childhood, 6th January 2006, the Holy Father recalled it during the Angelus: “Dear Friends, on the Feast of the Epiphany we are celebrating the Missionary Day of Children, established by Pope Pius XII of venerable memory. Thousands of projects for solidarity with the motto:  "Children help children" are supported by the Pontifical Society of the Missionary Childhood, teaching children as they grow up to develop a spirit of openness to the world and attention to the difficulties of their less privileged peers. I too rely on the prayers of children for my ministry - and rightly so - and on their active participation in the Church's mission”.

In his homily during the midnight Mass on 24th December 2006, Pope Benedict XVI spoke of the mystery of “God who has become small”, a baby, teaching us to love the little ones, the weak: “God’s sign is simplicity. God’s sign is the baby. God’s sign is that he makes himself small for us. This is how he reigns. He does not come with power and outward splendour. He comes as a baby – defenceless and in need of our help. He does not want to overwhelm us with his strength. He takes away our fear of his greatness. He asks for our love: so he makes himself a child. He wants nothing other from us than our love, through which we spontaneously learn to enter into his feelings, his thoughts and his will – we learn to live with him and to practise with him that humility of renunciation that belongs to the very essence of love. God made himself small so that we could understand him, welcome him, and love him. The Fathers of the Church, in their Greek translation of the Old Testament, found a passage from the prophet Isaiah that Paul also quotes in order to show how God’s new ways had already been foretold in the Old Testament. There we read: "God made his Word short, he abbreviated it" (Is 10:23; Rom 9:28). The Fathers interpreted this in two ways. The Son himself is the Word, the Logos; the eternal Word became small – small enough to fit into a manger. He became a child, so that the Word could be grasped by us. In this way God teaches us to love the little ones. In this way he teaches us to love the weak. In this way he teaches us respect for children. The child of Bethlehem directs our gaze towards all children who suffer and are abused in the world, the born and the unborn. Towards children who are placed as soldiers in a violent world; towards children who have to beg; towards children who suffer deprivation and hunger; towards children who are unloved. In all of these it is the Child of Bethlehem who is crying out to us; it is the God who has become small who appeals to us. Let us pray this night that the brightness of God’s love may enfold all these children. Let us ask God to help us do our part so that the dignity of children may be respected. May they all experience the light of love, which mankind needs so much more than the material necessities of life”.

Again, the following day, Christmas 2006, in his message before the Urbi et orbi blessing, Pope Benedict XVI asked himself: “But does a "Saviour" still have any value and meaning for the men and women of the third millennium?” And he answered: “People continue to die of hunger and thirst, disease and poverty, in this age of plenty and of unbridled consumerism. Some people remain enslaved, exploited and stripped of their dignity; others are victims of racial and religious hatred, hampered by intolerance and discrimination, and by political interference and physical or moral coercion with regard to the free profession of their faith. Others see their own bodies and those of their dear ones, particularly their children, maimed by weaponry, by terrorism and by all sorts of violence, at a time when everyone invokes and acclaims progress, solidarity and peace for all. And what of those who, bereft of hope, are forced to leave their homes and countries in order to find humane living conditions elsewhere? How can we help those who are misled by facile prophets of happiness, those who struggle with relationships and are incapable of accepting responsibility for their present and future, those who are trapped in the tunnel of loneliness and who often end up enslaved to alcohol or drugs? What are we to think of those who choose death in the belief that they are celebrating life?”.

During the Angelus of 6th January 2007, the feast of the Epiphany, Pope Benedict XVI said: “I am happy to recall that on the occasion of the Epiphany, the World Day of the Missionary Childhood is celebrated. It is the feast on which Christian children live with joy the gift of faith and pray that the light of Jesus reaches all the children of the world. I thank the children of the "Divine Infancy", present in 110 countries, because they are precious co-operators of the Gospel and apostles of Christian solidarity to those most in need. I encourage educators to cultivate in the little ones the missionary spirit, so that impassioned missionaries are born among them, witnesses of the tenderness of God and announcers of his love. Now we invoke the Virgin Mary, Star of Evangelization: through her intercession may Christians in every part of the earth live as sons of the light and lead humanity to Christ, true light of the world”. (S.L.)

INTERVIEW with Excellency Mgr Giampaolo Crepaldi

Secretary of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace

Vatican City (Fides Agency) – In 2004, the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace published the “Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church”, a useful instrument collecting the social doctrine of the Church from Leo XIII to our days, which provides answers to the questions rising from people involved in social activity, labour and rights, in the light of a full-bodied humanism. The compendium includes a part devoted to child labour. Chapter 6, on human labour, in the paragraph concerning the right to work, immediately after woman labour, focuses on child labour. “Child labour, in its intolerable forms, is a kind of violence that is less evident than others, but it is not less terrible. It is a violence that goes beyond any political implications, and remains essentially a moral problem”. This is the definition given of child labour, inspired by the Encyclical of John Paul II Laborem exercens. Concerning this issue, we asked a few questions to the Secretary of the Pontifical Council, Excellency Mgr Crepaldi.

Excellency, 1 child out of 7 in the world is affected by the problem of child labour. Perhaps it would be important to give a definition to what the exploitation of child labour actually is, and what is a proper contribution that a child can give to his family’s income in those countries where the economic situation makes it necessary.

I thank you for this first question, which reveals a healthy realistic approach. It is the same realism that inspired n. 296 of the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, which faces the problem by denouncing child labour, especially in its intolerable forms, “aware, however, that at least for the moment, in some Countries the contribution brought by child labour to the family income and the national economy is of absolute necessity, and that some forms of part-time labour may be fruitful for the children”. Besides, it is not by chance that the International Conference on Labour in 1999 adopted an instrument against extreme forms of child labour, Convention 182, concerning the prohibition of the worst forms of child labour and the immediate actions for their elimination. The need for such a juridical instrument was felt also due to the few ratifications of the previous Convention, concerning the minimum age for employment, 138 of 1973. Only as an example, how can we prevent a child under 14 or 15 years old, living in sub-Saharan Africa, from being employed for work we would consider heavy, in order to contribute to feed himself and his brothers, considering that in the area there are more than 13 million children who are orphans, only due to HIV/Aids? It is hard to give a general definition of when a job carried out by a minor is exploitation and when it is not. There are, however, some forms of child labour that are absolutely intolerable, anywhere on the planet, and are acts violence against the weakest: their employment for prostitution or pornography, recruitment as soldiers, working conditions equal to slavery to pay their parents’ debts, particularly perilous work that endangers the children’s health…

Which are the peculiar rights of children that are ignored when a child is exploited for labour?

Obviously, when a child is exploited for labour, what is hurt is the dignity a child is due as human being; his rights as a “worker” are ignored, as well, of course. In particular, when a child is employed for a full-time job, his specific rights are ignored again and again. Let us make an example: the right to live with his or her parents: it is the case of the little house servants, which are so many in some Asian or African countries. The right to education: it is the right that is ignored the most. Also the right of the child to enjoy the best health possible, which is formally acknowledged by the Convention of 1989, is frequently violated, where particularly heavy or dangerous works are concerned: think of the little ones who produce bricks in many poor countries, or working in dumpsites, mines, factories or farming, constantly in touch with toxic substances or pesticides. Not to speak of the violation of the right to rest and leisure, and especially personal dignity, where children are exploited sexually for economic reasons…

In the last few years there have been steps ahead in the struggle against the exploitation of child labour. The ILO data say that there has been an 11% decrease between 2002-2004. This has happened also thanks to the establishment and implementation of specific laws at a national and international level. Which of these does the Holy See consider most useful and appropriate, and what does it demand of the International Organisations from a legislative point of view for child labour to be further decreased?

Actually, there has been advancement in this field, and the statistics provided by the International Labour Organisation are proof to it. Of course, these positive results are also the fruit of the juridical instruments the international community has endowed itself with, some of whom I have mentioned. Let us remember them again: besides, of course, the United Nations declarations, there is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, the Declaration of Children’s Rights in 1959, and the International Convention on Children’s Rights of 1989. As well as these, we must mention the more specific instruments developed by the International Labour Organisation, such as Convention 138, concerning minimum age for employment, of 1973, and Convention 182, concerning the prohibition of the worst forms of child labour and immediate actions for their elimination, adopted on 17th June 1999, with its related recommendations. Of course, even for child workers, the ILO Declaration on the principles and fundamental labour rights of 1998 is valid. In this respect I would also like to recall the document which all the other documents in defence of children’s rights stem from: the Charter of Children’s Rights adopted in Geneva in 1923 by the International Union of Help for Children. This charter was drafted by Mrs Eglanite Jebb, founder of the “Save the Children Fund”, a well-known organisation that is still active today. We all remember the tragic death of Mrs Margaret Hassan who was held hostage in Iraq. Well, article 5 of this short document says: “children shall be educated to feel they must make their best qualities available to their brothers”. All this is to underline that the issue of child labour is a moral issue, and juridical instruments, however modern and refined, will always be limited in their effectiveness, unless a common awareness is established concerning the respect and love children are due, that respect and love witnessed to by many organisations of religious inspiration, but also by civil institutions, such as the International Labour Organisation with its IPEC programme (International Programme for the Elimination of Child Labour), which carries out an excellent work in sensitizing local governments.

The Holy Father has often asserted that there can be no freedom without truth, just as there can be no peace without true justice. Which is the truth the Church teaches with regard to the proper peculiarity of children and regarding human labour, which may also relate to children?

In order to answer this question, I would like to refer to the words the Lord says in the Gospel of Matthew concerning children, in two different passages. The first sentence “Let the children come to me” (Mt 19,14) is, so to say, the consecration of children as “persons”, compared to the customs in classical times and the right, for instance, of paternal authority that parents had in ancient Rome. The other sentence is “If anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea” (Mt 18,6). Think of this severe admonishment while considering the exploitation of many children by unscrupulous people, for prostitution, or introducing them to pornography, or even recruiting them as soldiers or involving them in drug dealing, or enslaving them to pay back debts that will never be exhausted.

Without reaching these excesses, all the rights of workers acknowledged by the Teachings of the Church obviously affect those children who for any reason or in any way are employed as workers, though, obviously the final goal is that, until they are of an age suitable to start working, all children be devoted solely to their formation. These rights, therefore, are those listed in point 301 of the previously mentioned Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church: the right to fair wages, the right to rest, and so on. But the clearest indication, perhaps, is included in the document that initiated social doctrine in our times. In the Rerum novarum, Leo XIII indeed stated: “in regard to children, great care should be taken not to place them in workshops and factories until their bodies and minds are sufficiently developed. For, just as very rough weather destroys the buds of spring, so does too early an experience of life's hard toil blight the young promise of a child's faculties, and render any true education impossible”.

In his message for the World Day for Peace 2007, the Holy Father Benedict XVI recalls how every believer is summoned to promote a true full-bodied humanism, according to the teachings of the Populorum progression and Sollicitudo rei socialis. How does this relate to the struggle against the exploitation of child labour?

This question would deserve an extensive answer, but to give you the short one, I would like to refer to the concept of “true development” as it stands in the words of Paul VI in the Populorum progressio. It is “Each and every person’s transition from lesser than human conditions to truly human conditions” in search of a “new humanism” (PP n. 29). There, this passage is for “each and every person” and when work, as the great Encyclical of Pope Montini says, “is done in common—when hope, hardship, ambition and joy are shared—it brings together and firmly unites the wills, minds and hearts of men. In its accomplishment, men find themselves to be brothers”. Is this not the brotherhood which the first Charter of Children’s Rights referred to in 1923? Without these feelings of brotherhood, the contribution of every believer to the full-bodied humanism that the Holy Father wished for in his message for the World Day for Peace this year would be, I believe, pretty hard to accomplish. (F.B.G.)

Definition of Child Labour

Child labour means any form of labour employing children under a minimum age set by law. This age is universally specified by an international convention approved in 1973, stating that:

The minimum age for employment is generally 15 years of age, 14 in developing countries. Said convention also distinguishes between different kinds of work. Light labour may be allowed under 13 years of age, while for all the other forms of labour considered harmful to a person’s health, safety or morals, the minimum age allowed is fixed at 18 years of age, when a person attains adulthood.
Convention 138 of the ILO states that: “The minimum age for admission to employment shall not be less than the age of completion of compulsory schooling and, in any case, shall not be less than 15 years. By way of derogation, countries whose economy and educational facilities are insufficiently developed may, after consultation with the organisations of employers and workers concerned, where such exist, initially specify a minimum age of 14 years.

The minimum age for admission to any type of employment or work which by its nature or the circumstances in which it is carried out is likely to jeopardise the health, safety or morals of young persons, shall not be less than 18 years”. (F.B.G.)

Child Labour Law, a Summary

It is possible to trace back the main steps of the juridical and legislative struggle against child labour to 1919, when the – sometimes shameful – effects of the era of the Industrial Revolution could already be seen, such as the exploitation of labour and mass employment of children in industrial undertakings, after a large part of the population had left the countryside, hoping to find a better future as workers in the new factories in the cities.

Indeed, in 1919, a few months after the foundation of the International Labour Organisation, the “Convention fixing the minimum age for admission of children to industrial employment” was approved. It prohibited the employment of children under 14 years of age for certain industrial undertakings, such as working in mines, construction yards, dangerous industrial labour, and the transport of passengers. The Convention was later revised in 1921 and 1973, raising the minimum age and extending the convention to other activities.

 “Convention 138 concerning Minimum Age for Admission to Employment” approved in 1973, represents a milestone in the protection of child workers. It states that “The minimum age shall not be less than the age of completion of compulsory schooling and, in any case, shall not be less than 15 years”. It does, however, offer a series of derogations, according to the economic, social and administrative conditions of the country where the children live. It was not a way of giving in to the employers, but rather a way of specifying a “realistic” minimum age, to guarantee the flexibility necessary to make international regulations effective.

In June 1999, “Convention 182 concerning the prohibition and immediate action for the elimination of the worst forms of child labour” was finally approved. The new convention did not substitute that of 1973, rather it integrated it, with rules providing for the complete and immediate abolition of the worst forms of child labour (slavery, debt bondage and serfdom, the sale and trafficking of children, forced or compulsory labour, prostitution, illicit activities, dangerous labour, forced or compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict).
The world now has a set of sound rules, approved by many states. The table below shows how the minimum age of employment is more or less the same in many countries, which have all signed the same labour agreements. The problem, though, is that child labour, while being regulated or potentially regulated by law, continues to exist clandestinely, or in such forms as are tolerated by the local institutions. International organisations, such as the ILO, which has struggled for years for the elimination of child labour on a global scale, complain about this; that the means and legislative mechanisms to prevent child labour exist, but often these mechanisms are not enacted by the competent authorities. (F.B.G.)
	Algeria
	16 years
	Libya
	15 years

	Antigua and Barbuda
	15 years
	Luxemburg
	15 years

	Belgium
	15 years
	Malta
	16 years

	Byelorussia
	16 years
	Mauritius
	15 years

	Brazil
	14 years, apprenticeship at 12 
	Nicaragua
	14 years

	Bulgaria
	16 years
	Niger
	14 years

	China
	16 years
	Norway
	15 years

	Costa Rica
	15 years
	Holland
	15 years

	Cuba
	15 years
	Pakistan
	15 for mines and railways, 14 for the rest

	Egypt
	12 years (maximum 6 hours per day) 
	Poland
	15 years

	Philippines
	15 years
	Dominican Rep
	15 years

	France
	16 years
	Romania
	16 years

	Germany
	15 years
	Rwanda
	14 years

	Greece
	15 years
	Russia
	16 years

	Guatemala
	14 years
	Spain
	15 years

	Equatorial Guinea 
	14 years
	Tanzania
	12 years

	Honduras
	14 years
	Thailand
	13 years

	India
	Dangerous activities prohibited under 14 years of age, absolute prohibition under 12 years of age 
	Togo
	14 years

	Indonesia
	Work is allowed at any age, but up to 4 daylight hours 
	Ukraine
	16 years

	Iraq
	15 years
	Uruguay
	15 years

	Ireland
	15 years
	Venezuela
	14 years

	Israel
	15 years
	Yugoslavia
	15 years

	Italia
	15 years
	Zambia
	15 years

	Kenya
	16 years
	
	


Age for Admission to Employment by Law

Historical Information

We will now take a step backwards and look at the historical roots of child labour, in order to identify the means to eradicate what has become a scourge in many parts of the world. Looking at the past and at how many industrialised countries reverted the spreading of this scourge, one may recognise the solutions and the best means to make sure every child may enjoy the right to his or her own childhood.

Child labour started with the Industrial Revolution in Great Britain, in the first half of the XIX century. It was such a widespread phenomenon in this Country, that in 1833 two thirds of all the workers in the textile industry are estimated to have been children; likewise, one fourth of all the miners of the island were children. The climax of child labour was reached in 1842, but in the second half of the century it suddenly started to decrease. While 30% of all workers were children in 1851, in 1901 the percentage had fallen to 17%.

A national law indirectly contributed to considerably lower this percentage, which was the introduction of compulsory schooling in 1870. 

Also Japan began its race to industrialisation in the XIX century, but the country adopted drastic measures against child labour at the same time, and never attained the dramatic levels of child exploitation reached in Great Britain. Japan enacted laws and legislative instruments that made school compulsory for all children in 1905, and with its first labour law, in 1911, 98% of all Japanese children between 6 and 13 years of age spent their days at school.

It was therefore about a century ago that the grand era of child labour due to industrialisation came to an end. During the XX century, decline began for mass child labour: at the time, in all the industrialised countries, the rate of child workers is estimated to have been down to 20% of the entire active population, a percentage that is still comparatively high, but relatively low for the times.

History, therefore, teaches us that the elimination, or dramatic decrease of child labour, is possible, but it needs to be fought on manifold fronts, at least as many as the dimensions of the phenomenon are. Sole economic growth is not enough to eradicate the problem. There must be a virtuous circle of factors to allow children to live their childhood in a dignified manner, which means to foster the moral evolution of the customs of a specific population. Suitable provisions in terms of labour are necessary, technical developments and technology as well, the availability of schools and teachers affordable to everyone likewise; what is also needed is a change in the mindset of the people, so that they may recognise the importance and richness of children; finally, regulations and legal mechanisms in favour of childhood and against the exploitation of children are of crucial importance. 

By looking at the past, one can understand why all these elements must concur, in order to establish a virtuous circle that will eliminate child labour, because, as history teaches, eliminating child labour is possible. (F.B.G.)

In numbers

Millions of children are still employed in the world today in all kinds of undertakings, from the humblest and most modest, to the toughest and most dangerous. This phenomenon is typical of developing countries, even though the affluent western nations are still a place where too many children are taken away from school and education to be sent to work.

According to the latest estimates, in the world today 1 child out of 7 is somehow involved in a form of labour. In 2004, the year of the latest credible estimates, child workers in the world were 218 million, aged 5-17. In the last few years, there has been a considerable decrease of children exploited through labour; in 2000, in fact, child workers of the same age-group (5-17 years of age) were 246 million. In four years their amount has gone down by 11%, thanks also to targeted policies enacted by the international community and by single states. In the last few years, furthermore, the number of children employed for dangerous undertakings has also gone down, from 171 million to 126 million, by 26%.
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Among children 5-14 who are employed as workforce in the world, 69% work in agriculture, 22% in the service sector and 9% are employed in industrial undertakings. This information shows that child labour is used the most in countries that are still not industrialised and have a low per capita income. Children, in many parts of the world, where families receive most – at times their sole – income from farming, are considered workforce, hands that must farm the fields like others.

We must also mention the children whose labour is exploited in the mines or digging in mines and quarries. Children are considered useful in this respect, due to their size, which allows them to enter tunnels and shafts where an adult would never fit. (F.B.G.)

	Regions
	Number if children (millions)
	Number of child workers

(millions)
	Percentage of child workers

	
	2000
	2004
	2000
	2004
	2000
	2004

	Asia and the Pacific
	655.1
	650.0
	127.3
	122.3
	19.4
	18.8

	Latin America and the Caribbean
	108.1
	111.0
	17.4
	5.7
	16.1
	5.1

	Sub-Saharan Africa 
	166.8
	186.8
	48.0
	49.3
	28.8
	26.4

	Other regions
	269.3
	258.8
	18.3
	13.4
	6.8
	5.2

	Total
	1199.3
	1206.6
	211.0
	190.7
	17.6
	15.8


Aspects of Child Exploitation

Child labour has many faces. Often – too often actually – children are forced to work. Since they are defenceless and weak, children are the most exploitable form of workforce. Sometimes, on the contrary, children work out of necessity, to integrate their family’s low income. Two pieces of information we mentioned before make this clearer: the first is that since children are employed especially in agriculture, child exploitation is most present in poor or developing countries, where the main source of income is farming. In such a situation, even two extra little hands may be useful to help in an occupation that often employs the whole family. 

The second fact is that the majority of child workers in Latin America work in homes; this points us in the same direction. Even at home, in lower income families, a child’s work can be useful, at times an absolute necessity. 

The most relevant international organisations have therefore asked themselves which impact the complete eradication of child labour would have on a family’s micro-economy and on local economic systems. There are indeed two goods to preserve. One, the first, is the right of the child to live his youth in the most dignified and worthy way possible, and to receive an education to form him or her as a human being; the second is supporting the families’ economy, which often requires the children’s help in places of the world – and there are many – where people have nothing and even a child’s work is precious.

When we speak of child labour, one immediately thinks of the exploitation of child labour. In many parts of the world, where the per capita income is very low, children may work to support their family. And their cooperation at times is something a family cannot do without. This cooperation, however, must not ignore the human rights proper to childhood, first of all education. Labour, even housework, then, where it is unavoidable, must never be the only daily activity of a child, or his dignity would be trampled. By neglecting to leave a child enough time and energy during the day for him or her to devote that time and energy to education and study, as well as leisure and play, one commits a serious moral injustice, an inhuman act, a social and legislative breach, and finally, a gross economic mistake.

Indeed, recent studies have proved that child labour can harm a community even at an economical level, especially in the long term. The lack of education is damaging also because it does not train people who will be able to produce an income in the future, to administer it , manage it and distribute it correctly.

Experts, therefore, endorse the idea that the abolition of child labour would have positive effects also at an economical level, for the future of those communities who seriously want to enact it. (F.B.G.)

Child workers: “A short life!”

From a social and economic point of view, the exploitation of child labour creates new problems, and it is not the way to develop a nation: the children will grow up and will be automatically thrown out of the labour market, with their health in shatters and no education. Who will look after them? Instead of having an adult, healthy and competent workforce, the countries where the sad phenomenon of child labour is present, end up with a mass of unemployed men and women, ignorant and easy prey to crime and fanaticism, a precociously aging population that lowers the average life expectancy of the nation.

There is currently no precise estimate of the economic impact of child labour on national and international economies. According to the experts, estimates in this respect are complicated and near impossible, due to the very nature of child labour. First of all it is hidden, or illegal, and therefore hard to quantify state by state. Once this difficulty is overcome, with data collected by means of censuses and in-depth researches, there is still the insurmountable difficulty represented by the way a child’s work is paid: being nearly always illegal and unregistered, it is hard to trace. What is more is that the payment is not always made in currency, but rather in kind, by offering children not money but food, clothes, or other bare necessities, resorting to barter, which is still much in use especially in the poorer areas of the world.

According to the capabilities and natural limits of children, it was only possible to calculate that a day’s work of a child is generally worth 20% of an adult’s.

One survey recently proved that even from a merely economic point of view, the abolition of child labour would be fruitful at a national and international level. It would mean to invest today in what will be worth more tomorrow, says the survey, offering an investment that is called “generational” today.

Which measures, however, need to be taken now, which choices need to be made? And in mere economic terms, how much would the world have to spend for every child to be given a suitable education instead of a hard life of labour? Especially for developing countries, the poorest, where the scourge of child labour is rampant, would it be possible, and can the economic resources be found to actually do it?

Not only would it be possible, those very developing countries do have the resources to do it, and they would profit from it, even only from an economic point of view. A recent study of the International Labour Organisation proves it, by calculating that the elimination of every form of child labour would produce economic benefits amounting to 5,100 billion dollars.

How much would this operation cost? First of all, the costs of guaranteeing education to all children, making sure they all have an adequate training and suitable human and cultural formation. Then there would have to be economic support, investments at a local and international level. In mere economic terms, the elimination of child labour would be an excellent short and long term investment. Above all it would be a generational investment, an expense with a positive impact on future generations.

During the first few years, costs would certainly outnumber the benefits; there would be, however, some positive outcome in the short term, as well, such as advancement in education and health. In year 2020, costs would fall to zero, and the first real economic benefits would start to come. The yearly benefit for the world would be of approximately 60 billion dollars.

The cost of eliminating child labour would amount to less than some developing countries spend on armaments or paying back their external debts. While the annual cost of this project is estimated to be around 95 billion dollars, this amount is only 20% of the military expenditure of developing countries, and only 9.5% of the thousand billion dollars paid back every year by the same countries, sometimes only in interests, to settle their external debt.

The first investment, as we mentioned, would be education. This has also proved to be a fruitful investment. Every extra year spent at school, up to 14 years of age, means an 11% yearly increase in future salaries, amounting to a global benefit of about 5 million dollars.

In addition to the costs for education, there would also have to be economic subsidies to families that deprived of an important workforce in their household. The economic contribution brought by a child is estimated to be 20% of an adult’s: the total cost of subtracting said workforce would amount to 246.8 billion dollars. According to a project of cooperation that has already started in Brazil, it would be sufficient to provide each family with 60-80% of the profits earned by each child, for each family to possess the necessary workforce to survive.

The abolition of child labour would have considerable positive effects in the future, also from a sanitary point of view, estimated in 28 million dollars per year. A childhood spent at work, in often inhuman conditions, leaves severe marks on the body and the health once a child grows up. What about children working in the coal mines, exploited because they can reach places where grown-ups cannot go? Once they grow up, they suffer from the coal dust they breathed in as children. Besides being a severe moral injustice, this also has an impact on health expenditure in the future. Where people believe they save money by exploiting and underpaying children, a void is being created, with huge economic chasms, that will open under the community or the country that lets child labour exist. And of course, in a time of global economy such as ours, there will be effects of this in economic terms also at a global level.

Up to now, we have examined the economic implications of child labour, but from an ethic and moral point of view, the implications are much more severe. For a Christian even more so, child labour is a clear religious problem, like any other form of exploitation of little or weaker ones.

From an ethical point of view, there are many reasons to foster the elimination of child labour, which prevalently rise from the child’s very identity. Many documents and treaties have been produced in favour of children’s rights, which call for greater attention and protection than those of adults. Children indeed have always been seen as possessing a delicate identity, requiring protection and care. A child is a grown-up to come, and his very state of “becoming”, up to the completion of his or her own identity, is the very reason of his or her frailty. If a person grows up and becomes an adult in a positive environment, that offers all the person needs for an adequate growth, the adult of tomorrow will have a fair chance. If a child, however, does not find such an environment, and especially if he or she is given tasks that are unsuitable to his or her age, the personal growth of the adult of tomorrow will be endangered.

An adult is commonly defined as a person with the means and the freedom to make autonomous decisions according to the wisdom acquired over the years, which allows to select, evaluate and chose. Children, on the contrary, due to their state of becoming, still do not have the necessary means to do all this, and they need someone to direct them, they need education, help to grow up, and sometimes someone to make the right decision in their place.

 In view of the tenderness of childhood, children should be devoted to forming the adult of tomorrow, and to the unique and absolute necessities proper to the first age of life, including first and foremost the right and duty of receiving ad adequate education, from their the family, of course, but also from the institutions in charge of education. Every child, therefore, has the right to a healthy and protected family environment, to grow under the direction and example of a father and a mother; every child needs a consistent and continuous amount of hours of school, to learn even simply the rudiments of education, to read and write and count, all things that are still out of reach for many children in the world. And children have the right to leisure and play, to light-heartedness and laughter, they have the right to be children!

It is even more necessary to find a solution to the problem of the exploitation of child labour because it is an offence to the image and similarity each individual, even the smallest, bears with the image of God, the Creator. The Church has never stopped saying that every individual of the human family is created by a personal act of love of God. In his eyes, every human being is precious, unique and unrepeatable. Every human being, therefore, enjoys a personal dignity that makes him or her a person, and any violation of this dignity is an offence to God’s love.

In particular, children, just like the sick or the elderly, are little and defenceless, and therefore they are due a special attention. By their very nature, they need special care and protection, suitable to the rights they have claim to. These rights, acknowledged by several international declarations, cannot exist without a healthy family environment, capable of transmitting life and a basic education imbued with certain values. Children, therefore, have the right to education, they may claim it from the society they live in, in order to become adults, and possess the necessary instruments to integrate in the civil society of tomorrow. (F.B.G.)

The Continents

Asia

Child labour decreases, but it is still a widespread phenomenon: what has changed in Asia 12 years after the death of Iqbal Masih? Child labour has decreased, but Asia it is still the continent with the highest number of chid workers aged 5-14 in the world: about 122 million. The ILO observed a decrease in the phenomenon of child labour in its 2006 report, “The end of child labour: within reach”. Its estimates record a step forward in the struggle for the elimination of child exploitation. But in Asia the staggering numbers are evidence of a still widespread phenomenon, involving the nations of central Asia, as well as the Indian sub-continent and South-Eastern Asia.

“In order to eliminate the scourge of child labour, we must tackle poverty and give back welfare to the families”, Mgr Lawrence Saldhana, Archbishop of Lahore and President of the Bishops’ Conference of Pakistan, told Fides Agency. 

“The phenomenon of child labour – the Archbishop continued – is still severe in some areas of the country. It is connected especially to widespread conditions of poverty: families in misery, especially in the poorest villages or in the suburbs of the cities, have no resources to send their children to school, so when they are 8, or 9 years old, they are forced to go to work. Education – he added – is becoming more and more expensive, and this makes the scourge thrive in Pakistani society. These children have their future barred”. The Church of Pakistan has always struggled to eradicate this phenomenon. “In some areas (for instance in the diocese of Lahore) we have free evening schools that allow children who work during the day to study in the evening, and slowly build themselves a future. In the last few years, thanks to international pressure, the phenomenon of children employed as inexpensive workforce by the textile industry, especially in the production of carpets, has decreased. Today, it is the brick factories that exploit scores of child workers”. Everyone in Pakistan remembers the sacrifice of Iqbal Masih, the Pakistani child who became the symbol of all the little workers. Iqbal had been a slave for years of a carpet producer in Punjab, and then he had been ransomed by a humanitarian association. He was killed at the age of 12, in 1995, and since then, the Day against Child Exploitation is devoted to his memory.

In Asia the principal working contexts, in addition to housework, are agriculture (rice-fields, plantations, farming) or the so-called “informal” sector, subcontracted industrial work (tanneries, quarries, textile production, trade, waste material selection, etc).

India, in addition to having one of the highest illiteracy rates in the world, also has the highest number of workers aged 4-14, while it represents the top in Asia and in the world in training engineers and computer technicians, (more than 250 thousand a year), employed by corporations in the US and in Europe. In 1986 a law was passed prohibiting the employing of children in dangerous labour, but the lack of control hinders any assessment on the implementation of the law. The Asian Labour Monitor has calculated that children produce about a fifth of the Gross Internal Product, while the “slaves” (forced to their working post and with no salary) would be no less than 5 million.

In Bangladesh and Nepal, tea plantations absorb a huge amount of child workers, for long hours and low wages, serving international corporations and local sub-companies in the sector. In Thailand and China, the manufacturing industry, in a vicious circle of subcontracts, employs a considerable amount of little workers. In Indonesia, child labour, involving about 300,000 children, is allowed 4 hours a day. Even toy industries conceal the fact that they employ this low cost workforce, often for 12 consecutive hours’ “service”.

the Church remains vigil and active in fighting child labour, also through the precious contribution of the religious orders and lay associations. The Salesians are very much active in this field; in India and in other nations of Asia and of the world they have built schools and formation centres to accompany children in their studies, teaching them a profession that will be useful for them to start to work. Fr Koottungal Vargheese, the Director of the Salesian House “Bosco Yuva Kendra”, in Bangalore (the “Silicon Valley of India”) received the “Makkala Mithra” Award, given by the Labour Ministry of the Indian State of Karnataka, “for his extraordinary success in eradicating child labour”.

In June 2006, in Nepal, a procession of 5 thousand children marched through the streets of Kathmandu against child labour. There are 2 million 600 thousand child workers in Nepal. Moreover, a high number of children in the areas struck by the tsunami, in Thailand, Indonesia, Sri Lanka and India are particularly vulnerable to child labour.

The Church and other non governmental organisations operate to keep awareness high on the issue of child labour, for governments to incorporate it in their policies, strategies and balances. The issue of child labour is present in the national “Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers” of Cambodia, Indonesia, Nepal and Pakistan, and it has been promoted also in other countries such as the Philippines and Vietnam. In order to eradicate the phenomenon there is still a long way to go, but the latest positive data of ILO encourage us to hope. (PA)

AFRICA

With 26% – about 50 million child workers, sub-Saharan Africa is the region of the world with the highest rate of economically active children. According to the latest ILO report, published in 2006, the high growth rate of the population concurs with increasing poverty and the HIV/Aids epidemic in hindering all progress in the struggle against child labour, even though the report does point out “evident signs of improvement: primary school registrations in the region have increased by 38% between 1990 and 2000”. To these children we must add also the traditional forms of child slavery in Sudan and Mauritania. “In the Sudanese tragedy orphan girls experience the most tragic conditions” Sr Fulgida Gasparini, the Combonian Mother Provincial for South Sudan said to Fides Agency. “In Sudanese culture, girls are educated since they are little to serve the family: to pitch water and collect wood, to look after the flock, etc… When she loses both her parents, a girl is left in the ‘larger extended family”, the clan. This is positive on one side, because it guarantees a minimum protection to the little girl, but on the other it is a tragedy, because the girl is forced to serve a larger amount of people” the missionary, who has been in Sudan for the last five years, told Fides.

In Africa, the scourge of child labour affects the child population of the continent in a variety of manners. Child labour involves the majority – nearly – of the teenagers in the nations of central Africa, while it is nearly completely absent in South Africa, and likewise in the states of northern Africa.

The sectors where child labour is most employed are agriculture, fishing, hunting, and forestry. Especially in countries where raw materials are produced, children are used in the plantations of cocoa, coffee, and cotton, where they often live in unacceptable conditions.

Child trafficking and child labour in western Africa: the bitter cocoa of little Africans

According to Human Rights Watch, in a report on child trafficking in Togo, the governments of western Africa are not doing enough to stop the widespread trafficking of child labour, which is spreading due to the local crisis caused by HIV/Aids. HRW asserts that 3 year old children are exploited for housework and work in the fields in several countries in the region. The traffickers lure the children by promising them secondary education and professional training. Many of these children are orphans, forced to become workers after the death of a HIV- positive parent.

The majority of these children have been “sold” by surrounding countries, such as Mali or Burkina Faso. Child labour trafficking has many routes, and the governments do not do enough to stop it. Many of the girls sold work night and day in the markets or as baby sitters. Most of them are subject to psychological abuse and physical violence, even death threats.

Several reports point out that every year in western and central Africa approximately 1.2 million children are the victims of trafficking and 5.7 million are forced to work.

Trafficking has two main routes: the first is from Mali to Burkina Faso, toward Cote d’Ivoire, the second goes from Togo to Benin, then to Nigeria and Cameroon. The principal causes for trafficking are poverty and economic and social inequality, which force many children to shift to Cote d’Ivoire.

The countries of destination generally possess the most affluent economies of western Africa, where 70% of all the cocoa in the world is produced (data from the Institute of Tropical Agriculture). The production is divided as follows:

· 43% in Cote d’Ivoire;

· 15% in Ghana;

· 7% in Nigeria;

· 4% in Cameroon.

In these countries the cocoa is collected and processed especially by children, some of whom are less than 7 years old.

Once the children, aged 5-15, all coming from poor families, are lured by the middlemen to leave their country, even with false labour or apprenticeship contracts, they cross the borders on rickety trucks and reach the plantations on foot. Then they are sold to the owners of the plantations, who become their masters. Often the children become aware of their situation only later, when they are rushed into sheds and locked inside. Some children who were able to escape told of how they were abused, exploited and beaten and never received any payment.

The witness of a missionary from Benin

“More than 4 thousand children every year are sent to work outside Benin, one of the poorest countries in Africa”. It is what Fr Claude, a missionary for years at the head of a shelter for street children in Cotonou, the Capital of Benin, said to Fides Agency. “The Country is the crossroads of child trafficking in the region. Even the children coming from Togo stop here before being sent to Cote d’Ivoire and to Nigeria, where they are employed in the plantations” says Fr Claude “It is one of many trafficking routes that pass through our country. Even drugs and arms pass through Benin”.

“Poorer families sell their children to the trafficking organisations, in exchange for a little money and the promise of a decent work for their children. Once the children arrive at the plantation, actually, they are forced to work for no pay. Only a few of them, once they grow up, are able to run away and go back home. The majority of the children will never see their families again, it is really slavery”.

“The traffickers are well organised: before leaving for the country of destination, the children are all gathered together and they are taught how to behave on the border and during police inspections. It is easy to convince them to cooperate, their families sent them there”.

“The traffickers have no trouble operating in these countries, where the states still do not manage to implement their laws over the whole national territory” said the priest. “Every now and then, the Nigerian and Cote d’Ivoire authorities repatriate the children, but these are still sporadic interventions. Due to war, the trafficking to Cote d’Ivoire has slowed down, though”.

The centre directed by Fr Claude generally welcomes 80 children. “There’s a constant coming and going of children, so the number of children we assist is much higher than the children who actually stay here” says Fr Claude. “What is important is that the children keep in touch with us. Our goal is to rejoin the children with their families. The older children, the 15 year olds, are also offered professional training. Only a job will get them off the streets for good”.

The fishermen children of Ghana

In the fishing Community of Yeji, on the northern shores of Lake Volta, hundreds of children are the victims of unscrupulous traffickers, who force the children to work. The children all come from very poor families, sold by their parents to the traffickers for 170 US dollars.

The International Organisation for Migrants (IOM) has started a programme to recover and rehabilitate these slave children. After having spent two weeks in a temporary shelter in Yeji, the children are now hosted at an IOM camp close to Mankessim, in central Ghana, where they receive medical and pedagogical assistance from IOM and government personnel. Upon completion of the rehabilitation programme, in April, the children will be re-united with their families. The families will be given assistance to facilitate the return of the children.

The elders and the village leaders support the programme, often acting as mediators with the fishermen who bought the children. In exchange for their release, the fishermen receive professional training, to improve their fishing techniques, and micro credit, to start other economic activities.

IOM has also started a programme to improve the economic conditions of poorer families, in order to prevent them from selling their children. The majority of the little slaves are aged 6-14. The boys are generally forced to go fishing, while the girls are used as cooks and servants. Every day the children work for long hours, receiving only scarce food and no pay.

From a sanitary point of view, working in severely unhealthy conditions, the children catch a number of diseases: malaria, amoebiasis, chronic headaches, stomach aches and eye sores, bilharzias (also called schistosomiasis, it is a disease transmitted through water, and caused by tiny worms called Trematode Platyhelminthes). The most serious problems, however, are psychological: the children need to recover self-confidence and confidence in their surrounding environment.

Though the majority of the children, according to the doctors, can go back home and attend school, they will have to be kept under observation and medical treatment for at least two years, to recover completely, from a physical, as well as psychological, point of view. The little children were forced to immerge in the dangerous and slimy water of Lake Volta to free entangled nets, working long hours putting out and recovering the heavy fishing nets. (L.M.)

AMERICA and Caribbean Countries

According to the data presented by the International Labour Organisation in its report, titled “The elimination of child labour, an objective within reach”, of May 2005, Latin America and the Caribbean had achieved significant breakthroughs in reducing child labour, thanks to a greater conscientiousness, political will and concrete measures taken especially in reducing poverty and fostering general education. According to these data, the amount of working children has decreased by two thirds over the last four years. This progress in Latin America and the Caribbean may be attributed, at least in part, to the positive results achieved in Brazil and Mexico, the most populous countries in the area, that are developing successful programmes focussing on poverty reduction, through projects that include credit transfers to poor families. These transfers depend upon school assistance, and a regular check of the health and nutrition status of the children. The large-scale programmes in Brazil and Mexico are ambitious, and they helped millions of children and their families.

The report presents the case of Brazil, to show that, besides poverty reduction strategies, the choice of focussing on general education is a necessary condition to face the issue of child labour. Since 1992, in Brazil, a broad social mobilisation has grown against child labour, involving the government, the workers, the employees, NGOs, international and religious organisations and entire communities. The New Constitution introduced eight years compulsory schooling, that were brought up to nine in February 2006. In the mid nineties an important change took place in the primary schooling of the poorest regions, in the north, north-east and centre-west of the Country. This change was possible thanks to a steadfast compromise on public policies, contained in the programme “All the children to school”, which was founded on the money transfer programme addressed to poor families with school-age children and an innovating programme for the eradication of child labour (PETI).

Unfortunately, apart from this decrease, the problem continues to exist and about 5.7 million children aged 5-14 are estimated to be regularly involved in child labour. The percentage of child workers in Latin America and the Caribbean is approximately of 5 children out of 100, mainly due to the poverty of Latin American countries, which compels little children to leave school and start work very early.

Just like the rest of the world, the majority of the children, boys and girls and teenagers working in Latin America, live in the rural areas and are employed for farming, even though there are many children who are engaged in extremely dangerous undertakings, such as mining, health plants, peddling, firework production, and thousands of them are victims of sexual exploitation, trafficking, and drug dealing. In many countries, housework is the second sector by importance where children and teenagers are employed, especially girls.

Generally, there are significant differences between adult labour and child labour. While adults generally work in the sector of agriculture (63%), girls are generally employed in the service sector (43%). According to the World Childhood Status Report 2007, by UNICEF, the majority of the children employed for housework – more than 90% according to recent studies – are girls. This is especially the case of Latin America. In Guatemala, for instance, the amount of boys who work is double the amount of girls, but more than 90% of domestic servants are girls. In the Dominican Republic, it is a granted that girls should look after their younger brothers, and take care of the house.

Most of the children aged 5-15 working in Latin America are employed in agriculture, followed by the service sector. In Belize, at least 65% of all child workers are employed in farming and 27.8% in the service sector, while in Nicaragua they are respectively 58.7% and 30.9%, in Brazil 58.7% and 33.5%, in El Salvador 53.2% and 30.7%, in Panama 66.1% and 31.2%, in Honduras 59.1% and 28.5%, and in Guatemala 62.6% and 23.4%. Some agricultural undertakings can be extremely dangerous for children, since they require the use of sharp metal tools and electric machines, as well as handling biological and chemical substances (i.e. fertilizers and pesticides, that represent a perilous hazard for children’s growth). In the sugar plantations of Brazil, for instance, children cut the canes with machetes, meaning they constantly run the risk of mutilating themselves. They are approximately one third of the workforce, and are involved in 40% of the accidents. In Costa Rica, the greatest problem caused by agricultural child labour is during the transition of boys and girls to secondary school, according to a survey presented by the Programme for the Eradication of Child Labour (IPEC) of the International Labour Organisation (ILO). About 50,000 children and teenagers are estimated to be employed in agriculture in Costa Rica, 9000 less than nine years old.

There are also many children employed in mining, with considerable risks for their safety. According to data from the ILO, about 500 thousand children and teenagers stop going to school to work in the mines in South America. Mining children work in extremely unhealthy conditions: many die from asphyxia, falling into chasms or due to silicosis, which gradually devours their lungs. Surveys of the ILO in different countries in South America, show that the boys and girls who work in the mines are severely undernourished, they suffer from growth delays, in addition to chronic intoxication by substances used for treating minerals, neurological problems caused by the same substances, as well as other wounds and disabilities caused by accidents and working conditions that obviously go beyond the physical capabilities and strength of a child. In Peru there are about 50,000 children working in the gold industry, who handle mercury every day with no form of protection. In Colombia the figures provided by the government indicate about 400 thousand children working in the gold, coal, emeralds and clay industries in various parts of the country. In Bolivia, 120 thousand children work and take part in the extraction of tin, as well as zinc and silver; and in Ecuador, the number of children who work in the mines is estimated to be 1 thousand 5 hundred. The region of Central America is still involved in the problem. In Guatemala, boys and girls were discovered in construction yards while dragging heavy loads, breathing contaminating agents and using dangerous metal tools as well as tools for grinding stones and minerals. In countries such as Nicaragua children are held in the darkness in narrow tunnels for days.

Also the “gunpowder children” of Guatemala are sadly famous, arming the fireworks that will be used during folklore celebrations. In El Salvador there are often children working in the firework industry, as well.

With regard to the participation in armed conflicts, the only country of Latin America where children openly take part in combat is Colombia. According to the Humanitarian Organisation, Human Rights Watch (HRW), about 11 thousand children are estimated to be used as soldiers in Colombia, fighting in the armed conflict, among the highest figures in the world. At least 1 out of 4 “ordinary” soldiers is less than 18 years old. The majority of the children come from shattered or marginalised families, with no education, who volunteer to flee from the lack of opportunities offered by the society, or they are recruited by force, after training. Sometimes “under the effect of drugs”, the children become “cruel assassins in the name of causes they do not understand”. The World Childhood Status Report of 2005, by Unicef, stated that 800 children were mobilized by the guerrilla or paramilitary groups, “while the number of boys and girls used by armed gangs and militias in Colombia has topped 14,000 in the last few years”. Boys and girls are also forced to sexual slavery, and they become workers, cooks or waiters, messengers and spies. The girls run the greatest risk of becoming victims of sexual exploitation, for a commander or the troops.

In the last five years the number of child workers has multiplied in Peru. Doris Portocarrero, a Peruvian Doctor who directs the National Group Initiative for Children’s Rights (GIN), in her contribution at the Symposium “Let us break the chains of abuse: let us make children and teenagers happy”, held in Lima on 15th July 2005, pointed out that in Peru, in the last five years, the number of child workers has increased five score: “Currently we estimate that 2 million boys and girls work in our country; about 300,000 of them in situations that endanger their safety, in conditions the ILO classifies as the worst forms of child labour: mining, brick factories, and sexual exploitation. Sexual exploitation associated to tourism is a growing problem in Peru, especially among teenage boys and girls”. Child labour in dangerous conditions (mining, construction yards, cane cutting, etc) continues to grow in the Country, while the life conditions of the people worsen, and it has different faces according to the parts of the Country where it develops (collecting and selecting the scraps of markets and ports, peddling, selling domestic products, or housework, shoe shining, etc.).

In Chile, during a recent search of the SENAME, between June 2003 and September 2005, 1123 Chilean children were found victims of the “worst forms of child labour: this means that the children were working the whole day, during the night, with no hygiene, they were sexually exploited or used in illicit activities, such as drug trafficking. Among all these, 36.8% were employed in dangerous undertakings, due to the conditions they were carried out in; 24.5% were sexually exploitation, and 14.2% were employed in illicit activities”.

The Church in Latin America is not indifferent to the issue of child abuse, and it carries out a significant work with the children’s parents and families. Through the Commission of Family and Childhood, and that of Life, the various Bishops’ Conferences try to accompany and direct the families, leading them away from exploitation and abuse of children and teenagers; they promote respect and love, and an attitude of responsible fatherhood.

Every year the Peruvian Bishops’ Conference, through the Episcopal Committee for Social Action (CEAS) and the Solidarity Campaign “To Share”, launches a national campaign targeting child related problems especially. The campaign has the objective of promoting the understanding of child related issues, sensitising public opinion and supporting projects aimed at providing a concrete response to these issues. There are several institutions in the Peruvian Catholic Church that are available to children and teenagers: in Lima there are 12 Family Homes, to offer a welcome to abandoned boys and girls in risk of their life or orphans, for street children and endangered children; temporary Family homes for pregnant mothers and teenagers, colleges for abandoned children and orphans, and kindergartens.

In Costa Rica Mgr Angel San Casimiro Fernandez, Bishop of Quesada and President of the Episcopal Committee for Social-Caritas Pastoral Care, wrote a “Pastoral Letter on the Rights of Children, boys and girls, and teenagers” on 9th September 2005. It was titled “Let the children come to me…” (Mt 19,14). “As Bishop, being responsible for the leaders of the Social Pastoral Care of Costa Rica, having seen the discomfort, the anguish and sadness of our family communities, and especially of our children, rooted in the renewing force of hope of the Gospel and in the Social Doctrine of the Church, I wish to address this Pastoral Letter to all the Catholics, to the people of good will and to the entire society of our Country, to share with everyone these sincere contributions, from the point of view of faith and without the pretence of having a solution to many and diverse realities”, wrote Mgr Angel San Casimiro in the introduction to his letter. Furthermore, he considers as “a responsibility for the Church to take care that all the children may enjoy conditions that foster their full physical, psychological and spiritual development” and in this field the Church has an important role, though “it is not an expert in economy or finance, it is, however, an expert in humanity”.

In Chile, awareness to the issue of childhood is rising with new characteristics, and with a serious commitment to social action. There is therefore an increasing number of pastoral care assistants, representatives of movements and foundations, who are involved in work with children and teenagers deprived of their rights. They seek to face this issue in a multifaceted way, according to the explicit request coming from their Shepherds. (R.G.)

The main pathologies connected to Child Labour

Growth delays and blocks, bone malformations, hearing and sight impairment, skin diseases or allergies, malnutrition and nutritional disorders, breathing infections, poisoning, HIV/Aids, drug addiction, and antisocial behaviour, are only some of the consequences child labour has on children.

“191 countries have acknowledged the children’s right to be protected from economic exploitation and from being forced to any labour may be dangerous or may interfere with their education, either threatening their health, or their physical, spiritual, moral or social development” (Art. 32 of the UN Convention on Children’s Rights).

The exploitation of child labour threatens the physical, social and psychological development of children, and it perpetuates the poverty of underdeveloped regions of the planet.

Recent estimates of the ILO record about 246 million children aged 5-17 involved in child labour. About 70%, 171 million, work in dangerous conditions, such as mining, agriculture, handling chemical substances or pesticides, or dangerous machinery. About 73 million of these children are less than 10 years old.

Their precarious physical conditions render children more vulnerable than adults to work related diseases or wounds, also because they are less aware of the risks entailed by their undertakings or their working conditions.

Some of the diseases or wounds children suffer from include: stings, fractures or mutilations, burns or skin diseases, hearing or sight impairment, breathing diseases or gastrointestinal problems, fevers, and headaches due to the excessive heat in the fields or in the factories. Though the number of diseases and lesions that children suffer from due to dangerous labour is far higher in the sector of agriculture, which employs two thirds of child workers, the highest rate of lesions is in the construction and mining industry.

1 boy out of 4 and more than 1 girl out of 3 employed in the construction industry suffer from lesions and diseases associated to their occupation; the rate in mining is slightly more than 1 boy out of 6 and 1 girl out of 5.

Children employed in dangerous labour, however, do not risk only lesions, diseases and death, they are often excluded from education, which alone would provide them with the chance of finding a more secure occupation once they grow up. A secure education, accessible and with high standards, is the best way to encourage families to send their children to school and prevent children from being employed in dangerous labour, exposing them to every kind of disease.

Children are biologically different from adults. They are nearly always physically weaker and mentally more vulnerable. In 1991, UNICEF estimated that about 80 million children, aged 10-14, were involved in labour that interfered with their growth.

Among the negative consequences that labour has on the health of children, the main are growth delays or blocks, bone malformations, loss of hearing or sight, skin infections and allergies, malnutrition and nutritional disorders, breathing infections, poisoning due to chemical agents, sexual abuse, sexually transmissible diseases, HIV/Aids, abortions or teenage deliveries, drug addiction, antisocial behaviour, sleep disorders, and depression.

The latest UNICEF report on the conditions of childhood in the world (2006) shows that many of the worst forms of child labour are at the same time the cause and effect of the HIV/Aids pandemic.

Sexual exploitation, abuse and violence can expose children to infection. The children of families with HIV/Aids risk losing the treatment and protection of their families.

According to news reported by Fr Giovanni Contarin, in charge of the Rayong Centre in Thailand, dealing with children with HIV/Aids, the phenomenon of child labour is dramatically decreased since a couple of years ago, when the age for the completion of compulsory schooling was raised to 16 years of age. Even in the criminal industry of prostitution, young people under 16-17 years of age are decreasing.

In the area of Rayong, which has a high density of factories (more than 1500) no one under 18 years of age is employed, even at the petrol stations the age has increased… up to a few years ago the boy at the gas pump was called “dek pump”, the child of the pump… now they are all more than 17 years old. Fr Contarin believes there is a drastic increase of tuberculosis and alcohol addiction among young boys.

Recent data from the World Health Organisation report that the most common labour related diseases are tumours caused by exposition to dangerous substances, muscle and bone diseases, breathing infections, loss of hearing, circulatory diseases and transmissible diseases. In many industrialised countries, deaths due to labour related diseases, in particular connected to asbestos, have increased: they now cause 100 thousand victims a year.

In the sector of agriculture, still employing half of the child workforce in the world, the use of pesticides kills by poisoning 70 thousand children a year, and produces 7 million victims of acute or chronic diseases. (A.P.)

INTERview with Dr Cecilia Brighi

Of the Board of Directors of ILO (International Labour Organisation)

Rome (Fides Agency) – Cecilia Brighi has been involved in trade union activities for thirty years. She is a member of the Board of Directors of the ILO (International Labour Organisation), and in Italy she is in charge of the relationships with international institutions and Asian Countries for CISL (an Italian Trade Union, based in Rome). She has always worked for labour rights and fostering the dignity of workers, devoting particular attention to Asian countries, such as Korea, Pakistan, Nepal, China, Afghanistan and Vietnam.

Dr Brighi, the phenomenon of child labour involves millions of children, often the poorest, in many areas of the planet, the areas with the lowest per capita income. Even in economically affluent countries, child labour is sometimes present all the same, in more subtle and hidden forms. According to your experience, should the phenomenon of child labour be condemn as a whole, or only the indiscriminate exploitation of child labour?

The entire phenomenon of child labour should be condemned. Convention 138 of the ILO requires the States that ratify it to specify a minimum age, under which child labour is prohibited. For light labour, that allows children to attend school, it may be left as low as 12 years of age. Child labour, therefore, is clearly prohibited, and needs to be fought, in all its forms. The same Convention states the child’s right to education, which is clearly ignored when a child is employed for work. We must remember that children who work today will increase the numbers of the marginalised tomorrow, when they grow up. And furthermore, the struggle against the worst forms of child labour, defined by Convention 182, must always be associated to the implementation of Convention 138 on the minimum age. Today, on the contrary, due to political short-sightedness, many governments, enterprises in many countries, and some NGOs, as well as the Italian Unicef Fund, seem to oppose what was established by the International Labour Organisation, a UN agency in charge of defining the international labour laws. I believe this is inexcusable, because it supports the stand of corrupt or scarcely democratic governments and corporations.

It seems that the struggle against child labour has achieved positive results in the last few years. The latest ILO data record this progress.

The report underlines an 11% reduction of child labour. There are 218 million child workers, 126 million involved in the worst forms of labour, with a 26% decrease, falling to 33 % in the 5-14 age-group. But we shouldn’t be so triumphalist.

What do you mean?

Other data need to be held in due consideration. In the last few years there have been record profits at a global level, but also global records in adult unemployment. In the world there are fewer people who work in general, so a part of the reduction of child labour could be due to a general fall in employment, especially among the young people who are older than the minimum age and could work in non-dangerous undertakings. And it is always very hard to identify secure information on the phenomenon of child labour.

But in the last few years some important Conventions have been approved against child labour?.

Those conventions, though, have not been ratified by a solid number of countries. Convention 182, for instance, has still not been ratified by 21 States. And it’s even worse for Convention 138. 36 countries are missing. In Asia, for instance, out of 29 countries, only 14 have ratified the Convention, 42 out of 53 in Africa. And we are missing important countries, such as China, United States, India and Mexico.

In many countries, furthermore, there are no proper targeted actions by the governments. The sole field of agriculture employs 130 million children under 15 years of age. This kind of labour is invisible, and therefore hard to tackle. Unfortunately, estimates say that in agriculture 20% of the workforce of the world is provided by children under 10 years of age.

How do you think the problem should be faced?

The problem of child labour should be eradicated from its very roots. It is a phenomenon with a set of complex causes: wars, poverty, migrations, dictatorships, corrupt or non-democratic governments, environmental disasters, are all part of the problem. All these elements lead us back to adult unemployment; and especially the lack of employment in dignified conditions, with a dignified salary allowing adults to maintain their family in a dignified manner. Where adults are provided with employment and a fair salary, there is no need of child workforce. That is why there is need of strong efforts on the governments’ part, to check their national budgets and direct them to raising their social expenditure and promoting programmes that foster employment. Many countries where child labour is plenty, such as Pakistan, Burma, India etc., have extremely high military budgets and corruption rates, and they do not intervene to oppose the companies that continue to use children, who should be at school. Less weapons and more schools, more work for the adults with full respect of their fundamental labour rights. This should be the key and the direction of our international cooperation. The promotion and implementation at an international level of the fundamental labour rights approved by the ILO, would guarantee also a loyal competition between enterprises on the international markets, and promote the growth of the internal markets of poorer countries; without putting at stake employment in those countries where those rights are approved and implemented. Meaning not only industrialised countries, there are many developing countries with increasing trouble in observing labour law, which are threatened by the social dumping of those rampant countries that make labour exploitation one of their fundamental weapons of competition.

So, what should be done?

When the per capita income grows, child labour falls. On the contrary, child labour increases where the gross internal product of a country is made especially out of the profits of agriculture, which employs currently a majority of informal or exploited workers, like the massive plantations that produce to export. Informal economy indeed reports the highest amount of child workers. It is not by chance that 6 years after the Millennium Development Goals were launched, the UN campaigners understood that the promotion of dignified employment, respectful of fundamental rights (including first and foremost freedom of union and bargaining), and the struggle against child labour, are both important elements to get rif of poverty.

Even, though, as you have said, economic growth may not always lead to a reduction in child labour.

Just look at what is happening in China. The official population of the Country represents 20% of the world population. Official figures speak of 1 billion and 300 million people, but estimates say there are actually 1 billion 500 million people, adding about 200 thousand unregistered children and the internal migration. In the last few years, China has reported an annual economic growth of 9.9%. Fine, but this growth is a growth with no labour, leaning on precarious employment and exploitation. Employment is estimated to have grown by 8 million jobs, about 11%. The result is a boom of the so-called informal economy, made of precarious working conditions, insecure, often exploited, and invisible at the same time. And child labour is there. Precarious jobs are increasing in the world, leading to a severe breach in fundamental labour rights and depriving people who work today, and their children, of their future. People speak a lot of knowledge economy, but the truth is that child labour, forced labour and the violation of fundamental labour rights are increasing instead of decreasing. And to build peace and social justice, we need to start and guarantee those fundamental rights also to the citizens of the future, the boys and girls of today; here, in Italy, and all over the world. (F.B.G.)
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R190 Worst Forms of Child Labour Recommendation, 1999, 17 June 1999. http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?R190
ILO Convention 182, Convention Concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action for the elimination of the Worst form of Child Labour, adopted by the Conference at its 87th Session, 17 June 1999 and entered into force, 10 November 2000. 

http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?C182
UN

Resolution 50/153, The rights of the child, Adopted at the 97th plenary meeting, 21 Dec. 1995 http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N96/767/41/PDF/N9676741.pdf?OpenElement
Report by the Secretary-General, A/51/492, Promotion and protection of the rights of the children - Exploitation of child labour,  

http://documents-ddsny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N96/275/34/pdf/N9627534.pdf?OpenElement 

Resolution 51/77, The rights of the child, Adopted at the 82nd plenary meeting, 12 Dec. 1996http://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/Get?Open&DS=A/RES/51/77&Lang=E
Report of the Secretary-General A/52/523, Promotion and protection of the rights of the children Exploitation of child labour, 24 October 1997

 http://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N97/285/31/pdf/N9728531.pdf?OpenElement
Resolution 52/107, The rights of the child, 12 Dec. 1997http://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/Get?Open&DS=A/RES/52/107&Lang=E
Resolution 53/128, The rights of the child, 9 Dec. 1998 

http://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/Get?Open&DS=A/RES/53/128&Lang=E
Resolution 56/138, The rights of the child, 19 Dec. 2001 15 February 2002. 

http://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/Get?Open&DS=A/RES/56/138&Lang=E
This Dossier is available also on our website: www.fides.org.
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