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Keeping Exports Up?
Ever since we convinced ourselves that the rest 
of the world would not allow India’s develop-
ment plans to fail for lack of foreign exchange, 
we seem not to bother needlessly about such 
things as an adverse balance of trade. We are 
not much concerned about it since an import 
surplus can after all be explained quite easily. 
We need it because we are developing so fast; 
and we are not apologetic about it because our 
development is so necessary for strengthening 

democracy, relieving the strain on capital-
abundant countries and so forth. In fact we are 
beginning to feel so righteous about the imbal-
ance in our trade that we deem it to be a fa-
vour India is doing to the rest of the world.

Having persuaded ourselves thus, we find it 
difficult to believe that others might consider 
our attitude in this matter somewhat supercili-
ous. It is, of course, a truism that during the 
period of development an underdeveloped 
country such as ours will draw from the world 
market more than it supplies abroad. But it is 
not necessary for that reason to take the posi-
tion that the rest of the world is obliged to pro-
vide the difference as long as the under-devel-
oped country chooses to need it. An import 
surplus is after all a debt owed to countries 
outside; and it is always open to the creditors 
to cry halt at some point. This means that as 

borrowers in one sense or another we ought 
deliberately to prepare ourselves to meet a sit-
uation where we may not be able to make large 
drafts on the resources of other countries. In-
deed we ought to be looking forward to the 
day when we shall be in a position to contrib-
ute to the resources that can be drawn upon by 
another country for its development.

All this may seem somewhat sanctimoni-
ous in the light of the ostensible efforts direct-
ed towards export promotion. Though we 
have increased manifold our effort to get 
more dollars, roubles, marks and so forth for 
the Second and Third Five-Year Plans, we 
have continued to talk about export promo-
tion as the right and proper means of solving 
the problem of increasing imports. But as we 
go along, all this talk about more, and more 
diversified, exports rings hollow.

Raids on places where child labourers are employed, often 
accompanied by immense media coverage, has become a 
  much-used method of rescuing these children in recent 

years. However, it is the rehabilitation that follows afterwards that 
proves to be the tougher and less successful part of these opera-
tions with a majority of these children either returning to work or 
being sent to remand homes where the conditions are hardly con-
ducive to their welfare. The Mumbai High Court which converted 
a letter from a former high court judge on this issue into a public 
interest litigation recently directed the Maha rashtra government 
to produce a list of the 670 children it claimed to have rescued. 

In July this year, the government had told the court that of the 
5,575 children it had rescued from all over the state, 4,347 were 
sent back to their parents. Another 64 children (of whom 14 are 
in Mumbai) were sent to state rehabilitation homes. The court 
decided to take Mumbai as a test case and directed the amicus 
curiae in the case to meet four of the rescued children that the 
state government said were going to school. The report says that 
all four were going to school even before the rescue operation 
and continued to do so. The oldest among them, who was 16, was 
picked up from a garage where he was learning to repair motor-
cycles during his vacation while the other three were mistaken as 
child labourers because their fathers’ tea shops are run from the 
one-room family homes. All these children spent eight days in an 
institution while the garage owner and the parents of the other 
three were taken into custody and released on bail. None of the 
families received any assistance, financial or otherwise, from any 
government agency or non-governmental organisation (NGO).

The state government had told the HC in 2008 that Maharashtra 
would be free of child labour by 2010, but this is another one of 
those tall promises. Ironically, its lawyer told the court recently 
that the government was not following central government rules 
for each rescued child because it was still in the process of fram-
ing its own rules. More importantly, after the government’s 

 resolve, child labourers have died in the state, for instance, in 
 firecracker factories in Jalgaon and Beed this year. 

There are a number of difficulties that beset the rehabilitation 
process of the rescued child labourers. A large number of them are 
migrants from Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Bihar 
and Uttar Pradesh and many come from Nepal. Coordination bet-
ween the Child Welfare Committees of the states involved to en-
sure that the children go to school and do not go back to work 
would require tremendous dedication to ironing out bureaucratic 
hurdles. Sadly, child labour simply does not seem to merit that 
kind of dedication. The centre had issued model guidelines for in-
dividual care plans for the rescued children in 2007 and the states 
were supposed to follow suit with the condition that until then 
they would follow the former’s guidelines. This is again a neglected 
area as can be seen from Maharashtra’s example. Again, in 1996, 
the Supreme Court (in M C Mehta vs Union of India) had directed 
that the child labourer should be compensated with money and an 
adult in the family should be given employment. But since the con-
viction rate for errant employers is low and record keeping poor, 
the process of follow-up on even this ruling is a slow and dismal 
one. In March this year, the Delhi High Court too had pulled up the 
state government for not doing enough to rehabilitate rescued 
child workers. The discrepancy in ages in the Juvenile Justice Act 
(JJA) 2006 and the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act 
(CLA) 1986 in defining a “child” also adds to the confusion.

There is no dearth of laws to prosecute offending employers. 
Apart from the JJA, and the CLA, there is the Bonded Labour 
System Abolition Act, 1976, and the Contract Labour (Regulation 
and Abolition) Act, 1970. However, this brings us back to the 
 issue of coordination between different government agencies as 
well as NGOs. As of now, in the vast majority of cases the children 
are either sent back to their impoverished parents or to badly-
managed state homes. Ultimately, it is the already traumatised 
child who is the loser.

in the Name of the Child

Child labourers are being rescued amidst media fanfare, but precious little is being done to rehabilitate them. 


