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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Macro International Inc. and its partner organization in Afghanistan, the Afghan Center for
Socio-Economic and Opinion Research (ACSOR-Surveys), conducted data collection on child
labor in Afghanistan from 2006 to 2007. The specific objective of this research was to collect,
describe, and analyze data on the characteristics, nature, and incidence, as well as the welfare
implications, of child work in Afghanistan. The study seeks to raise awareness about the issue of
child labor in Afghanistan, and to inform current and future child labor policy and technical
assistance efforts of the U.S. Department of Labor (USDOL) Office of Child Labor, Forced
Labor, and Human Trafficking (OCFT).

A nationwide survey was conducted on selected household and child-specific demographic and
socioeconomic variables. In addition, a more detailed survey was conducted on four provinces:
Kabul, Kandahar, Nangarhar, and Balkh, and four sectors: agriculture, construction,
manufacturing, and selling.! Data collection focused on children aged 5 to 17 and included
information related to conditions of work, entry points into work, characteristics of families,
educational status, and services designed to assist working children.

The study provides statistically valid information at national and provincial levels with regards to
a certain number of issues concerning child work, child labor, and general characteristics of
working children. The study combined the use of quantitative and qualitative techniques, and
consisted of four phases of data collection: a) a background research phase, including collection
of background materials and key informant interviews; b) a nationwide household survey;
c) a four-province household survey and an in-depth four-province survey; and d) a four-sector
working children study.

Nationally, 24.2 percent of children aged 5 to 17 worked in the week preceding the survey. The
total number of children currently working in Afghanistan is estimated to be 2.27 million. When
the time horizon is extended to 1 year, the percentage of children working in Afghanistan
increases to 27.2 percent. Depending on the region under consideration, the prevalence of child
labor in Afghanistan ranges from 18 percent to 42 percent. Western and Southwestern regions
have the highest prevalence rates (33.1 percent). These regions account only for about
19.7 percent of the population of Afghanistan and 26.9 percent of the working children.
Central/Kabul, Eastern, and South Central regions have the lowest child work rates (18.7 percent
combined), but account for a third of working children.

Weekly work rates in the four-province study conducted in late April through early June 2007
are considerably higher in these four provinces, compared to the national data from December
2006, for which the combined weekly work rate for children based on 1660 cases was measured
at 15.5 percent. Nangarhar province, the province with the highest weekly child work rates in the
four-province survey (31.7 percent), is in the Eastern region where one of the lowest child work
rates was found in the national survey (19.1 percent). Kabul province has the lowest child work
rates in the four-province study (22.9 percent). The reasons for the differences between the work
rates based on the four-province study and the national survey could be attributed to the data for

! See Annex I for sector definitions.
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the four-province survey including disproportionately less females, the seasonality of work, and
possibly the context in which the questions were asked.

According to the national data in this study, girls are less than half as likely to work as boys
(12.4 percent as compared to 33.7 percent)—a difference that persists across all age groups.
While national data shows similar rates of working and not going to school for boys and girls,
the four-province data show that boys are much more likely to be working and not attending
school than girls. Work rates across both genders increase substantially between each subsequent
older age group. The weekly work rates for the youngest cohort (5 through 8 years of age) is
4.4 percent. Work rates are particularly high for those 13 years or older (47 percent). In this
group, work rates are particularly high for boys (62 percent). Age is similarly related to working
and not attending school. While those who are 15 through 17 years of age make up 45 percent of
working children, they represent 53.8 percent of those who are working and not attending school.

Nationally, 81.3 percent of working children in Afghanistan reside in rural areas. Provincial
capitals across Afghanistan have the highest work rates for children (28.3 percent). For girls, the
highest work rates are in the rural villages (13.5 percent) and decline in each stage of
increased urbanity.

Agriculture, selling, artisanship, and manufacturing are the four main economic sectors
employing children in Afghanistan as a whole, accounting for four in five child workers
nationwide. Agriculture is the industry that has the largest share of child workers in the country
(22 percent), followed closely by street/bazaar selling and artisanship (both 20 percent), and
manufacturing (17 percent). The main sectors employing children within the 4 provinces selected
for the study resemble the data obtained at the national level, with 4 sectors (selling, agriculture,
manufacturing, and other service activities) accounting for 9 out of 10 working children. There
are great differences in the distribution of children by industries across provinces. Working
children in Kabul, as a mostly urban economy, tend to be in the selling sector and other service
activities (35 and 31 percent respectively), with a relatively low proportion in agriculture
(14 percent). On the other hand, children in Nangarhar, and to a lesser extent in Kandahar, work
predominantly in agriculture (43 and 30 percent respectively). Balkh is more mixed, with a
relatively even distribution across the three main sectors (agriculture, manufacturing,
and selling).

According to the national data, working children in Afghanistan work on average 30 hours per
week, while the four-province data show an overall four-province average of 36 hours per week.
School attendance status has a very important effect on number of hours worked in the last week,
with working children who are currently attending school working 32 hours on average,
compared to the average of 48 hours worked by children who are working and not in school.
This effect was equivalent across provinces, urban/rural settings, and industries. In short, school
attendance accounts for more variance in working hours (17 percent) than any of the other
factors analyzed, including occupation (12 percent of variance), industry (3.6 percent), gender
(0.5 percent), and province (0.4 percent).

The study explores the relationship between socioeconomic status of the child’s household and
work rates. To this end, the study constructed a wealth index using data collected in the four-
province survey and then transformed the index into quintiles based on the number of children
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(5 to 17 years old) that are within 5 equal-sized groups throughout the 4 provinces. According to
the wealth index, Kandahar is the poorest of the 4 provinces, with 38.8 percent of the children
living in the lowest quintile. Nangarhar is the next poorest with 57.7 percent living in the bottom
2 wealth groups. Not surprisingly, Kabul is the wealthiest of the four provinces.. The study finds
that, in some provinces, work rates are negatively related to wealth index: Provinces that are
least wealthy have the highest work rates for children. This may be an indication that wealth
plays a role in the different work rates across provinces.

One of the most important motives for understanding child work in developing countries is its
effect on schooling. In Afghanistan, the current school attendance rate for children between
5and 17 years old is 58.7 percent. Although those who are not going to school tend to work
more hours than those who are going to school, participation in child work does not seem to
reduce overall schooling outcomes of children measured by current school attendance, ever
school attendance, or educational attainment. For instance, the nationwide survey that covered
5,295 children between the ages of 5 and 17 years shows that working children (children who
worked in the past week preceding the survey) have a higher current school attendance rate
(69 percent) than nonworking children (56 percent). However, important differences arise when
the data are disaggregated by age, gender, and place of residence.

Adults and children were asked to identify the major reasons why the child was not attending
school. Economic, cultural, and security reasons, as well as access to school, are important
reasons. The reasons are distinguished by work status and gender of the child. Accordingly, their
importance varies depending on the circumstances of the child. For instance, the most important
constraint for girls is the fact that “family does not allow schooling.”

Regarding entrance into child work, the national data show that about 62 percent of all working
children in Afghanistan started working before their 11th birthday. Most working children in the
4 provinces reported that their father was the person who influenced them most in getting their
current job (63 percent), although a sizeable 22 percent said that, in fact, no one influenced them.
The main reason adults in the household of the working child allow children to work is
associated with the family’s economic situation.



2. INTRODUCTION

2.1 AIM OF THE STUDY

This study aims to collect and analyze quantitative and qualitative data regarding child labor in
Afghanistan and four provinces. The study includes an in-depth look at the situation of child
workers in Kabul, Kandahar, Nangarhar, and Balkh, as well as child workers engaged in
agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and selling. Data collection focused on children aged 5
to 17 and included information related to conditions of work, entry points into work,
characteristics of families, educational status, and services designed to assist working children.
The study seeks to raise awareness about the issue of child labor in Afghanistan and to inform
current and future child labor policy and technical assistance efforts of USDOL OCFT.

2.2 INTRODUCTION OF THE RESEARCH TEAM

The research team responsible for the design of data-gathering tools, implementation of the
research, and data analysis was a joint effort by Macro International Inc. and its partner
organization in Afghanistan, ACSOR-Surveys. The ACSOR-Surveys team was led by an in-
country manager and included field supervisors and trained interviewers. ACSOR-Surveys’
experience in conducting surveys throughout Afghanistan, and its knowledge of the complex
political and social context within the country, were particularly relevant to the successful
completion of the project.

2.3 LITERATURE REVIEW OF CHILD LABOR IN AFGHANISTAN
AND THE FOUR PROVINCES

For the purposes of this study, “child work” is defined as work among children in an

economically active population, with the exception of those who are currently unemployed and

seeking work. According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), the economically

active population “comprises all persons of either sex who furnish the supply of labor for the

production of economic goods and services as defined by the United Nations system of national
accounts and balances during a specific time-referenced period.”?

This definition includes the following:®

e Paid employees (paid in cash or in kind);
e Self-employed persons;

e Own-account workers;

Z International Labour Office. (2000). Current international recommendations on labor statistics: 2000 edition.
Geneva: International Labour Organization.

® International Labour Office-International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour. (2004). Manual for
child labour data analysis and statistical reports. Geneva: International Labour Organization.
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e Apprentices who receive payment in cash or in kind; and

e Unpaid family workers who produce economic goods or services for their own household
consumption.

This definition excludes the following:

e Household chores; and
e Activities that are part of schooling.

The term “child labor” is distinct in itself, as it refers to work that is inconsistent with the
standards set forth by Article 32 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) related to work that is excessive in hours or exertion, is performed under hazardous
conditions, is physically or psychologically harmful, interferes with education, and is performed
by children under 12 years old.* The worst forms of child labor are specified by ILO Convention
182: Concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms
of Child Labor. Worst forms of child labor include the use of a child for the purposes of sexual
exploitation in pornography or prostitution; any activities related to the production or trafficking
of drugs; any work that could prove hazardous to children’s health, safety, or morals; and all
practices characteristic of enslavement, including the trafficking of children, serfdom, debt
bondage, and forced or compulsory labor, including forced or compulsory recruitment of
children into armed conflict.’

In accordance with the principles of the UNCRC, children in Afghanistan are permitted to
engage in economic activity with parental permission as early as age 13 if the work is for
educational purposes; they may work up to 30 hours per week until age 16, after which they may
work 35 hours per week.® Over half of the population of Afghanistan consists of children and
youth under 19 years old and, due to the local culture and precarious economic situation, many
of these chi7ldren are economically active. Many are also involved in some of the worst forms of
child labor.

The most recent data available indicate that, for the year 2000, approximately 601,000 children
between the ages of 10 and 14 worked in Afghanistan—a figure which represents about one
quarter of the population in that age group.® It should be noted, however, that this figure was
estimated before much of the political, social, and religious changes that have taken place in
Afghanistan over the past decade and, as such, the data may not reflect the current situation of
child work in the country. While several informative studies have been conducted on the subject,
the literature on child work in Afghanistan is not extensive. Most of the research that has been

* Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). (2007). Economic and social rights in
Afghanistan Il. From http://www.aihrc.org.af/Rep_ESRII_Eng_Full_Text 30_Aug_2007.pdf.

® International Labour Organization (ILO). (1999). C182, Worst forms of child labor convention, 1999. From
http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdispl.htm.

® Ordinance No. 103 of the Presidium of the Revolutionary Council of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan to
adopt the Labour Code. From http://www.lexadin.nl/wlg/legis/nofr/oeur/Ixweafg.htm#Labor%20Law.

" Islamic Republic of Afghanistan-Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled. (2007). Ministry
strategy for the Afghanistan national development strategy. Draft.

® International Labour Office-Bureau of Statistics. (1997). Economically active population 1950-2010. STAT
Working Paper.


http://www.aihrc.org.af/Rep_ESRII_Eng_Full_Text_30_Aug_2007.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdisp1.htm
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Child Labor in Afghanistan: A Four-Province Study in
Kabul, Kandahar, Nangarhar, and Balkh

carried out is limited in scope and provides information only on certain aspects of the
phenomenon, such as the conditions of urban street children or public opinion about child work.
Additionally, existing studies are restricted because of difficulties in accessing certain
populations due to insecurity, armed conflict, cultural and religious values or norms, and the
hidden or illegal nature of some types of child labor. Because of such limitations in accessibility
and scope, the literature generally lacks insight into several areas of child work, including
information on the specific characteristics of the agricultural and domestic work sector, the
balance children maintain between work and school, the overall prevalence of the worst forms of
child labor in Afghanistan, etc.

2.3.1 Types of Child Labor

The literature on child work in Afghanistan indicates that children are employed in a large
number of economic activities. A 2006 study by the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights
Commission (AIHRC) found the majority of children work as shopkeepers (21 percent), vendors
(13 percent), carpet weavers (8 percent), and tailors (6 percent). In addition, a significant portion
of children interviewed were employed in workshops (12 percent) or engaged in retail selling on
the streets (8 percent). The majority of children work selling goods, either in shops or on the
street, or in the manufacturing sector. Hand-woven carpets are a significant export for
Afghanistan, and children as young as 6 years old are employed in the carpet industry, where the
typical work day is 12 hours.® The sample for this AIHRC study was drawn from urban areas of
all 34 provinces of Afghanistan, and particularly from local nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) providing direct services to child workers, shops, workshops, and other workplaces
known to employ children. The study thus focuses only on the most visible forms of child labor,
taking place primarily in urban areas. Data related to children employed in domestic labor, illicit
activities, or rural areas are not presented.*®

A 2002 study conducted by Terre des Hommes and the local Afghan NGO Aschiana found a
large number of Afghan children involved in street work, with over 37,000 children working on
the streets in 16 districts of Kabul alone. Of the 1,000 children surveyed, 88 percent were boys
and 54 percent were between the ages of 13 and 14. A significant number (36 percent) were also
between 8 and 10 years old, and some were as young as 6 years old. Street children work
between 6 and 15 hours per day, with most children working 6 to 9 hours. Eighty-six percent of
the children in the study worked every day. The two most prevalent types of work among street
children in Kabul were the selling of small items, such as food, drink, and cigarettes, and the
collecting of firewood and paper. Girls were far more prone to collect of firewood than to engage
in vending, while the opposite was true for boys. Less than 1 percent of children surveyed
reported begging as a source of income.™

There are also a large number of children believed to be involved in some of the worst forms of
child labor in Afghanistan, including those who have been trafficked or transported to
neighboring countries to work, those recruited into armed conflict, and those subjected to sexual

° Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). (2006). An overview on the situation of child
labour in Afghanistan research report.

19 1bid.

! Terre des Hommes & Aschiana. (2002). Needs assessment of children working on the streets of Kabul.
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exploitation. A review of the literature indicates that children as young as 6 years old are often
sent to Saudi Arabia or Pakistan to work in restaurants, factories, and on the streets.
Additionally, there is a practice in Afghanistan of parents loaning children for the purpose of
agricultural or domestic work; parents are able to collect a salary in return for the work their
children perform. Such situations are closely linked with trafficking in the literature, as they
often resemble servitude.*?

In 2003, it was estimated that about 8,000 children, mostly young boys from poor families, were
recruited by the varied fighting factions in Afghanistan. While many of the underage soldiers did
not participate directly in combat, they were often conscribed to prepare arms, place landmines,
serve officers directly, care for the wounded, and collect the dead.® Between 2003 and 2005, a
USDOL-funded United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) project demobilized 7,444 child
soldiers and provided reintegration services to 12,614 child soldiers and other war-
affected youth.™

A 2007 AIHRC report claims that over half of marriages involving children under age 16 are a
result of economic difficulties, The Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled
(MOLSAMD) reports that over half of all girls under age 16 are thought to be married. Some
marriages are the equivalent of forced prostitution and are arranged for periods of months or
even days.*

Afghanistan’s ongoing context of insecurity and instability has made the process of gathering
data on child work challenging. While existing studies indicate that a large number of children
are engaged in some form of work, these studies have been limited in scope due to an inability to
access populations and specific geographic regions. According to the 2007 AIHRC study
comprising over 11,000 interviews in 32 of 34 provinces in the country, over one third of
families reported at least 1 child under age 15 working, and a significant number of families
reported that most or all of the children in the household were working.®

2.3.2 Reasons for Child Labor in Afghanistan

Over two decades of war, civil unrest, and drought have led Afghanistan to become one of the
poorest countries in the world, with 60 percent of families living below the World Bank standard
of “absolute poverty,” or less than 1 USD per day.” Abject poverty has been compounded by the
insecurity, collapse of infrastructure, and stressed familial and community supports experienced

12 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)-Division of Policy and Planning. (2007). Preventing child trafficking
in the gulf countries, Yemen and Afghanistan: Policy options. Working Paper.

13 Chrobok, V. (2005). Demobilizing and reintegrating Afghanistan’s young soldiers. Paper 42. Bonn International
Center for Conversion.

'U.S. Department of Labor. (2007). Demobilization of child soldiers and socio-economic reintegration of war-
affected young people in Afghanistan. ILAB Technical Cooperation Project Summary.

15 Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). (2007). Economic and social rights in
Afghanistan 1.

' 1bid.

" 1bid.
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by the country’s citizens.'® As a result, Afghanistan’s impoverished families often rely on their
children to provide income and essential goods. In the 2007 AIHRC study, 31 percent of families
reported that their children’s earnings were their only source of income; in the 2006 study,
96 percent of children were working because of poverty and poor economic conditions.* It is
unclear in the literature how many children are coerced or forced to work, either by their parents,
relatives, or third parties.

An examination of cultural norms suggests that all Afghan family members, including teenagers
and children, experience a sense of duty to financially contribute to the family. It is commonly
held that some degree of work inside and perhaps outside of the home is essential to an Afghan
child’s development.?’ Over half of the 500 parents interviewed for a 2006 report by AIHRC
were in favor of child labor, so long as the child is not abused or deprived of rest.?* According to
a 2002 UNICEF study, employment is also held by many as an effective means of occupying the
time and energy of children who, without ready access to education, would otherwise be idle or
free to do as they wish—conditions Afghans believe can lead to bad development.?

In addition to the influence of cultural norms on the working status of Afghan children, many
children seek employment because their parents are unable to work or are unemployed for
various reasons. The past 20 years of war and armed conflict have resulted in the death or
disability of many male family heads, and the loss of a father can necessitate children becoming
economically active.”® Twenty percent of the Kabul children interviewed by Aschiana (in the
2002 study mentioned above) reported having no father; in 56 percent of the families, neither the
mother nor father was employed. Mothers with more than 5 children are prohibited from
working outside of the home, and the reported national average of 6.8 children for every woman,
along with societal views toward women in the workplace, indicates that the majority of mothers
are prevented from securing employment.?*

18 |slamic Republic of Afghanistan-Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled. (2006). National
strategy for children at risk. See also Human Rights Watch. (2006). Lessons in terror: Attacks on education in
Afghanistan.

9 Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). (2007). Economic and social rights in
Afghanistan 11. See also Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). (2006). An overview on the
situation of child labour in Afghanistan research report.

2 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)-Division of Policy and Planning. (2007). Preventing child trafficking
in the gulf countries, Yemen and Afghanistan: Policy options. See also Terre des Hommes & Aschiana. (2002).
Needs assessment of children working on the streets of Kabul.

21 Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). (2006). An overview on the situation of child
labour in Afghanistan research report.

22 Save the Children & United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). (2003). The children of Kabul: Discussions with
Afghan families.

2 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)-Division of Policy and Planning. (2007). Preventing child trafficking
in the gulf countries, Yemen and Afghanistan: Policy options. Also, it is estimated that roughly half a million
children lost at least one parent due to the wars and conflicts in Afghanistan (Chrobok, V, 2005).

# Islamic Republic of Afghanistan-Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled. (2007). Ministry
strategy for the Afghanistan national development strategy.
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Lack of education, societal supports, and economic infrastructure also contribute to the
unemployment of Afghan parents and the need for children as a source of family income.? The
need for cash to secure food and other basic necessities, fueled by the increasingly monetary
nature of the Afghan economy, has led to a large number of workers in the informal employment
market where there is little stability in wage-paid opportunities.”® The burden of providing
income is oftentimes shared or carried entirely by child workers.?’

The literature related to educational attainment and outcomes in Afghanistan up to this point
indicates that low participation in compulsory education is both a cause and risk of children
becoming increasingly economically active. The country’s educational system is in distress, both
in terms of its infrastructure and governance, and it has been estimated that only about half of
Afghan children between 7 and 13 years old attend school.?® While enrollment in grades 1 and 2
is relatively high, dropout rates increase as children age; 74 percent of enrolled girls and
56 percent of enrolled boys drop out by the fifth grade. In 2006, Oxfam reported that net
enrollment for all levels of schooling for children ages 5 to 17 was only about 42 percent, with
roughly 7 million children not enrolled.? Southern provinces tend to have lower enrollment rates
than do their northern neighbors, as do rural areas when compared with cities.*® Factors keeping
children from attending school include poor physical infrastructure; an inability for families to
pay for books, uniforms, and transportation; untrained teachers (or no teachers at all); and
security concerns. Access to schools also poses a problem, as many children in rural areas would
have to walk for 2 to 3 hours on average to get to school, and the opportunity cost of having an
adult or older youth accompany the child for safety is more than many families can afford.*
Children are thus put to work in order to avoid becoming idle, to develop skills in lieu of an
education, and to help support the family. The 2007 report of AIHRC’s field monitoring
activities relates that 11.9 percent of families with children who did not attend primary school, or
who did not attend regularly, responded that girls do not attend because they have to work. One
third (35.8 percent) of families listed work as the reason boys do not attend regularly.®

2.3.3 Risks Associated with Child Labor in Afghanistan

Child workers in Afghanistan can suffer greatly due to the work they perform, and they are at
risk of educational disadvantage, poor health, physical injury, poor socio-emotional
development, and threat of abuse and exploitation. Sixty-five percent of children surveyed by
AIHRC in 2006 reported that they did not attend school,® and only 35 percent of street children
in the 2002 Aschiana study were enrolled in school.** Moreover, 2006 reports by Oxfam and

 Ministry of Rehabilitation and Development & Central Statistics Office (CSO). (2007). The National risk and
vulnerability assessment. See also Ministry of Rehabilitation and Development & Central Statistics Office (CSO).
(2007). The National risk and vulnerability assessment 2005.

% |bid. See also Christian Children’s Fund. (2003). Children in conflict: Afghanistan.

2" Christian Children’s Fund. (2003). Children in conflict: Afghanistan.
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MOLSAMD estimate that between roughly five and seven million school-aged children are not
enrolled in school, a figure reflective of the number of children working.®

Children who work also tend to suffer from physical injury and general health deterioration. The
majority of children working on the streets of Kabul eat nothing during the day and, although
this figure is thought to be a gross underestimate, 10 percent of the children were found to have
some type of physical illness or psychological damage.*® Common ailments include skin
diseases, ear problems, eye infections, and exposure to parasites. In particular, children working
as carpet weavers face a number of hazards, including long hours working in very dim light and
inhaling wool dust resulting in respiratory problems. Many street vendor children, who often
work alone and are thought to be used in drug trafficking, are at a heightened risk of drug
addiction, physical and sexual abuse, other types of crime, and overexposure to the elements.
Children who work on farms do a great deal of heavy labor and are often injured and
exhausted.®” Child domestic workers, out of sight from society and often separated from their
families, are particularly vulnerable to sexual exploitation and other forms of abuse. While
sexual abuse occurs among Afghan boys and girls alike, it is rarely reported for boys and even
less so in the case of girls. Sexual abuse is most prevalent in the Southern and Eastern regions
of Afghanistan.®

Perhaps the largest risk for child workers in Afghanistan is involvement in the worst forms of
child labor, including child soldiering, human trafficking, prostitution, and pornography. In
2003, a presidential decree prohibited the recruitment of males under age 22 to the Afghan
National Army, but in 2006, the government changed the recruitment age to 18 years old.* In
addition, Afghanistan signed the Optional Protocol to the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child, dealing with children in armed conflict, in 1994, which establishes 18 as the
minimum age for direct participation in the armed forces. However, factional armies and
regional militias control large territories and wield influence outside of major cities like Kabul.
Some of these groups are thought to be engaged in the illegal poppy trade and child soldier
recruitment. Children also often volunteer to participate in armed conflict or join militias to
escape economic hardships and, while young boys do not usually participate in active combat,
reports indicate that a significant number of boys are sexually abused by commanders. *°

In terms of human trafficking, a 2007 UNICEF report estimates that thousands of Afghan boys
and girls are trafficked to Pakistan and to Gulf countries every year for the purposes of forced
labor, especially in the commercial sex industry. While reports suggest that the overwhelming
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Practices in Afghanistan 2006.

“* Ibid.

10



Child Labor in Afghanistan: A Four-Province Study in
Kabul, Kandahar, Nangarhar, and Balkh

majority of trafficked Afghan children are boys between 8 and 17 years old, cultural sensitivities
obscure even general information concerning the trafficking of girls.**

While all Afghan families and children have experienced hardship over the past few decades,
existing national and local studies of child labor indicate that the situation currently faced by
Afghan children is particularly challenging. Though the government and many national and
international NGOs are focusing their efforts on the issue of child work and child labor in its
worst forms, the overall understanding of the phenomenon within the country is lacking and
points to a need for further research. Continued research into the dynamics of child work and
child labor will help to inform national and international public policy decisions, and will
contribute greatly to efforts aimed at eliminating child labor in Afghanistan.

! United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)-Division of Policy and Planning. (2007). Preventing child trafficking
in the gulf countries, Yemen and Afghanistan: Policy options.
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3. DEMOGRAPHIC, EDUCATIONAL, AND
SOCIOECONOMIC PROFILE OF AFGHANISTAN
AND FOUR PROVINCES: KABUL, KANDAHAR,
BALKH, AND NANGARHAR

This study focuses on the provinces of Kabul, Kandahar, Balkh, and Nangarhar, with the goal of
collecting data on the characteristics, nature, and incidence of child work in the agricultural,
manufacturing, construction, and selling sectors in Afghanistan. The four-province focus yields a
more detailed and in-depth picture of the situation in and around the four cities of Kabul,
Kandahar, Jalalabad (Nangarhar province), and Mazar-I-Sharif (Balkh province). These
provinces are particularly important and representative for several reasons. Kabul represents the
center of government and also represents the only true metropolitan area in all of Afghanistan. It
has both Dari and Pashto speakers, but Dari is the dominant language in Kabul. Balkh represents
a typical central or northern province that is predominantly Dari speaking. It has a strong mix of
both urban and rural areas, and would be i