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Abstract:
Even with its problems, the quality of life in Canada far surpasses the reality for many young people in the Third World. Children in developing countries face such hardships as terrible working conditions, participation in war, and prostitution.
Youth activist Craig Kielburger has seen first hand how wretched life can be. When he was 12, Mr. Kielburger went to Asia with a 24-year-old friend and guide, Alam Rahman. He recounts some of his experiences in his book Free the Children, the same name given to the organization he set up with a group of other young people to fight against Third World child labour. He saw human misery that would haunt most adults. He saw beaten, starving children, working long hours for pennies, or roaming filthy streets with nothing to sell but their bodies. 

Among the millions of child workers around the world, three million of them in Brazil were under the legal working age of 14 in 1998. Many of them work from dawn to dusk cutting sugar cane with machetes on plantations. There are a lot of serious injuries: severed legs and fingers. They suffer from chronic malnutrition. One study found that field workers take in about 1,500 to 1,700 calories a day: the average man needs about 2,700 calories a day, and that's without having to cut cane for 14 hours. The children do the work, of course, because their families' survival depends on it. Where unimaginable poverty is a way of life, the Canadian government opposes child labour but doesn't impose trade sanctions: wiping out child labour without getting at the root problems, such as poverty and sanitation, would only make life worse. What Brazil, for example, needs is proper sewage disposal and water treatment facilities, which together would reduce the incidence of infectious diseases - tuberculosis, diarrhea, and dysentery - by 80%. 

The Brazilian government started a program in 1997 to try and do something about child labour. The state gives parents in targeted areas the equivalent of about $60 a month per child so they can send their children to school. Usually the kids end up working, in the coal mines as well as the cane fields, from early morning until mid-afternoon when they head for classes until evening. 

By 1998, poverty had forced about 300,000 Thai children and youths to leave school because of Thailand's economic collapse. Even though the country -has free public education, parents had no money for uniforms, textbooks, or school meals. Mass unemployment prompted 300 unions across the country to donate cash to a fund that helps parents through the difficult times. The education ministry also stepped in to provide grants and scholarships. 

Education is the thread that runs through many efforts to free these children and their families from their desperate lives. That was the aim of the Canadian federal government in 1998 when it earmarked about $29,000 to run special-education programs for 120 Mongolian children. These kids were able to leave their underground existence in sewers (they were homeless and it was the only place they could stay warm) and enter shelters. The program was set up to reintegrate the children into the school system by raising reading and writing levels. Aid experts estimated that about $20 a month per child was enough to shelter most of the estimated 500 sewer children. 

And, education is a main concern of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), one of many international agencies that tries to move kids from the shop floor into schools. In some Pakistani factories, mills, and tanneries, for example, CIDA has financed a dozen small projects that allow children to work and go to school. The aim is to give the children some skills by age 14 to help them build a better life for themselves. The projects started in 1996 and by 1998 provided for more than 100 schools across Pakistan for working children. In the Punjab provincial capital of Lahore, one project had carpentry apprenticeships for young boys, along with reading and math classes. Others provided home schools for ragpickers, and helped children understand their basic rights and how to combat physical and sexual abuse. Most of the part-time students have gruelling work schedules and earn only enough to help their families survive in slums or on the streets. In the country's tannery district, for example, children work for as little as 20 rupees (65 cents) a day, half what adults are paid. Much of the work is unsafe and the environment toxic. Pakistan is under tremendous international trade pressure to eliminate child labour, so the government and local businesses are becoming involved in setting up education programs to avoid export sanctions. 

Many children in poor countries don't even exist officially. The United Nations Children's Fund (Unicef estimates that one third (40 million) of all babies born in the world risk being denied basic rights because their births are not registered. Without birth certificates, they could be barred from access to health care, schooling, nutrition programs, vaccinations, or legal status. In its Progress of Nations report in 1998, Unicef said that some war-torn nations, such as Afghanistan, Cambodia, and Ethiopia, have no mandatory registration system. In India, fewer than half of all births are registered. In Zimbabwe, the figure is about one third. Such children are left without the right to a name and nationality. Those abandoned or orphaned by civil wars cannot be legally adopted. Boys cannot prove they are too young for military service. 

Many children become war casualties: two million were killed and six million were seriously injured or permanently disabled, between 1987 and 1998. The United Nations reported that in 1998, thanks in part to lightweight automatic weapons, about 300,000 children under the age of 18 were fighting in government or rebel armies in more than 60 countries. "Many more are being used in indirect ways that are more difficult to measure, sUch as cooks, messengers, and porters. Children have also been used for mine clearance, spying, and suicide bombing," according to the report, which accused governments of ignoring international treaties such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child, calling for the protection of children's right to life, education, health, and other fundamental needs. 

In February 1999, the New York Times Magazine carried an article on the horrors of the brutal civil war in Sierra Leone: children, some as young as seven years old, were forced to become soldiers, human shields, spies, porters, and sex slaves. They were kidnapped by rebel forces or taken into the government's army. (Some of those who abducted children in Sierra Leone were abducted themselves when the war started in 1991.) According to the article, some estimated that children at the time made up "between 40% and 50% of the insurgents' total force strength of around 15,000. On the government side, officials admit, children composed a fifth of the 25,000-strong Civil Defence Forces. In Africa, child soldiers have fought or are fighting in Angola, Liberia, Mozambique, Rwanda, Sudan, Congo, and Uganda, as well as Sierra Leone." 

The children can't win. Those kidnapped by the rebels are forced to kill, sometimes their friends: this makes it impossible for them to return to their villages because they are branded murderers in the communities from which they were stolen. One child who tried to return was nearly bludgeoned to death. Members of his family were killed or beaten and forced to leave. Even for those on the side of the government, they may be local heroes, but their only skill is killing. 

The United Nations tries to protect the world's children from war, but it's a mammoth task. According to a Unicef official, in addition to killing and maiming millions of children, wars during the-1990s created one million orphans. Also, 10 million kids have been left with serious psychological trauma, and children account for half the world's 24 million refugees. 

At the end of the decade, in 1999, the UN started to establisha legal and moral framework for giving children special status and better protection. Efforts involve creating three new categories of war crimes affecting children that would go before a new intemational criminal court. Some progress has been made in persuading several governments and rebel groups to agree to putting an end to recruiting or using children under 18 as soldiers. In January 2000, an international accord ending the use of child soldiers in conflict was reached. After six years of talks, the accord forbids conscripting or sending soldiers under 18 into combat. However, it lets states recruit volunteers as young as 16. Canada, the United States, and Britain were among the countries that opposed the higher limit of 18 which UN agencies and activfists were seeking. Children's advocates were intent on at least banning the use of kids in combat, rather than see negotiations collapse over recruitment age. A weaker agreement is better than no agreement at all, and it was seen as a significant advance in children's rights worldwide. 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 1. By the time Craig Kielburger was 15 he was talking to some of the world's biggest corporations, suggesting they contribute 0.1% of their pre-tax profits to a trust fund to help put child labourers back in school and reduce the poverty that forces many of them to work. He points out that the $5 billion additional cost of educating all the world's children is one-eighth what the world spends on gold, and 2% of what the world spends on advertising. Find out what some major businesses are doing to help eliminate child labour. Reebok, for example, had plans to label soccer balls produced in Pakistan as "child labour-free. " The company said it would replace any child worker found in one of its suppliers' factories with an adult relative. Find out if Reebok lived up to its promises. 

2. Do a book report on The Courage of Children, by Peter Dalglish. Mr. Dalglish is a lawyer and the founder of Street Kids International He directed Canada's national youth service between 1993 and 1996. 
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