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Making Time to Learn, Play and Act for Change

POLICY, RIGHTS AND GOVERNANCE

Every child has the right to be 
protected from economic 

exploitation, and not perform any 
hazardous or harmful work. 

– Article 32, UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (Convention)

Background: Poverty and 
child labour
Bangladesh has made much progress in socio-economic development 
however widespread poverty and inequalities persist, with about 32 
million children continuing to live in poverty out of a total of 63 million 
children. Children from very poor households have limited 
opportunities for education and their other rights, such as play and 
many are engaged in different types of hazardous labour[1]. Social 
norms coupled with economic hardships mean that child labour is a 
common, widely accepted reality for children. Poverty is directly 
linked to child labour, as children from the poorest households are 
much more likely to be engaged in child labour than from wealthier 
households. In these families child labour is an integral part of the 
household’s coping strategy as parents tend to rely on the income 
generated by their children’s labour for the household’s basic survival. 
On the flipside, employers tend to prefer to employ children because 
they can be paid less but are more compliant than adults. 

When children are forced to work, they are more often than not 
denied their rights to education, play and leisure. Working under 
harmful or hazardous conditions can also pose real risks to their 
health and development. This has been a persistent reality for 
children in Bangladesh.

[1] Types of hazardous labour – reference 

Photo above was captured by Ken Hermann: “Domestic labour is 
one of the most common ways for child labouring in Bangladesh.”

Photo to the right was captured by Caroline Turner



Photo by Dildar Mahmud: “Brick Field”
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Field Notes:
“A lot of children used to 
work in the brick mills 
previously, which was very 
beneficial for the mill owners 
since they could pay the 
children only 5 taka for work 
worth 20 taka.” 

– Community Watch Group 
(CWG) member, Child
Sensitive Social 
Protection (CSSP) project

children are not 
attending school

9 million
children aged 5-17 

are working

7.9 million
children aged 5-17 are 

engaged in hazardous labour

1.3 million
children aged 5-17 are attending 

school and working

2.4 million

How social protection can help target 
child poverty
A key public sector and policy arena that addresses poverty and deprivation 
is social protection which can be understood as “a set of accountable public 
policies, programmes and systems that address poverty, vulnerability and 
exclusion, and provide the means to cope with major risks throughout the life 
cycle…Social transfers – that is regular, predictable transfers of cash or food 
– are at the core of all social protection systems.”[2] 

The evidence shows that social protection programmes, when designed and 
delivered well, can effectively increase the nutritional, health, and educational 
status of children and reduce the risk of abuse, exploitation and neglect. Child 
Sensitive Social Protection can thus be understood as “an evidence-based 
approach that aims to maximize opportunities and developmental outcomes 
for children by considering different dimensions of children’s well-being. It 

[2] Child Sensitive Social Protection : Programme and Policy Guidance, Save the Children UK, 2014
All statistics in this infographic have been taken from the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Report on National Child Labour Survey 2002-2003, -Dhaka: BBS (2005)

“The Committee urges the 
[Government of Bangladesh] to 

address the root causes of economic 
exploitation by increasing poverty 

eradication efforts.” 
– Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic 

Report, Committee of the Rights of the Child 
(Advance Unedited Version, 2 October 2015) 

focuses on addressing the inherent social disadvantages, risks and vulnerabilities 
children may be born into, as well as those acquired later in childhood due to 
external shocks.”[4]

Based on this understanding, Save the Children International in Bangladesh 
(SCI)[5] began implementing the Child Sensitive Social Protection (CSSP) project 
in 2011 in 22 Union Parishads (UPs) in Mymensingh and Netrokona districts of 
Bangladesh. The CSSP project in these areas where child poverty and hazardous 
child labour is high aims to enhance the child sensitivity of social protection 
programmes in order to mitigate many of the vulnerabilities faced by poor 
children in households benefiting from these programmes. The overall purpose 
is to reduce poverty and vulnerability of children caused by stress, shock and 
chronic poverty with reducing child labour and increasing school retention being 
key objectives[6].
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[4] Joint Statement on Social Protection, 2009: 
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/resources/online-library/advancing-child-sensitive-social-protection
[5] Supported by Save the Children Finland
[6] Project Plan – Child Sensitive Social Protection in Bangladesh (2014 to 2016) 
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focuses on addressing the inherent social disadvantages, risks and vulnerabilities 
children may be born into, as well as those acquired later in childhood due to 
external shocks.”[4]
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(SCI)[5] began implementing the Child Sensitive Social Protection (CSSP) project 
in 2011 in 22 Union Parishads (UPs) in Mymensingh and Netrokona districts of 
Bangladesh. The CSSP project in these areas where child poverty and hazardous 
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programmes in order to mitigate many of the vulnerabilities faced by poor 
children in households benefiting from these programmes. The overall purpose 
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chronic poverty with reducing child labour and increasing school retention being 
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Field Notes:
Many young girls are 
engaged in child labour as 
domestic workers or in 
the ready-made garment 
sector. One Child Club 
member says, “I used to 
work at someone else’s 
house. They used to 
beat me if I didn’t 
work hard enough.”
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Best Practice: Child Clubs in Child Sensitive 
Social Protection Project

What  are child clubs?
Following the above concepts, one of the key activities of the CSSP is to organize, 
and facilitate the empowerment of children living in poverty so that they can 
mobilise and better claim their rights, including to social protection. As explained 
above, social protection can help address child poverty. To that end, child clubs 
were established through a participatory approach in consultation with children 
and other stakeholders, including parents, community members and local 
government officials, alongside the non-formal education centres (NFE centres), 
another key activity of the CSSP project. 

The child clubs are now a vital part of developing the CSSP approach and 
contribute towards its poverty reduction agenda. The clubs follow a loose 
format, with children learning about a range of topics related to child rights, and 
discuss issues stemming from poverty that affect their lives. These include child 
marriage, child labour, hygiene and cleanliness, physical and humiliating 
punishment, and health and nutrition. Importantly, the child clubs provide a fixed, 
dedicated space where children can come together and play, meet friends and 
engage in recreation and leisure activities – singing, dancing, and staging dramas. 

The overall purpose of the child clubs is essentially that children have better 
knowledge and confidence to achieve their rights, as well as engage the wider 
community to address child poverty and vulnerability. For example, children in 
the child clubs play an active role in identifying children who are at risk of child 
marriage or school dropout, and coming up with plans to address these and 
other rights violations. Child club members also disseminate information on 
social protection schemes through theatre and rallies, prepare lists of poor 
households to facilitate fair and equitable targeting in social protection 
programmes, collaborate with adults involved in Community Watch Groups and 
participate in Standing Committee meetings (local government), and raise their 
rights and concerns with local government officials. 

Before the child clubs came into being through the CSSP project, there was little 
or no opportunity for children to enjoy their rights to play, participation and 
association. This was linked to their families’ poverty and their engagement in 
hazardous child labour.

4 Upazillas

22 Union Parishads

22 Non-formal 
education centers

2 shifts in each center 
having 35 children in each

22 Child
Clubs

Children aged 7-17 years

70-80 children in each 
child club

12 Topics 
Covered

1 meeting per month

1 topic per meeting

My parents used to 
send us to work, 
and didn’t let us 
play outside.

The fun we can
now have at the 
child club was not 
there for us before.

I used to play in 
the streets, but 

there weren’t many 
playmates. There was 
also no fixed place 

for playing.

There 
was no scope 

for interaction, we could 
never share or learn about 

each other’s problems.
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Field Notes: Children on life before child clubs  

Photo by Khalid Ershad Page 4



How do child clubs make a difference?

The Convention has a strong focus on children’s rights to protection, 
however, it also includes rights which promote a full childhood, such as the 
right to play, and enjoy time and company with other children. Play can 
provide the outlet for creative expression and spontaneous activity that we 
often associate with childhood. 

It is interesting to note that play is often associated with being a child, while 
work is associated with being an adult – yet even adults make time for their 
rest and recreation! Children engaged in child labour often bear the burden 
of adult-like work, but are usually deprived of their rights to play, leisure, rest 
and meeting friends.

Limited opportunities and space for play, meeting friends and learning in an informal environment may undermine children’s 
wellbeing and development. Evidence from the CSSP project shows that children benefit from learning about their rights, 
applying that learning in the practical context of their lives and communities, and meeting and working with others towards 
communal goals. Through the child clubs, children learn about the power of organizing and mobilizing, and can practice 
acting collectively, in order to claim and achieve their rights. These processes can significantly enhance their development 
in becoming active citizens in the future.

Facilitating Play, Learning 
and Friendship1

Every child has the right to rest and 
leisure, to engage in play and 
recreation that is age-appropriate, 
and to participate freely in cultural life 
and the arts.  
– Article 31, UNCRC

“One time, a father was discussing his 
plans to marry off his daughter. When 
he consulted his daughter about this to 
find out her opinion, she said that she 
was a member of the Child Club and 
worked herself to prevent child 
marriages of others! The father then 
became ashamed and didn’t proceed 
with the plan.” 

– Union Parishad official 
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We can solve the 
problems of our 
friends, and that 
really feels good.

If someone can’t 
understand something, 
the others help that 

person here.

We sit together and 
discuss the best 

possible ways to do the 
things we need to do. 
Then we discuss with 
our elders and ask for 

their opinions.”

We are able to 
speak our hearts 

here.

We couldn’t share 
our problems with 
anyone, now we can.

Field Notes: Children on why they participate in the clubs  

Photo by Patricia Kapolyo: “Sabina 
and her sister, Parvina, play”



Influencing Decisions 
through Participation2

Participation is a key principle of a democratic society, which requires that its 
citizens, including children, be involved and engaged especially at the 
household and community level to the extent of their capabilities and 
willingness. This means that children who are capable of forming and 
expressing their views should have the opportunity to influence decisions 
affecting their lives. At the same time, child participation should not be 
tokenistic or a box-ticking exercise. It should not be just an end or goal in 
itself. However, families tend not to recognize the rights and capacities of 
children as decision makers even when, as child labourers, they critically 
support the household economy. [7]

Through the Child Clubs, the CSSP project promotes meaningful child participation by building the knowledge and 
confidence of children, creating an enabling atmosphere among community and local government decision makers, and 
organized and mobilizing them to bring about positive change in their lives and locality. Importantly, children have the 
opportunity to discuss their problems with each other in the child clubs and through this sharing process, they support each 
other in meaningful ways to resolve them. This facilitates their empowerment, for example when standing up to parents, 
Union Parishad or other adults in their lives to claim their rights. 

Every child who is capable of forming 
a view has the right to express that 
view freely when adults are making 
decisions that affect that child, and to 
have those views taken into account.  
– Article 12, UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC)
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The condition of our 
community is much 

improved now, everyone is 
conscious. We talk to our 
guardians, they are aware 

and supportive.Sometimes our parents scold 
us or beat us, we discuss and 
share those things in the 

child club. We also talk to our 
parents and explain. Now they 

don’t beat or scold us.

Previously we didn’t have much 
say in our family discussions, and 
our opinions were neglected. They 
said, “You are too young, what 
do you understand?” But now we 
can voice our thoughts and 

those are being taken seriously.

Field Notes: Children on achieving change in their lives 

Go to school/non-formal 
education centre
Learn to read, write, speak 
(right to education)

Attend Child 
Club session 

Play, do drama, meet friends 
(right to rest, leisure)

Participate in 
community activities

Wake Up
Right to survival

Be with family, eat food
Right to be looked 

after by parents

Right to shelter
Go home

Prepare lists for social protection 
programme targeting, raise problems with 

local government officials

[7] Hart, Roger (1992), Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship, UNICEF International Child Development Centre

Girl child illustration by Shahriar S. Emil



Engaging Local Government for 
Rights, Resources and Protection3

Local governments in rural Bangladesh are dynamic and diverse with many 
actors, agendas, aims and activities. Union Parishads are the lowest tier of 
local government and therefore the ‘closest to the people’ in terms of access 
to governance, development and the State more broadly. This is particularly 
relevant for resource allocation, public services and amenities, and interacting 
with representatives of local governance institutions. Generally-speaking, the 
level and range of opportunities for children to participate in local 
government decision-making processes and activities is a direct reflection of 
the participatory opportunities for adults in that culture. Socio-cultural 
norms, hierarchical structures and power dynamics compound the issue. 

Notwithstanding, evidence from the CSSP project shows that children’s participation in democratic processes at the local 
level has flow-on positive effects in activating adult citizens. It also enhances the accountability and responsiveness of public 
officials in delivering public services and administering development, which benefits the community as a whole. Taking an 
active interest in the child clubs, local government officials attend meetings in their formal capacity and have planned, 
regular visits, are readily accessible to the children, and respond to concerns and potential rights violations. There is an 
interest in supporting children through this forum because it also reaches their families, and through them the wider 
community, thereby enhancing goodwill and standing. 

Governments should implement 
the rights in the Convention to the 
maximum extent of their 
available resources.
– Article 4 (Convention)

The Chairman has asked us 
to inform him about 

incidences of dropping out 
and about the reasons behind 

those. He helps us bring 
those children back to school. 

– Child club member

In the open 
budget session we 
allocated 2 lakh 

taka for supporting 
their activities – 

Union Parishad 
Official

I won’t hesitate to say 
that some of them are 
better leaders than 

members of the Union 
Parishad! – Union Parishad 

Official

Some of the adults are 
scared to talk to the 

Chairman, but we can talk 
very freely, and that helps to 
break the ice for the adults, 

too – Child club member

Field Notes: Engagement between children and local government officials  
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They are learning about 
things like accessibility, 

accountability and 
transparency at such 

tender age. – CSSP project 
worker

Now the children are 
conscious, the people are also 
conscious. They have even had 
a meeting with the District 
Commissioner! [more senior 
official] – CWG member

I personally 
encourage my 
children to 

participate in these 
activities. My own 
outlook has widened 

too! – Parent

Without the club 
this helping attitude 
would not have 
grown – Union 

Parishad Official



Supporting the Community and 
Strengthening Social Protection 4

Rural infrastructure, social protection, and the provision of basic amenities 
such as drinking water and latrines are within the institutional mandates of 
local governments in Bangladesh. However, challenges remain concerning the 
capacity, authority and resource allocation of local governments, especially 
regarding socially protection. More effective targeting would result in the 
poorest being better included, and greater transparency in the selection 
process of beneficiaries would help reduce leakages. These initiatives would 
strengthen the poverty reduction impact of social protection. A more 
streamlined and efficient social protection system is the long-term vision of 
the Government of Bangladesh, as set out in the National Social Security 
Strategy, which was launched in November 2015.

Through the child clubs, children in the communities support the targeting and selection process by conducting surveys, 
identifying vulnerable households and those who are most in need of social protection benefits. They also run campaigns, 
‘theatre for development’ and rallies in their communities to raise awareness about social protection schemes and 
programmes, as well as child rights, health and hygiene and other important topics. These are often described as 
‘thought-provoking’ performances. In this way, children can be powerful advocates not just for their own interests but for 
the benefit of other vulnerable people – both children and adults – in the community. Children can pursue these kinds of 
‘soft’ political activities without the negative connotations that might be associated with adults engaging in the same 
because of their age. 

Every child has the right to benefit 
from social security, and governments 
should take necessary measures to 
achieve the full realization of this right 
in accordance with their national law.  
– Article 26, UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC)

If you ask me to
summarise in one sentence, I 

would say that the 
establishment of this Child Club 

has resulted in a total 
transformation of the 

environment of the locality.– 

CWG member 

Many people were
deprived of the social safety net 
benefits before, but the children 
ensure that everyone gets theirs 

their entitlements regularly. 
– CWG member

One of our neighbours 
didn’t have a toilet. We 
informed the Union 

Parishad, and they provided 
him with assistance. – Child 

club member

When children give us 
information, we always find it to 
be fully accurate and impartial. 
Adults can often have a bias, 
but children are free from that 

– Union Parishad Official
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Field Notes: Children can be advocates for 
equitably allocating social protection benefits 
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Tube-wells and 
latrines have been 
installed in our 

locality because of 
our advocacy. – Child 

club member 
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“When a child was sick and stopped going to school, the 
child club members raised money from everyone in the 

school and bought medicine for their friend, and that child 
was able to return to school!” 

– Parent of child club member

“A father wanted to stop his child from going to school and 
send him to work. All the child club members – 70 odd 
children – went together to meet the father and eventually 
talked him out of it!” 
– Parent of child club member

Photo by Khalid Ershad
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Photo by Khalid Ershad: “Children 
performing a theatre show”


