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The Government of Bhutan has recently revised its 

legal framework to address the worst forms of child 

labor.  However, children continue to engage in the worst 

forms of child labor in activities such as agriculture.  

The government has yet to fully establish coordinating 

mechanisms, policies, and programs to address many 

worst forms of child labor.

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Age Percent

Working 10-14 yrs. 19.6% 

Attending School 5-14 yrs. 69.0% 

Combining Work and School 7-14 yrs. 0.3% 

Agriculture
92.2%

Services
1.9%

Manufacturing
0.1%

Other
5.9%

Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 

Worst Forms of Child Labor 

Children in Bhutan are exploited in the worst forms 

of child labor,478 especially in agriculture.  They 

often work long hours, use dangerous tools, work 

unsupervised in dangerous environments, perform 

physically difficult tasks, and put themselves at risk 

for occupational injury.479  Girls, some as young as age 

11, are more likely to be employed as child domestic 

workers.  They may work long hours and be physically 

and sexually exploited by their employer.480

Some children in Bhutan work in unregulated 

activities such as rag picking.481  Others are involved in 

construction and mining/quarrying, where their health 

may be endangered through long working hours and 

increased likelihood of accidents and physical harm 

from potentially dangerous machinery and tools.482 

There have been limited reports that armed political 

groups such as the Bhutan Communist Party through 

its youth wing, the Bhutan Revolutionary Youth, as 

well as the Bhutan Tiger Force, have been recruiting 

children younger than age 16 from refugee camps for 

military purposes.483  There is also limited evidence 

that girls under age 18 are involved in commercial 

sexual exploitation.484

Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 

of Child Labor

The 2007 Labor and Employment Act of Bhutan sets 

the minimum age for work at age 18.485  Children age 

13 to 17 are allowed to work, but are prohibited from 

working in hazardous areas, and the Act prohibits work 

that exposes children to physical harm, dangerous 

machinery, or an unhealthy working environment.486  

However, exceptions allow children age 13 to 17 

to work in certain roles within 11 identified forms 

of hazardous labor, presuming the work does not 

endanger the child.487  These exceptions may not be 

specific enough to avoid risk of harm to children.  For 

example, while mining and quarrying are identified 

as hazardous forms of labor, children may work as 

sweepers and cleaners in this industry.488  Children 

working as sweepers and cleaners in mines may be 

exposed to hazardous dust and debris that should not 

be inhaled.
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The Labor and Employment Act of Bhutan also 

protects children under age 18 from forced or 

compulsory labor, trafficking, recruitment into the 

armed forces, prostitution and pornography, use 

by adults in illicit drug-related activities, and labor 

endangering their health, safety, or morals.489  The 

Act also lays out penalties for anyone convicted of 

trafficking of children.490  The Penal Code prohibits 

child commercialized sexual exploitation and 

trafficking of children for prostitution.491

C138, Minimum Age

C182, Worst Forms of Child Labor

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 

Conflict

CRC Optional Protocol on the Sale of 

Children, Child Prostitution, and Child 

Pornography

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in 

Persons
No

Minimum Age for Work 18

Minimum Age for Hazardous Work 18

Compulsory Education Age 16

Free Public Education Yes

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 

and Enforcement

Research has found no evidence that the Government 

of Bhutan has established a coordinating mechanism 

to combat the worst forms of child labor specifically.  

However, in 2004, the Government of Bhutan created 

the National Commission for Women and Children 

as the lead agency to coordinate the promotion and 

protection of women and children.492  In 2007, the 

police established the Woman and Child Protection 

Unit (WPCU) to protect the rights of children and 

women in Bhutan.  WPCU also provides counseling 

services, referrals to NGOs, and separate detention 

centers for young boys and girls.493

The Ministry of Labor and Human Resources is 

empowered to investigate child labor complaints and 

to require employers to come into compliance with 

child labor laws throughout the country.  However, 

all investigations take place in the capital city of 

Thimpu.494

Government Policies on the Worst Forms of 

Child Labor

Research has found no evidence of any policies to 

address the worst forms of child labor.  

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent the 

Worst Forms of Child Labor

The National Commission for Women and Children 

manages a program titled Project Hope, which 

provides residential shelters for children at-risk of 

exploitative child labor.495  This program does not 

appear to be sufficient to provide services to many 

of the children vulnerable to or involved in the worst 

forms of child labor in Bhutan, such as those involved 

in agriculture, construction, and domestic labor.
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Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the 
worst forms of child labor in Bhutan:

IN THE AREA OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Revise the hazardous sector list to eliminate exceptions for children working in certain roles within 

proscribed sectors.

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

Establish a coordinating mechanism to combat the worst forms of child labor.

Take steps to expand inspection activity beyond Thimpu.

IN THE AREA OF POLICIES:

Adopt policies that address the worst forms of child labor.

IN THE AREA OF PROGRAMS:

Expand social programs for children at-risk of engaging in child labor to target children who work in 

agriculture, construction, and domestic labor.
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