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PARTNERSHIP AGAINST CHILD EXPLOITATION (PACE) CONSORTIUM
The PACE Consortium is a ground-breaking partnership of the private sector, academic, media
development, and civil society organisations working together to combat the exploitation of children in
the worst forms of child labour.

CHILD LABOUR WORKING GROUP
In 2019, the UN Global Compact Network UK (UNGC-UK) launched a Child Labour
Working Group (CLWG) to debate, discuss, and share the challenges of working to
eliminate child labour in supply chains.
The meetings are highly interactive and provide
participants with access to leading experts in this
field. The group hears presentations from different
stakeholders including, but not limited to, government
officials, NGOs, and businesses working on child labour
issues.

representatives of the World Bank, Global Child Forum,
The Centre for Child Rights and Business, and the
Slavery and Trafficking Risk Template Development
Committee (STRT).
Key features include an overview of child labour during
the pandemic, a framework for business intervention,
and tools to assess risks of child labour in the supply
chain.

The 2021 CLWG Annual Report summarises the
key takeaways from UNGC-UK’s 2021 CLWG
meetings. Throughout the year, the group heard from
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CHILD LABOUR IN 2021
Global estimates on child labour released by the International Labour Organization
(ILO) and UNICEF show that in 2021, the number of children in child labour rose to
160 million worldwide. Of those, 79 million children are employed in hazardous work.
Not all work is detrimental to children. Proscribed
child labour is work that deprives children of their
childhood, potential, and dignity, and is harmful to their
physical and mental development. In its worst forms,
child labour includes child slavery, trafficking, and
engagement in armed conflict; sexual exploitation, and
illegal activities; and work that is harmful to a child’s
health, safety, and morals.

companies to have strong child labour monitoring and
remediation systems in place.

CAUSES OF CHILD LABOUR – FOUR
DIMENSIONS TO CONSIDER RISK FACTORS
In 2021, UNGC-UK CLWG members heard from
Daniel Owen (World Bank), and Mark Robertson (The
Centre for Business and Child Rights). Below are key
highlights from the discussion.

Target 8.7 of the Sustainable Development Goals calls
on the global community to end child labour in all its
forms by 2025. To increase momentum for action,
the UN declared 2021 the International Year for the
Elimination of Child Labour. Governments, investors,
and civil society are exerting increasing pressure on

Although poverty is the undeniable root cause of child
labour, there are many different factors that can heighten
the risk and lead to the exploitation of children.

5

There are four dimensions in which to consider risk
factors:

•

Context: Communities condoning child labour,
displacement due to conflict, and a large informal
sector are among many factors that increase the risk
of child labour in certain areas.

•

Government/Regulatory: Child labour is often the
result of the absence of affordable and accessible
education, childcare, and social protection for
families. Moreover, a lack of legal clarity on the
forms of work permitted and ineffective enforcement
of child labour legislation mean the issue is
inadequately addressed by authorities.

•

Household: Children who are orphaned or have
parents who are indebted or unable to work are more
likely to end up in child labour. Low levels of
education and lack of awareness about the hazards of
child labour perpetuate the problem over generations.

•

Workplace: Inconsistent child labour policies and/or
childcare facilities on site can lead to instances
of child labour. Furthermore, insufficient payment
structures for adults and limited opportunities for
decent work for youth leave children vulnerable to
exploitation. Lastly, operations in remote locations
and complex subcontracting can make it very difficult
to detect child labourers.

Children, especially those
from poor communities, are
at risk of exploitation as
parents fall deeper into poverty
exacerbated during COVID-19

COVID-19 – HOW THE IMPACT ON FAMILIES
HAS LED TO AN INCREASE IN CHILD LABOUR
As in many crises, the most vulnerable in society have
borne the brunt of the global pandemic’s negative
impacts. New analysis suggests a further 8.9 million
children will be in child labour by the end of 2022 as a
result of rising poverty driven by the pandemic.

the workforce to assist their families. Many children
have chosen to leave school permanently, as parents
struggled to pay for school fees, supplies, and uniforms.

Children, especially those from poor communities, are
at risk of exploitation as parents fall deeper into poverty
exacerbated during COVID-19. The pandemic has
disrupted education and childcare, separated families,
caused family illness, and resulted in a loss or reduction
of household income. These challenges inevitably
increase the risk of children entering child labour.

Working parents have also been greatly impacted by
the pandemic, particularly due to lack of childcare.
Intermittent school closures and re-openings, as well
as the expectation on parents to home school their
children, have caused great stress and uncertainty to
workers’ personal planning. Income loss has forced
many parents to cut financial and time investment in
childcare, which has resulted in a high occurrence of
children in the workforce.

Government responses to the pandemic have increased
financial pressure on families. Many workers have
fallen ill or lost work due to the changes in demand
after lockdowns. Households’ financial difficulties
have cascaded onto children, who have had to enter

Lastly, the pandemic has affected youth who have been
struggling to find decent employment. This has led
young workers to accept increasingly hazardous jobs
and risk exploitation to make up for lost income.
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THE DISCLOSURE GAP ON CHILD LABOUR

Companies’ level of disclosure is analysed through three
pillars:

In February 2021, UNGC-UK CLWG members heard
from Nina Vollmer (Global Child Forum). Below are key
highlights from the discussion.

1. Policies and commitments

•
•

The Global Child Forum, in collaboration with
Boston Consulting Group, has been benchmarking
companies since 2013 on a range of issues related
to how corporations address children’s rights. Based
on the Children’s Rights and Business Principles,
these Benchmarks have scrutinised more than 2,600
companies, particularly those that are publicly listed.

Child labour policy
Prohibition on discrimination and harassment (this
is used as a proxy to understand if companies practice
decent work for young workers)

2. Implementation: Responsibilities and procedures to
implement policies

•

It is hoped that through these global and regional
Benchmarks, the corporate sector will be better
equipped to meet the demands of financial investors,
governments, NGOs, and the wider society in which
they operate. Companies can also assess their
performance in relation to peers in different markets
and regions.

•
•
•

Top level-commitment e.g. Board oversight/Board
committee
Child labour is included in materiality assessment
Supplier assessments include child labour
Accessible grievance mechanisms

3. Reporting & Programmes: Addressing negative
impacts and making positive contributions

•

The Global Child Forum’s Benchmarks track not only
whether a company has a policy against child labour, but
also if they publicly disclose details on implementation
of the policy, and how they handle risks and impact on
children’s lives.

•

Reporting on operations and suppliers regarding both
risk and non-compliance
Own programmes or projects addressing impact such
as remediation or family-friendly initiatives

© UN Global Compact Network UK/Marcella Mizzi 26 February 2020, North Kivu, DRC

The latest Benchmark shows that European companies
have scored the highest in comparison to their
competitors in other geographies. A commendable 89%
of European companies prohibit child labour, compared
to the global average of 67%. Around 64% of European
companies conduct a supplier assessment which
includes child labour, although only 38% of European
companies have a grievance mechanism available.
The Global Child Forum’s analysis reveals that most
companies do not report on child labour. The Global
Child Forum wants to encourage more companies to talk
about what they do, what their challenges are, and how
they deal with them.
It is problematic for companies to claim that their
business operations are not affected by child labour,
as those that do could find themselves under criticism
from various stakeholder groups. It is important that
companies not only have a policy, but also disclose the
outcomes of its implementation. Without transparency,
it is very difficult for external stakeholders to
understand and assess business action against child
labour.
Child labour is best tackled through collective action, so
transparency should be paramount.
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BUSINESS INTERVENTIONS
There is no one-size-fits all approach to addressing child labour, but there are
promising initiatives and measures that can help in addressing risks and vulnerability.
Interventions should be holistic and address structural drivers that push children into
work, as well as the symptoms that emerge in supply chains.
ADDRESSING CHILD LABOUR – A POTENTIAL
FRAMEWORK FOR BUSINESS INTERVENTIONS

•

In 2021, UNGC-UK CLWG members heard from Mark
Robertson (The Centre for Child Rights and Business)
and Nina Vollmer (Global Child Forum). Below are key
highlights from the discussion.

•

Furthermore:
Take an integrated approach

The Centre for Child Rights and Business’ Theory of
Change is a child rights driven approach to reduce
child labour. As it has been explained above, the root
causes of child labour are complex and often interlinked.
Although child labour is often symptomatic of the social,
political, and economic context, business can act as a
multiplier in the workplace.

•

In order to effectively prevent and remediate child
labour, businesses should:

•

Support

•

Support community-based poverty alleviation and
education projects

Advocate

•
•
•

Companies should avoid treating child labour as a
separate issue and instead integrate it into their
human rights systems and policies. Child labour is
often hidden in the lower tiers of supply chains
and companies do not always have direct visibility of
the issue. However, the causes are deeply connected
to issues of decent work, fair wages, family-friendly
policies, access to childcare for workers, access to
parental leave, access to quality education, and
access to training for youth.
Companies should understand why children are
present in the supply chain and try to address these
causes. Potential solutions could be to provide quality
education for local communities, safe places for
children, youth training, and activities for families to
improve their knowledge on child protection and safety.

Strengthen assessment and monitoring

Assess wages and work towards a living wage,
strengthen wage systems in all supply chain tiers,
and ensure social security networks
Create decent work opportunities for youth in their
own operations and supply chains
Create family-friendly workplaces in supply chains
with a focus on childcare and access to education

•

Implement

•

Build the capability of in-house teams, third party
partners, and suppliers to strengthen their capabilities
to identify, prevent, and remediate child labour
Set up a global child labour remediation process

Proactively increase supply chain visibility and
monitor risk areas at Tier one and beyond, through
risk and impact assessments
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The risk factors which contribute to child labour
can vary significantly at the regional or national level,
and also vary significantly between sectors. These
risk factors, and the context surrounding child labour,
are also different at lower supply chain tiers. In line
with UNGP’s Protect, Respect and Remedy
Framework, companies should therefore undertake
child labour risks assessments and mapping to
understand risks across their global supply chains
and to help determine actions to address child labour
and to deliver remedy where required.

© UN Global Compact Network UK/Benafsha Delgado 27 February 2020, North Kivu, DRC

A zero-tolerance approach
to child labour does not always
help the child: if the root
causes are not properly
addressed, it is often the
case that the child is worse
off without their occupation
DRAFTING A CHILD LABOUR POLICY:
CONSIDERATIONS FOR BUSINESSES
In September 2021, UNGC-UK and CLWG members
commented on a member’s child labour policy. Here
are key highlights from the discussion.

Collaboration

•

The issue of child labour is too complex to be
addressed by individuals. Formal collaborations
between business, civil society organisations, and
other actors play a key role in addressing child labour.

Companies should have clear policies and procedures
in place to ensure that children’s best interests are the
primary consideration for decisions and actions that
affect anyone under 18.

•

Initiatives such as UNGC UK’s Child Labour Working
Group, and The Centre’s Child Rights in Business
Working Group, and industry programmes, such as
the Responsible Business Alliance, multi-stakeholder
initiatives such as the Fair Labor Association, the
Ethical Trading Initiative, and the Responsible Mica
Initiative, can assist companies in their efforts in
tackling child labour.

When drafting a child labour policy, companies should
refer to the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights (UNGPs) for guidance. The UNGPs state
that companies should express their commitment
to respect human rights by making a public policy
statement. The policy should be:

•
•
•

Adopt a child-centred approach

•

•
•

When tackling child labour, companies should adopt
an approach that takes the best interests of the child
into account. A zero-tolerance approach to child
labour does not always help the child: if the root
causes are not properly addressed, it is often the
case that the child is worse off without their
occupation. Companies’ actions should form part of a
holistic approach which avoids causing further harm
to child labourers.

Format
Companies are free to choose whether to have a standalone policy on child labour or integrate child labour
into another policy. However, it is advisable to have a
separate policy when the issue is particularly salient to
the business.

Transparency

•

Approved by senior leadership
Informed by technical expertise
Specific in stipulating expectations on staff and
partners across all operations
Communicated both internally and publicly
Embedded across all relevant policies and procedures
of the business

Definitions
A good policy should have clear definitions of key
terminology, including child labour, worst forms of child
labour, hazardous work, and young workers. It should

Child labour is an issue with a multitude of
stakeholders and any key action addressing child
labour should be disclosed.
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be based on recognised international conventions such
as The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC), ILO Conventions No 138 (Minimum Age)
and No 182 (Worst Forms of Child Labour), and The
Children’s Rights and Business Principles.
Risks
It is good practice to provide some detail on the
commodities and areas most at risk of child labour.
Grievance mechanisms
A good policy should outline any monitoring and
remediation mechanisms in place.
Other considerations
Companies should be mindful when making blanket
statements such as ‘No products delivered to us are
produced by child labour’ as these statements are often
difficult to prove and unlikely to be true.
For further information on how to draft a child labour
policy, please read the Global Child Forum’s publication
Child Labour Policy: a child-centred approach.

TOOLS FOR BUSINESS TO ASSESS RISK OF
CHILD LABOUR IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN
In 2021, UNGC-UK CLWG members heard from Sarah
Carpenter (Assent Compliance) & Elaine MitchelHill (Marshalls plc), and Nina Vollmer (Global Child
Forum). Below are key highlights from the discussion.
Slavery and Trafficking Risk Template
The Slavery & Trafficking Risk Template (STRT), is the
free, open-source industry standard template used
to assist companies in their efforts to improve supply
chain visibility, assess and mitigate risk, improve public
disclosures, and ensure their compliance with human
trafficking and modern slavery related legislation. This
tool helps companies and their suppliers work together
to build socially responsible supply chains by facilitating
accurate data collection.
As it stands, the STRT supports organisations with
their compliance efforts under all major supply chainrelated human trafficking and slavery legislation. Some
of these regulations include the UK Modern Slavery
Act (Section 54 - Transparency in Supply Chains), The
California Transparency in Supply Chains Act (SB657),
and The French Corporate Duty of Vigilance Law (2017-
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399). The STRT also helps organisations disclose on
internationally accepted forced labour indicators linked
to widely-used sustainability reporting frameworks such
as the Global Reporting Initiative.

The Atlas methodology is based on the Children’s
Rights and Business Principles. These Principles were
developed by UNICEF, the UN Global Compact, and
Save the Children to guide companies on a full range of
actions they can take to respect children’s rights in the
workplace, marketplace, community, and environment.
The Atlas translates the 10 Children’s Rights and
Business Principles into three indices:

As the market and business needs are evolving, the STRT
Development Committee wants to ensure that they keep
pace with those changes. As a result of this, the SRA has
developed, shared, and promoted an open-source child
labour risk assessment tool, which will be embedded into
the STRT and accompanying guidance and resources.
This work seeks to remove barriers to corporate
engagement on child labour issues, increase knowledge
of risk, spark change, and ultimately improve the lives of
those impacted.

•
•
•

Children’s Rights and Business Atlas
The Children’s Rights and Business Atlas is a joint
initiative between UNICEF and the Global Child Forum
which helps businesses and industries integrate
children’s rights in their due diligence practices and
procedures. It offers free online guidance to understand
impacts on children (including child labour) and risks in
different geographies.

Children’s Rights in the Workplace Index measuring
child labour and decent work for young workers,
parents, and caregivers.
Children’s Rights in the Marketplace Index measuring
marketing to children, and safe products and services
for children including online safety.
Children’s Rights in the Community and Environment
Index measuring children’s rights in relation
to environmental protection, land rights, security
arrangements, education, health, and child protection.

Other resources
ILO’s Supplier Guidance on Preventing, Identifying and
Addressing Child Labour. Developed in partnership with
The Centre for Child Rights and Business, this document
offers guidance for suppliers on preventing, identifying
and addressing child labour.
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CONCLUSION
This report summarises the key takeaways from our 2021 CLWG meetings. The
sessions provided an overview of child labour in 2021, a basic framework for business
intervention, and various tools to assess risks of child labour in business operations
and global supply chains.

In 2021, the number of children in child labour rose
worldwide and this trend is likely to continue. Child
labour is a symptom of endemic poverty, and a multitude
of other factors including the presence of conflict, a
lack of awareness of the hazards, unclear laws and
ineffective enforcement, and limited opportunities for
youth. In addition to this, the pandemic’s impact on
families has led to a stark increase in child labour.

of child labour in the supply chain include the Slavery
and Trafficking Risk Template, which will soon include
child labour risks as well; the Children’s Rights and
Business Atlas (in particular the Children’s Rights in the
Workplace Index); and the ILO’s Supplier Guidance on
Preventing, Identifying and Addressing Child Labour.
We invite all UNGC-UK members to get in touch should
they have questions regarding this report or if they want
to find out more about joining our CLWG.

2021 was declared the International Year for the
Elimination of Child Labour. This gave the issue of child
labour greater visibility, and spurred action amongst
the business community worldwide. However, the latest
benchmark from the Global Child Forum shows that a
huge disclosure gap on child labour among businesses
remains. Companies should not only have a policy
encompassing child labour, but also need to disclose the
outcomes of its implementation. Transparency is key
to tackle child labour effectively and through collective
action.
There is no one-size-fits all approach to addressing
child labour, however, the Centre for Child Rights and
Business encourages companies to employ a child rights
driven approach. Business is encouraged to (a) support
community-based poverty alleviation and education
projects; (b) advocate to improve wage systems in all
supply chain tiers, and create decent work opportunities
for youth, as well as family-friendly workplaces in own
operations and supply chains; (c) proactively increase
supply chain visibility and monitor risk areas, and set up
a global remediation process.
When drafting child labour policies, companies should
follow the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights for guidance. It is good practice to
include in policies definitions of key terminology, outline
commodities and areas most at risk, and grievance
mechanisms. Useful tools for business to assess the risk
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ABOUT THE UNITED NATIONS GLOBAL COMPACT
As a special initiative of the UN Secretary-General, the United Nations Global Compact is a call to
companies everywhere to align their operations and strategies with Ten Principles in the areas of
human rights, labour, environment, and anti-corruption.
Our ambition is to accelerate and scale the global collective impact of business by upholding the
Ten Principles and delivering the Sustainable Development Goals through accountable companies
and ecosystems that enable change. With more than 12,000 companies and 3,000 non-business
signatories based in over 160 countries, and 69 Local Networks, the UN Global Compact is the
world’s largest corporate sustainability initiative – one Global Compact uniting business for a
better world.
For more information, follow @globalcompact on social media and visit our website at
www.unglobalcompact.org

ABOUT THE UN GLOBAL COMPACT NETWORK UK
The UN Global Compact Network UK connects UK-based organisations that are part of the United
Nations Global Compact in a global movement dedicated to driving sustainable business.
Through an extensive programme of activity, we promote practical sustainability leadership,
share knowledge across sectors, and actively shape the responsible business environment to
create a world we want to live and do business in.
For more information, follow us on LinkedIn (UN Global Compact Network UK) and Twitter
(@globalcompactUK) or visit our website at unglobalcompact.org.uk

DISCLAIMER
The inclusion of company names and/or examples in this publication is intended strictly for
learning purposes and does not constitute an endorsement of the individual companies by the UN
Global Compact Network UK.
Copyright © 2022
Please cite this briefing as:
United Nations Global Compact Network UK, Child Labour Working Group: 2021 Annual Report
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