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Defining Child Labour
Sweatshops working children in Bangladesh for a notable fast-fashion company.

Children in Africa mining for the rich.

These headlines have caught the eyes of many readers over the years stirring a sense of empathy

and even sadness for the children who have been exploited.

What about in Malaysia? The issue of child labour in this country is far removed and almost

unthinkable if it were to happen here. However, the reality is shrouded in our mainstream media.

International media recently reported that Malaysia's palm oil industry came under the spotlight,

accused of exploiting children in their plantations. A widespread boycott by the USA over palm oil

imports broke out. It is slowly showing its sinister head after years of lurking underneath, but the

question is how many more are hiding in plain sight?

Source: Binsar Bakkara/Associated Press, retrieved from The Chicago Sun Times
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The International Labour Organisation  (ILO) define child labour as “any work that deprives

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

mental development [1].

The organisation further separates it into three different categories:

1. Within the family: children are assigned work in domestic household tasks, agricultural

work and handicraft industries receiving no pay for their labour.

2. Within the family but outside the home: children are working in migrant labour, local

agricultural work, domestic services either seasonally or as a full-time labourer.

3. Outside the family: children are under the employment of others both in skilled or unskilled

trades such as mining, domestic work, F&B, begging and worse, prostitution.

A decline in household incomes for families has a negative impact on children. Decreasing

economic opportunities often force children into exploitative labour.

Action needs to be taken to ensure children continue to learn, and that family are

supported to avoid the exploitation and abuse of children through harmful labour.

- Sarah Norton-Staal, UNICEF’s Chief of Child Protection[2]

Source: The Star
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Through The Global Lens
Over the last four years, child labour has risen to 160 million worldwide, an increase of 8.4 million

children from a previous number of 152 million children[3]. Many children are at risk due to the

economic impacts of COVID-19 and the efforts to eliminate child labour by 2025 have been

stalled[3].

Without proper mitigation measures, that could reduce incidences of poverty worldwide - an

additional 9 million children are estimated to be forced to work by the end of 2022, amounting to at

least 168.9 million children prematurely in the workforce. Child labourers are often working in the

agriculture and services industry. Data shows that 72.1%  are working within their family unit,

17.3% are employed outside of their families and the remaining 10.7% are own-account workers[3].

Source: Unsplash

The numbers are far worse if there is a slippage in social protection coverage where incentives and

welfare benefits are not provided to vulnerable families and children by their respective

4



governments. In this scenario, an estimated additional 40 million children would be working and

200 million child workers are projected at the end of 2022, from the current amount of 160 million

child labourers[3].

In 2020, 97 million boys and 63 million girls were enlisted as child labourers, globally. The

agriculture sector is cited as the predominant employer of child workers with 112 million children

in total. Despite the huge number of child labourers (122.7 million) in rural areas, the issue is also

apparent in urban areas, involving at least 37.3 million urban children[3].

24.3 million children currently are forced to work in Eastern Asia and South-Eastern Asia

collectively[3]. And, it is no secret that Malaysia is a contributor to those numbers.

Closer To Home
Malaysia was ranked 76th on the 2021 Global Childhood Report based on eight indicators that

include child labour, education, marriage and health[4].

Although there is no proper data on child labour in Malaysia, it did not mean that the

problem did not exist in the country. -

Children’s Commissioner of Suhakam Prof Datuk Noor Aziah Mohd Awal[5]

Child labour still exists in Malaysia, however, little is known of its frequency, nature and distribution

of child workers. No exact figures have been disclosed on the number of children involved in child

labour.

The last population census on the issue was in 1980 where 43,000 Malaysian children aged 10-14

years olds were employed[6]. In 1991 this number declined to 39,746, as recorded by the

Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM).  Since then, no appropriate figures were publicly

shared[6,7].

A rough figure provided by the DOSM is inconclusive as “youths” are categorised between the age

of 15-24 years old, with no indication of children younger than 15 years old working in Malaysia[8].

Often, “employed” children are between the age of 9 to 18 years old. However, there are incidences

that children under the age of 9 years old were put to work[9]. Without accurate numbers,
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interventions to eliminate the issue are harder to formulate.  Without proper data, it is as if the

issue does not exist in the first place.

Source: Straits Times

Another additional layer to the unknown data in Malaysia is likely due to child workers being part of

the marginalised communities including the stateless, undocumented, children of migrants and

refugees.  Most are working in palm oil plantations, with an estimated number of 33,000 children[8].

Yet, the number was derived from a foreign news site.

Anecdotal pieces of evidence indicate that the incidences of child labour often are

associated with non-Malaysians who have limited legal rights and their children have

limited access to education. However, studies on Malaysian palm oil plantations also

found that at least two-thirds of the children working are Malaysian. -

Jodelen Mitra, Technical Officer with the International Labour Organisation[10]

As we fade in and out of the cyclical Movement Control Order (MCO), families who struggle

financially (in light of the economic instability) may push their children to work either part-time or

full-time especially during school closures.
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The movement control order (MCO) may have driven many children to take up

employment to assist their parents financially. They may also be exploited by some

employers due to the extraordinary circumstances of MCO.

- Prof Datuk Noor Aziah Mohd Awal, Children’s Commissioner of Suhakam[5]

Source: Choo Choy May, retrieved from: Malay Mail

The Legality And The Fine Print
Children in Malaysia are safeguarded on their legal standing when it comes to employment.

However, there are fine prints and loopholes in the law that make it possible to be sidelined and

consequently allow child labour to take place.

1. Education Act 1996

To many, children’s first and foremost role is to be in school and obtain an education. Rightly so, as

the Education Act, 1996 states that children must complete their primary school education[11].

The catch, however, is this: the mandatory primary school education entails children between the

age of 7-12 years old should be in school. Removing a good portion of children from the
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marginalised communities i.e. stateless, refugees and migrants, who may not even have access to

formal education out of the equation.

At the same time, child workers in Malaysia are those within the age of 9 to 17 years old. As

secondary school education is viewed as optional, many may have entered the workforce at a young

age and there remains a shadow on how many more children are prematurely working.

2. Children and Young Persons Act (Employment) Act 1966

The said Act[12] defines a child as any person under the age of 15 years old. It states that ‘No child or

young person shall be or be required or permitted to be engaged in hazardous work, or any employment

other than those specified in this section[4] in Peninsular Malaysia.

It states that children (anyone under the age of 15) and young people (anyone under the age of 18)

cannot work, barring a few exceptions[12]. This act provides guidelines on these exceptions in the

industry such as agriculture and public entertainment on vessels.  It was even amended in 2019, to

enforce stricter punishments and aligned to ILO standards and Malaysia's ratification of the

Minimum Age Convention 1973 and the Worst Form of Child Labor Convention 1999[12].

Under the same Act, children are allowed to perform light work in their family-owned enterprises

or as approved apprentices. As the Act places a fine print, anyone classified as young people (i.e.

under 18) can work as long as it is under the personal charge of their parents or guardians. Children

can be employed in any form of public entertainment following the Act’s terms and conditions.

Whilst this is the case, these laws have also resulted in many children working in informal forms of

employment such as in restaurants, cybercafé,  local shops or businesses, car wash, night markets,

sales, general labourers, and agriculture[13]. Here the informal sector has many different working

conditions, many are not aligned with the guidelines set by the Children and Young Persons Act.

The Act also stipulated that no child should work between 8 pm - 7 am[12]. They are also not allowed

to work for more than three consecutive hours without a 30 minutes break[12]. Finally, they may not

work for more than six (6) hours a day, or six (6) days per week. Similar rules apply to young

people[12]. This Act is however applicable in Peninsular Malaysia, and different laws are legislated in
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Sabah and Sarawak such as the Sabah Labour Ordinance, Sarawak Labour Ordinance and the

Factories and Machinery Act 1967.

However, many children work more than the allowed 6 hours. Studies have found that more than

50% of children were doing 10 to 12-hour shifts a day[6].

To make matters worse, these long hours of labour only amount to a few hundred ringgit a

month[6]. Child workers are also subject to physical and emotional abuse, neglect, and even sexual

harassment whilst ‘on duty’[14].

3. Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (Article 32)

Under the United Nations Human Rights, “the right of the child is to be protected from economic

exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere in the child’s

education, or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, moral or social

development”[15]. In 1995, Malaysia ratified the United Nations CRC and it has the responsibility to

ensure that children's rights under the Convention are to be met.

Accounts Of Child Labour In Malaysia
With the limited data at hand, the prevalence of child labour relies heavily on anecdotal pieces of

evidence, estimates and case studies to paint a picture of those who are involved.

Boys vs Girls

Globally, it is more likely for boys to be involved in child labour in sectors such as agriculture and

construction. UNICEF's 2020 report [16] revealed that there is a low enrolment rate at the upper

secondary level in Malaysia. Those who are within the age range of 16-18 (i.e. upper secondary

level) school-aged children in particular boys and from poor families may be pushed to forgo further

education and enter the labour market to support their family.
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But also consider that education for girls may be a distant dream for many in rural areas, holding

onto the beliefs that their role in the world is to do housework and caretaking their younger

siblings. Alternatively, it could be a possibility that they could be hired as a maid. The International

Labour Organisation (ILO) also indicated that girls may have been taken out of school and sold to

domestic employment or even worse, sex work[17].

Source: Unsplash

The Rural Child Labour Scene
There is a higher prevalence of child labour in rural areas[3]. Undeniably, the same pattern is

reflected in Malaysia as agriculture is associated with child labour especially in East Malaysia.

1. Marginalised communities

The afflicted children are often from the marginalised communities; stateless, undocumented,

refugees and children of migrant workers.
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Source: Archdaily

As an example, the Bajau Laut community in Sabah led a nomadic lifestyle that had inherited

generational statelessness. With no citizenship to their names, they are invisible in the eyes of the

country and thus denied access to basic rights such as education and health care. Without proper

schooling, many of the Bajau Laut children remain illiterate. Without education to help them

progress, these children often find ways and means to get money - by begging on the streets and

doing odd jobs. In some cases, these children are exposed to violence, abuse and exploitation. The

lack of documentation limit them from obtaining formal employment and if they are badly treated,

there is no recourse to protection or support[16].
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Source: Jason Motlagh/The Atlantic

Reports in the past have raised concerns that many foreign-born children are part of the agriculture

workforce and exploited in the palm oil plantations hidden away from the public eye or the scrutiny

of the authorities. Another element to the prevailing child labour in Malaysia is the rising concern of

corruption among the authority figures manning the border. Lax control at the borders has led to an

influx of undocumented and migrant labourers entering Malaysia and overstaying. This has led to

children from the said population falling prey to child labour exploitation with no escape[16].

The lack of data leaves us wondering about other marginalised communities such as the Orang Asli

and Orang Asal. Are there children within these communities who are forced to work against their

own will?

2. Out Of School

A proportion of younger children in child labour are outside of formal education despite it being

compulsory globally. A quarter of children aged 5 to 11 are out of school and over a third of those

within the age of 12 to 14 are part of the child workforce worldwide[3].

The undocumented status of children mostly in East Malaysia, adds to this. In 2014, a 12-year-old

girl, Alminda binti Jalimin who had been working as a caddy since she was 10 years old, died[18].
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None took notice that a 12-year-old was supposed to be in a classroom by law. Because Alminda

was poor and had no legal identity, she was viewed only as a pendatang asing(migrant) rather than a

child exploited by the system [19].

A child has been working as a golf caddy since she was 10 years old, and has died

as a direct result of this work at the age of 12. However, rather than choosing to

investigate why a child has been working at such a young age, in a country that

prides itself on its economic and educational development,   the newspaper

focuses on her apparent lack of identity documents.                                                      –

Professor  Catherine  Allerton,  Specialist  In  Anthropology on the Islands of

Southeast Asia[19].

Source: harum.org

Sometimes, it is also the parents’ beliefs that the child would be better off working than spending

their time in school. Based on a study, the parents of children in child labour come from a varied

educational background from no formal education to secondary school. Most fathers were working

as labourers whilst their mothers were housewives, working as domestic help, factory workers or in

sales services[6].

With the lasting parental beliefs that survival is urgent, most child labourers are convinced by their
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parents to work. To the parents, working provides job experience that would assist their children to

gain a better future career especially if the child is not performing well in school.

Hamdan Akau, an Orang Asli Jahut teacher from Kampung Paya Mengkuang at Temerloh, Pahang

overheard an Orang Asli boy’s conversation with his father as he expressed his desire for

education[17].

Orang Asli boy: Father, can I go to school with my friends? I’m so jealous of seeing them

studying and learning.

Father: You don’t need to go to the school, just come with me to the jungle, we cut the

rotan, sell it, we can make money.

- A conversation between an Orang Asli father and son that Hamdan Akau

overheard.[20]

Source: Hamdan Akau’s Personal Archive

Yet, what also permeates this is the social exclusion of indigenous people when it comes to school

and health care. Based on Philip Alston, United Nations Special Rapporteur statement, some had

dropped out of school due to the irrelevant instruction in school, the lack of accessibility and to an
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extent, perceived attempted religious conversion along with discrimination[21]. Thus far, no

government reports could produce a comprehensive assessment of the educational outcomes of

indigenous people.

Data in 2017 showed that at least 26% of students from indigenous communities dropped out of

school at Form One, or during the lower secondary school[22].  The dropout rate amongst Orang Asli

is the highest in Kelantan and Terengganu at 41%[22]. Studies have also indicated that children who

were disinterested in schooling would rather be working as it allows them to exert

independence[23].

Some children left school after finding it hard to cope with studying, trading off education with

labour. This was true with Wati, a 14-year-old daughter of an Indonesian migrant. She left the

Indonesian learning centre in Sabah where she was studying after scoring badly on a class test. She

felt released from the feeling of failure by working in a carwash and with her aunt in a market stall.

Wati is resolute and would not return to school and found that working provided her with

independence[19].

Source: The Star

Even if the child is interested in schooling, the underlying cost of education such as transportation,

uniform and books are too expensive for them and to pursue further education requires a hefty
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amount. This is exacerbated if they are coming from marginalised communities, it is a foreign idea

to have savings when their daily wages are fully utilised for their living expenses.  Their lives are

akin to the Malay proverb,  “ kais pagi, makan pagi, kais petang, makan petang”.

According to UNICEF, school affordability is “consistently identified as a major cause of

inadequate pre-school and upper-secondary enrolment rates.” The government

subsidizes school fees, but parents may not be able to pay for the costs of school

uniforms, books and supplies or afford the missed-opportunity cost of child labour. -

Professor Philip Alston, United Nations Special Rapporteur[21]

As of 2020, the primary school dropout rate has increased from 0.12% to 0.13%. Alarmingly, the

dropout rate in secondary school rose from 1.14% to 1.26 during the pandemic[24].

Of 500 urban poor families surveyed, nearly one fifth conveyed that their children had lost interest

in school during the course of the pandemic and 7% of upper secondary students would not return

to classes[25].

What happened to the children once they leave school, are they part of the child labour workforce?

There are no statistics we could corroborate to put two-and two-together.

In Malaysia, it [referring to child labour] exists cloaked in invisibility partly because it’s

accepted. This is especially so in rural areas where kids drop out of school to work. The

laws to protect our children are in place but enforcement is a challenge.

- Datuk Dr Raj Karim, Malaysian Council for Child Welfare president[26]

The Urban Child Labour Scene
Child labour isn’t just happening in the rural areas, we may have been approached by children on

the streets peddling goods to be sold or a boy from a religious organisation carrying a donation box

in restaurants in urban areas. In September 2021, a Facebook video showed a four-year-old beggar

on the streets of Chow Kit with her grandmother. When the welfare officer attempted to take the

girl into their custody, the father retaliated[27].
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1. Begging, A Part Of A Larger Syndicate

Coercing or using a child to beg is illegal according to the Child Act 2001, and often it is part of a

larger syndicate. The child beggars are victims of abuse, kidnapped and forced to work and their

earnings aren’t theirs to keep. In 2008, at least 390 children were saved by the authorities from

begging in the streets and a serial social activist, Syed Azmi embarked on a journey to uncover the

syndicate[28]. What he found out was, despite the authorities (Jabatan Kebajikan Masyarakat and

police) being alerted, the mafia-like criminal groups behind the operation would escape with a

warning. Or the children would be taken in by the police or the welfare officers only to be released

back to the homes days later.

Source: Source: The Star Online

2. Urban Poverty

The urban poor community in Malaysia is increasing, a remnant of the economic instability the

pandemic had left us with. Based on UNICEF's “Families on the Edge” report in 2020, 6 out 10

households are unable to buy enough food for their families and 1 in 3 would struggle to provide

pocket money for their children once school re-opens[29]. The fate of the urban poor during the

17

https://www.thestar.com.my/metro/community/2015/11/23/a-new-generation-comes-out-to-beg-children-of-beggars-in-klang-are-unable-to-quit-the-cycle-of-pover/


pandemic sees many families living closer to the edge with 7 out of 10 families hanging on by a

thread with no savings to tide them over[29].

With the worsening financial instability, how many children from the dilapidated neighbourhoods

were part of the informal employment during the school closure?

3. The Need For Education

The urban poor parents aren’t far off from some of their rural counterparts when it comes to their

values especially concerning education. Only 2% of children and youth aged between 7 to 17 years

old are reportedly in school[30]. Reading between the lines, it leads us to assume that the children

are part of informal employment to fill in their time or help their working parents by tending to

their younger siblings at home.

They pitied their parents for having to work so hard to earn a living. Rather than a

cultural norm, it’s economic necessity that drives these pragmatic decisions. Their

parents would say a basic education is all they need. And one can easily sympathise with

that logic. - Dr Yeoh Seng Guan, Monash University Sunway Campus Social Sciences

senior lecturer[26]

Through The Eyes Of The Child Labourers: Stories
From The Ground

1. Choosing Between Education And Survival

Wiki Impact previously interviewed a young teacher, Cikgu Nakiah from Terengganu, who talked

about one of her form 5 students[31]. There was a particular student the teacher was impressed by,

despite rarely showing up to school, this student was still able to keep up with his peers. It was only

when the teacher did a little digging that she found out this student was working part time[28].
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Even before the lockdown, this boy was working part-time at a local store to help support

his family. His parents were self-employed and would only get income when a customer

placed an order. They lost their jobs during the pandemic making the situation worse. -

Cikgu Nakiah on one of her Form 5 students [31]

It was only when the teacher tried her best to pique his interest in learning, did he start committing

to his education again. This is testimony to the fact that whilst some children do understand the

importance of education, others do not and need proper guidance and care[31].

Despite reports of child labourers being less drawn to being a part of schools, going to school with

an empty stomach and being ridiculed with a hole in their shoes would only deter the child from

attending.

In the instance of the pandemic, schools shifted to online learning methods that only resulted in the

loss of interest of many children. 61% of urban poor households conveyed that their children were

losing interest and 78% were simply unable to stay focused during class[25].  At the same time, the

poor community depend heavily on their paychecks to survive.

Online classes that require digital devices and mobile data may have driven more children to

abandon schooling as it became a burden to their already struggling families, especially in rural

areas as previously highlighted by the plights of many[32].

2. Heavy Responsibility On Little Shoulders

Children are driven to saddle the responsibility as they observe how the lack of money has caused

many miseries to their families. Most child labourers in Malaysia come from a big family composed

of at least 5-10 children[13]. With many mouths to feed, the ones who are older in the family would

become an income earner to support their livelihood.

Cikgu Nakiah in Terengganu explained that one of her bright students was only earning RM10 -

RM20 a day after working extensively long hours[31]. Yet, he did not have it in him to say “no” to

support his family.
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He told me his parents needed help paying for his sibling's needs like food, milk

and diapers. As the eldest, how could he say no? - Cikgu Nakiah [31]

Source: Licas News

The fate of refugees is just as bleak. At the age of 12,  Mohammed and his older brother became

breadwinners when their father fell ill. Mohammed, a Middle-East refugee dropped out of school

consequently and took a dishwashing job at a restaurant[33]. He earned RM20 per day for 12-hour

shifts, often dozing off at a nearby mosque after prayers.

Like Mohammed, due to their limited rights, his parents are often unemployed or exploited at work

with long hours and pitiful wages.

With the challenging circumstances, children like Mohammed resort to informal employment in

restaurants, malls and construction sites. The working conditions are not ideal and at times,

children are placed in a harmful situation that could lead them to be injured, harassed or exploited.
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3. Fighting Against Ingrained Mindsets

There is a thin cultural line that differentiates work that is harmful to the children and work that is

meant to provide children with life skills. Notably, many parents in Malaysia have seen it as an

economic necessity rather than abuse to their children. It may not be as severe as the sweatshops in

Bangladesh or palm oil plantations in Indonesia, yet a line has to be drawn. There are opinions that

suggest the definition of child labour in Malaysia shouldn’t abide by the one that is used globally.

Working instils a value system from a young age. Parents may want their kids to know

how tough the family finances are so everyone has to chip in to help. Even pasar malam

and wet market traders will have their kids do work over the weekends. It’s an

apprentice-style type of training for the kids. - Rita

Sim, co-founder of Centre for Strategic Engagement Sdn Bhd, a public policy

research firm[26]

In light of the recent claim by the USA over child exploitation in palm oil plantations, the Malaysia

Palm Oil Board (MPOB)  retaliated by mentioning that the definition utilised in the United States is

different in the context of Malaysia. The director-general of the MPOB Ahmad Parveez Ghulam

Kadir explained that it is common for children in Malaysia to help their parents in palm oil

plantations.

Every time, when there is a school holiday, this is a common practice in Felda and small

plantations. - Ahmad Parveez Ghulam Kadir, the director-general of the MPOB[34]

Some had shared that a child or a teenager should not be out working in any circumstances.

Children below 12 should never be allowed to work “even if it’s at a pasar malam” because

those are precious growing years. Helping with house chores is fine because it’s good

training but under no circumstances should kids be out working.  Teenagers can work but

not at hard or harmful labour. They cannot be exposed to risky and hazardous

environments. - Datuk

Dr Raj Karim, Malaysian Council for Child Welfare president [26]
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Despite the arguments on the perception of child labour as a cultural norm and has long been

instilled in the familial values in Malaysia, the words of Datuk Dr Raj Karim has some gravity.

Children working in the family trade are “labourers” if they’re missing school, working

long hours, not getting enough rest, deprived of playtime, working in stressful and

hazardous conditions or exposed to dangers like fire and boiling water. -

Datuk Dr Raj Karim, Malaysian Council for Child Welfare president [26]

At the same time, what is the general consensus when it comes to marginalised communities

working with the likes of Mohammed, Wati and the young Alminda whose nationality and status in

this country plays a bigger role than their rights as children in Malaysia.

Dangers Of Child Labour
Globally, the annual toll of work-related deaths in child labour amount to 2.78 children and 374

million injuries and illnesses were recorded [35]. A child or young people who were put to work early

suffers from a greater risk of harm and the consequences pervade into their adulthood.

1. Work conditions

Child labourers often are part of the agriculture sector such as palm oil plantations. The Child

Employment Act has ascertained that no child should be exposed to toxic substances, managing

machinery or harmful equipment. However, it is likely that there are heavy loads that the labourers

might have to carry and sharp equipment laying around the work site putting children or young

workers in danger. There is a reported incident of children being used to handle harmful substances

with no protective equipment.

According to a Hong Kong-based anti-trafficking group, Liberty Shared - the plantation manager

and workmen of the largest palm oil corporation in Malaysia used children of local plantation

workers "to place rat poison at the foot of the palm oil trees" [36].
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Source: Twitter | @ChildLaborCLC

With changing management and policies, the children of local plantation workers remain

vulnerable.

The new manager did not approve of this practice and it was stopped. However, that

manager has now left and workers fear that their children will again be used for poison

placement or some other such purpose. -

Anecdotes of a plantation worker in Malaysia[36]

In the instance of street beggars, Syed Azmi, a social activist in his attempt to uncover the culprit,

found that children were being physically abused when the syndicate organiser sniffed out their
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escape plan.  Transcripts from Syed Azmi’s phone call[28] with an individual who organised child

beggars syndicate uncovered this message:

Kalau awak buat macam ni lagi, saya pukul budak tu teruk, saya cari awak dan rumah

awak sekali, paham?! (Translation: ”If you do this again, I will beat the kid up real badly, and

I will find you and your house, understand?!”)

With informal employment, the work circumstances may require them to work longer hours, in

conditions that are often less than ideal[6].  Longer working hours may have an impact on their

growth if they are unable to have adequate rest and this worsen if they are also attending schools.

And it comes as no surprise when child labourers are often absent from school[23]. The working

hours and the nature of the job may also affect their diet, as they consume cheaper and less

substantial food while at work.

The intention of some parents who encouraged their children to work at a young age may also

backfire as children may also model adult behaviours and mature too early. This opens up further

possibilities that a child may be inclined to be involved in social ills; drug abuse, violence and

aggression with no adult figures to keep them in check at the workplace[14].

2. Harassment

The harassment that children are put through includes physical, emotional even sexual abuse[23].

Findings pointed out that more than half of the working children (63%) have been emotionally

abused. The nature of emotional abuse includes being threatened, despised and insulted by their

employers. It appears that the inadequacy of the children at the workplace resulted in employers

retaliating through callous words rather than providing them with proper guidance[14].

27% of them have been physically abused, including being pushed and beaten, as well as

manhandled[14]. And at least 10% have been sexually abused at their workplace either molested,

threatened sexually and worse, raped[14]. The abuses either hurled words, bruises or the scars left

sexually one way or another had robbed the innocence of the young children, thrusting them to the

cruel world with no protection or armour a little too soon.
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Source:Unsplash

Even so, it is disconcerting that the enforcement and monitoring of child labour appear limited.

According to the  Department of Statistics of Malaysia (DOSM) reporting, 7,946 workplaces were

inspected in 2014 and 5,162 in June 2015, however, no cases involving children were reported[16,37].

3. Exploitation

One of the persisting perpetrators of child labour is the greed of those who see profits at the cost of

long-term harm to the children. Some see this as an opportunity to maximise their gain by hiring

low-cost labour. Children who are desperate to support their families are often paid cheaply,

especially since they have little to no bargaining power and in the eyes of adults who should have

known better, are easier to manipulate, partly due to their inexperience and immaturity[14].

There is a lesser-explored notion, that is the labour-education trade off child labourers are placed

into is a form of exploitation on its own. Children who work may be inclined to devote more of their

time at work with its monetary rewards. Even if it doesn’t directly prevent school attendance, it

may, however, affect their school performance. At the same time, requiring child labourers to

become an adult prematurely.
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4. Trafficking

The child labour issue in Malaysia follows the adage “no news is good news”, and those who consume

national media may not even be privy to it.  In addition, if it trickles to news headlines, the issue is

often contained and a statement of denial is in place. It comes as no surprise, that the association of

child labour and child trafficking in Malaysia is highlighted by foreign media.

In 2021, Malaysia fell to Tier 3, the lowest ranking on the Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report put

forth by the US State Department [36]. Reportedly from April 2020 to March 2021, the government

identified and confirmed 119 trafficking victims with 72 adult women and 47 were men or children

[36]. Often, human trafficking is associated with forced labour amongst migrant workers in sectors

such as agriculture.  The report, however, did not state whether the children were involved in child

labour, and in addition, the numbers are those who are documented yet the number is unknown for

those who are undocumented especially coming from rat-roads in East Malaysia.

Source: The Asean Post

The demand for sex drives child sex trafficking globally while poverty, domestic violence

and abuse, discrimination and the desire for a better life makes children vulnerable.

Children are especially vulnerable to being trafficked because they are often

uneducated, easy to overpower and easy to convince. Children may also be in a position
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where they feel they must help to support their families and may be sold or sent abroad

by family members to do so. - ECPAT

International, 2016 report[38]

In addition to this, the Malaysian government reported that there are instances of child sex

trafficking and children are vulnerable to online sexual exploitation. With no figures provided, the

children who are prone to be exploited are the Malaysian orphans and children from refugee

communities in forced begging[32].

Street children, children in refugee camps, children whose family and community life

have been disrupted and who do not have someone to look out for them are all

especially vulnerable to human trafficking.

- ECPAT International, 2016 report[38]

Source: Unsplash
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Malaysia Highly Unlikely To End Child Labour By
2025: Here’s Why
Our nation is off-tracked from its path to eliminating child labour by 2025[16]. One of the concerns is

the limited data that is made available to the public also the conditions children are reportedly

working in. The exploitation of foreign-born children in agriculture or palm oil plantations has been

reported time and time again by Western media. The response to the recent allegations that

attributed to the differential cultural understanding of child labour,  appears to be an attempt to

sweep the matter under the carpet. This stands as proof that the issue is not seriously tackled at a

national level.

In the process of formulating an intervention, the availability of clear data on the demographics of

the children and the numbers are necessary. Yet these are not readily accessible. UNICEF also

raised the notion that there is an involvement of an omniscient third party (i.e. corporate

stakeholders, the government) also the allusion to money changing hands between authority

figures to ensure the issue lays dormant[16].

What Is The Future Of Child Labourers?
In many cases, there is an education work trade-off that child labourers have to make, and

oftentimes it is education that is sacrificed. However, sacrificing education results in reduced work

opportunities during adulthood even though some parents are of the opinion that it would enhance

their future work prospects.

A child should not be making tough life decisions at a tender age or carrying the burden of

supporting their family. It is their right to be protected, provided and educated. Even though they

did not pay much attention to or were attracted to education, it is not a reason for them to not have

basic literacy. It is also not a ticket for them to be chained to a cycle of minimum wage with no

career advancement or chance to improve their livelihood.
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The children and families perhaps are not aware that they have been coerced or been coerced to

work for the greater good.  It may be desirable to earn extra income but the loss of childhood and

time couldn’t be redeemed or returned.

It is a cycle - but it doesn’t improve the livelihood of the community.  As children of labourers at a

young age would only pass on their values to the next generation.

What Needs To Be Done To Progress?
The International Labour Organisation (ILO)  and UNICEF recognise that there needs to be a

change in tactics to reverse the effect of the pandemic on the increasing number of child labourers

suggesting few ways to get back on track[1].

1. Increased coverage of the country’s social protection, which includes universal child

benefits

2. Providing free quality schooling to encourage children to return to school

3. Decreasing the rate of unemployment amongst the lower-income group

4. Ending harmful gender norms and discrimination that leads to child labour

5. Investing more in child protection and agricultural development in rural areas [1]

In relation to Malaysia's situation, there is also a need for data to be publicly shared. With the

availability and accessibility of data, the grassroots organisation can come hand in hand with

government bodies and industry players in tackling the issue of child labour.

With law statutory, there shouldn’t be loopholes that give room for exploitations to take place and

that the Children and Young Persons (Employment) Act 1966 (Act 350) requires amendments to

prevent child abuse[5]. Law enforcement to safeguard child labourers under the Children and Young

Persons Act (Employment) Act 1966 is also a concern. Further, the raised issue of corruption among

authority figures entails another layer of difficulties in successfully resolving child labour in

Malaysia.

29



Source: Unsplash

Alleviating Poverty Is Key
Child labour afflicts the poor in the society, in the crevices of the plantation in East Malaysia,  in

urban slums such as Chow Kit and invisible children that the system did not consider and did not

protect.

The main reason behind child labour is poverty and the dire need for money that propelled children

to work and encouraged parents to remove their children from schools. This rings true as a study

conducted in Tawau, Sabah among lower-income families, only 7.7% of parents would encourage

their children to work [6] yet these families are only earning an average of RM700 per month.

Based on UNICEF Families on the Edge report in 2020, 6 out 10 urban households are unable to

buy enough food for their families and 1 in 3 would struggle to provide pocket money for their

children once school re-opens[29]. The fate of the urban poor during the pandemic sees many

families living closer to the edge with 7 out of 10 families hanging on by a thread with no savings to

tide them over[29]. With no stable income, many children would be pushed to work in informal

employment putting them in direct contact to being exploited.
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Source: HuiYee Chiew/ Malaysiakini

Child labour is a form of child abuse and exploitation. Otherwise, the government must

continue to provide financial assistance to underprivileged families in order to avoid

child labour.

- Prof Datuk Noor Aziah Mohd Awal, Children’s Commissioner of Suhakam [6]

This is aligned with the ILO and UNICEF recommendation, which is to provide more job

opportunities to the lower-income and vulnerable groups. By doing so, it improves the livelihood of

the families and reduces the incidences of children joining the workforce. The call for better social

protection coverage, which includes providing universal child benefit is key - as without it, the

projected numbers of child labourers by the end of 2022 would increase from 160 to 200 million

children[1].

Children Have The Right To Be Educated
A temporary gain is undeniably more desirable when it comes to survival as opposed to long-term

accomplishments that education promises. However, the long-term accomplishments may not even

be available for many children from marginalised communities such as the refugees, migrants and

the stateless.
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In East Malaysia, the children of plantation workers grew up in the streets and 50% followed the

path of their parents becoming a labourer at a young age as education is denied to them[39].

In areas where alternative learning centres are established, markedly there are lower amount of

children involved in child labour.

Source: Free Malaysia Today

Some who had been a part of alternative learning centres however drop out due to life

circumstances or are unable to cope with studying; that is the case of Mohammed and Wati.

Although education in Malaysia is free, there are underlying costs such as transportation, uniforms

and books. Children from marginalised communities often would have to forgo schooling as earning

money is attributable to their survival rather than attending classes. It is not just a matter of

accessibility but also the affordability of it that would ensure children stay in school.

The government subsidizes school fees, but parents may not be able to pay for the costs

of school uniforms, books and supplies or afford the missed-opportunity cost of child

labour. Low-income families repeatedly told me that fees or costs associated with

education, even as low as RM 1, were enough to keep their children out of school. -

Professor Philip Alston, United Nations Special Rapporteur[22]
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Industry Players Stepping Up
On a global scale, we have seen the fast-fashion industry pledging that they are against child labour.

Interestingly, the industry players associated with child labour are the ones who are involved in

curbing the issue. It is akin to crying over spilt milk, a cosmetic solution or the Malay proverb

equivalent “sudah terhantuk baru tergadah”, making many speculate whether the issue they have

attested against on media has some weight to it.

Child labourers are often involved in the agriculture sector[1], either by picking up loose palm fruits

or ploughing the field alongside their parents. True to the recommendation of ILO and UNICEF, it is

with the improvement in agricultural machinery that it is necessary to reduce the involvement of

children in the workforce.

Thus far, organisations such as Nestle, Reckitt, Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) in

Malaysia are working towards eliminating child labour through round table discussions involving

different stakeholders[40].  The round table discussion aims to find ways to ensure children aren’t

part of the work chain, hinting that there is a possibility that children are part of the current

workforce.

Source: The Centre For Child Rights And Business
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Organisations Working To Combat Child Labour
All hope is not lost, as there are organisations out there attempting to combat the incidences of

child labour. We have compiled a list of organisations and their roles in keeping child labour at a bay

in their main areas of interest:

Advocacy:

● Tenaganita, founded in 1991 to safeguard the rights of women working in factories and

plantations. Over the years, the organisation has proactively advocated and protected the

rights of the marginalised communities such as refugees, trafficked persons in Malaysia

from being exploited or abused.

● Yayasan Chow Kit, a registered non-profit organisation in Malaysia is a 24/7 centre that

identifies the needs of the children requiring help and finds the best way to assist them.

● SUKA Society, an NGO preserving the best interest of children through providing justice to

the children involved in trafficking as well as empowering children in need.

● The Earthworm Foundation (EF) have taken the first steps in advocating and providing

suggestions for a child labour-free work chain in palm oil plantations.

Education:

● Etania Schools have remarkably ensured quality education is given to the marginalised

children in Sabah

● Humana Child Aid Society has established schools in plantation areas in collaboration with

small and medium-sized enterprises in Sabah.

● Dignity For Children Foundation (DFC)  accepts children of different backgrounds with

open arms and provides them with education.  The Foundation also empowers them with

vocational skills. To date, DFC owns multiple social enterprises run by their students such as

eat x Dignity, bake x Dignity.
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