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Abstract  

Rag picking provides an opportunity for the poorest members of the society to make a living by collecting recyclable material 

and sell it to the dealers. It is prevalent not only in India but also all over the world in major metropolitan cities. We as society 

have been unfair to the children by failing in safe guarding them but also have not adequately taken care of their needs. 

Majority of the children between the age from 5 to 18 earn their living by picking rags, washing vehicles, work in way side 

hotels and carry out other menial jobs and earn just about Re50 to 60 per day. Any type of child labor is prohibited in our 

country by the constitution since it not only damages self-worth of a child but also harms society as a whole. Parliamentary 

Standing Committee was informed by the Government of India that it has no data on Child Labor in the Country (Business 

& Human Rights Resource Center, 2022).  

It is disheartening to learn that there is no data available on child labor the future generation of the nation. Data on child 

labor may not be available but we do have child labor across the country which is evident by the fact that children can be 

seen in most cities selling products on the busy crossings throughout the day round the year.  It does not matter whether 

we have data on child labor or not but we have child workers across the country which was reflected in the census of 2011. 

(Census of India,2011). Besides selling small products on the road crossings, children of all ages can be seen picking rags 

from the streets, garbage-bins and dumps. Small boys and girls work as domestic helps in effluent houses where they are 

exploited to no end. They are paid miniscule amount as salary, kept starved, used for all menial works and made to live in 

sub-human conditions. Young boys are also seen in auto repair shops employed as helpers where they are ill-treated and 

made to work beyond the schedule working hours. Similarly, children are employed by many small-scale industries under 

deplorable working conditions ignoring all the labor laws. Early in the morning small children both girls and boys between 

the age of 5 to 15 rather than going to school, collect recyclable materials from the trash and garbage thrown by the house 

holds.There are provisions in the Indian Constitution for prevention of rights of children and there are other measures 

announced by the government from time to protect the children from exploitation yet it is sad to note that children continue 

to suffer due to exploitation. Right to Education exists but how much it is implemented is a big question.(Census of India-

2011) Introduction  

As per the International Labor Organization (https://ilo.org), “The term “child labor” is defined as work that deprives children 

of their childhood, their potential and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development” (Kumar, 

Srivastava, Yadav, 2015). Further, it refers to work that “is mentally, physically, socially or morally dangerous and harmful 

to children; and/or interferes with a child’s ability to attend and participate in school fully by allowing them to leave school 

prematurely, or requiring them to attempt to combine school attendance with excessively long and heavy work.”  The 

children selling or begging on roads and other locations are also termed as child workers as per ILO definition. Apart from 

the Census of India managed by the Office of the Registrar General of India which collects and disseminates extensive data 

both all-India and state-specific on child workers once a decade, the Child Labor Project which was being managed by the  
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V. V. Giri National Labor Institute under the Ministry of Labor used to collect extensive data on child labor once in a year but 

the same had been discontinued at the time of launching one of the mega centrally sponsored programs of the Department 

of School Education and Literacy of the HRD Ministry, namely the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan in 2018 but it does not serve the 

purpose of collecting data on child workers.   

 National Child Labor Project (NCLP) was initiated in 1988 initially in 12 districts of the Country with an aim to rehabilitate 

working children in the age group of 9-14 years rescued or withdrawn from work and enrolled in the NCLP Special Training 

Centers, where they were provided with bridge education, vocational training, mid-day meal, stipend and health care 

(Gautam 2020).  During the 10th Plan, as many as 150 NCLPs were sanctioned which was the highest number since its 

inception in the year 1988.   The project could reach as high as 271 by the 11th Five Year Plan. The program was entirely 

funded by the Central Government through the Ministry of Labor & Employment. The aim was to identify children in the age 

group of 5-8 years working in hazardous occupations and bring them to mainstream formal educational system through 

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and of 9 to 14 years age group to be rehabilitated through the NCLP.  As many as six thousand special 

schools were opened under the NCLP through which around one million children were brought to the main stream schooling 

system combined in all the states.  

As per Delhi Edition of The Hindu of 12th July 2022, the NCLP was abandoned abruptly because of lack of budgetary 

provisions and supposed to have been merged with the Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan and as such the Government informed 

the PAC that it does not have records on the child labor in the country. (Mehta Arun. C 2022) It is presumed that no effort 

has been made in recent past to create data base on working children in the country. Also, there is no record of out of school 

children and what is the reason for their not being in the school. Census of India is the only source which provides 

information about working children which would next be available when the data of the 2021 Census is available and the 

census has been postponed due to Covid-19. Thus, it can be concluded that no road map for the development of child labor 

which includes the rag-pickers also can be drawn till the results of the next census are available. Child Labor (Prohibition and 

Regulation) Act, 1986 which specifies that nobody can engage the child in economic activity; it is difficult to answer, if 

someone wants to rehabilitate a child, how one does it in the absence of basic information about their numbers. In the light 

of the complete absence of data on child labor, the 2011 Census is the only authentic source of information but has become 

outdated and is of limited use. However, even if we go as per the 2011 census, 3.48 percent of the total population of 

children between the age group of 6 to 13 years was classified as child labor. Though in absolute terms the percentage looks 

low but the number of child workers in 2011 was as high as 208.32 million of which the male constituted 52.24 per cent and 

the girls, 47.76 percent. (Census of India, 2011).A child rag picker is deprived of his basic human right of dignified living. 

His/Hers’ general health condition is very poor because of living in un-hygienic living and working conditions, handling of 

hazardous material, work through garbage, inadequate clothing and poor diet.  

Objective of this study will be to ascertain if there are any Right’s violation of children in Meerut slums and its impact on 

their education. There are more than 20 slums in and around Meerut where people are living in pathetic conditions with 

lack of basic amenities like drinking water, toilets, electricity and any kind of schooling facility for their children. Parents do 

not send their children to school because of poor economic condition, non-availability of school in near vicinity and 

deploying them on collecting recyclable waste to earn extra money. Low income carries high probability of poor health and 

continued poverty in the family; thus, the cycle of poverty continues and children are unable to develop any skill for 

betterment of their future. The concept of child labor dates back to the rise of industrialization specially in the un-organized 

sector. Child labor is the direct result of poverty and deprivation; people who exploit them by employing in hazardous and 

risky occupation do not care about their fundamental rights and other provisions of law. The practice of child labor has come 

to be recognized as a major socio-economic problem in our fast-growing economy. It hinders the growth of a child physically, 

mentally, emotionally and prevents him to develop potential to become a productive adult. Rag picking is considered as 

worst form of child labor where children are made to work in trash discarded by households, hospitals and industries 

exposing them to grave health risk due to regular exposure to toxic materials and sharp objects.  

Methodology  

Child labor is prevalent mostly in informal sector where children do rag picking, domestic servants, cleaning and washing in 

restaurants, shoe shining and selling products on road and railway crossings. At Meerut they are found to be engaged in 

scissors’ manufacturing industry, band manufacturing, vegetable vendors and even baggers. Their economic condition is so 
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poor that they cannot afford to live in regular housing and are compelled to live in slums. This study will involve analytical 

as well as descriptive pattern of research. It will be confined to certain slum areas of Meerut which have been selected 

through local knowledge and the NGOs working in these areas. A sample of 100 adult respondents has been taken because 

to understand the problems of slum children, it is important to carryout ground study of the parents. Thus, this study will 

be in two parts, the first one dealing with the living and work environment of the parents and the second to examine the 

problems being faced by the child workers who are found not going to school and will be 60 in numbers. The data was mainly 

collected through a structured questionnaire administered to the respondents and also onsite interviews of the children 

found in dump yards, markets, living areas and street corners. Tables below provide data analysis of the information 

collected through respondents.  

Study Part 1.General Information of Respondents in Slums.(Kumar. -2024) Table.1      Housing 

Facility  

Ser. No.  Type of House  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Pakka House  36  36  

2  Kuccha House  20  20  

3  Hutment  42  42  

4  No House  02  02  

Total    100  100  
  

The survey revealed that only 36 % respondents were residing in Pakka houses, 20 %in Kuccha 

houses, 42% in hutments and 2% had no house to live.  

  

Table.2 Number of Rooms in the House  

  
Ser.No.  

Rooms Available  Frequency  Percentage  

1  1  69  69  

2  2  31  31  

3  3 or more  00  00  

Total   100  100  

       

69% had one room in their house, 31 % had two rooms whereas there was no house having 

three or more rooms.  

 Table.3      Toilet Facility  

Ser. No.  Availability  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Yes  43  43  

2  Yes (Shared)  24  24  

3  No (Open 
Defecation)  

33  33  

Total   100  100  
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43 % were having toilet facility of their own, 24 % had shared toilets and 33% were defecating in 

open. On further probing the respondents revealed that they defecate on the open land around 

their living areas and women would wake up as early as 4 AM to ease themselves. Respondents 

living on Garh Road used Abu Nala for defecation.  

 Table.4   Availability of Water  

1  Available  40  40  

2  Public Tap  23  23  

3  Not Available  37  37  

Total   100  100  
  
  

  

40 % respondents had individual water connections at their home, 23 % were fetching water 

from public tap whereas 37 % had no water supply of any kind within their living area. They 

collected water from as far as 500 meters from their living areas.  

   

Table.5     Availability of Drainage  

Ser. No.  Availability  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Open Drainage  56  56  

2  No Drainage  44  44  

3        

Total   100  100  
  

56% had open drainage system in their locality whereas 44% had no drains at all. The area used 

to get water logged during monsoon and routine disposal of waste water was a serious problem 

creating stink in the area leading to health problems of the residents.  

   
Table.6   Availability of Electricity  

Ser. No.  Availability  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Yes  53  53  

2  No  47  47  

Total    100  100  
  

53% houses had electric connection and 47 % did not have electricity. The respondents used oil 

lamps during night for their routine living.  
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Table.7      Cooking Medium  

Ser. No.  Type of Medium  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Gas  17  17  

2  Electricity  00  00  

3  Coal/Wood  72  72  

4  Dry Dung  11  11  

5  Kerosene Oil  00  00  

Total    100  100  
  

17% respondents had a gas connection, no one used electricity for cooking, 72 % used wood or 

coal for cooking and heating, 11% use dried cow dung and none used kerosene oil.  

Table.8  Availing of Medical Facilities  

  

Ser. No.  Type of Facility  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Govt. Facility  18  18  

2  Private hospital  00  00  

3  Private Doctor  63  63  

4  Ignore Illness  19  19  

Total    100  100  
  

Health care was found to be a serious problem amongst slum dwellers. During sickness only 18% 

were able to use Govt. facilities, 63 % visited a private doctor. 19 % ignored illness and no one 

went to private hospital. It was revealed that good some of their income was spent on treatment 

in case a family member falling sick. On being enquired, the respondents revealed that they did 

not go to private hospital because of not being able to afford the expenditure.  

  

Table.9   Type of Health Problems  

Ser. No.  Type of Problem  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Fever  62  62  

2  Dysentery  15  15  

3  Cut Injuries  16  16  

4  Jaundice  07  07  

 Total    100  100  
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Health is a major issue with slum dwellers because of their poor living and working conditions. 62 

% respondents reported having fever in last six months, 15 % had dysentery, 16 % had cut injuries 

and 7 % had jaundice. All most all respondents reported suffering with some or the other kind of 

skin problem. This happened because unhygienic living and inadequate or nil availability of water 

in their residential areas.    

  

Table. 10   Income Range  

Ser. No.  Range  Frequency  Percentage  

1  1000-3000  12  12  

2  3001-6000  63  63  

3  60001-10000  17  17  

4  10001-15000  08  08  

 Total    100  100  

        

  

It was fairly difficult to ascertain their family income ranges because of their hesitation in 

responding to the question about income. However, it was revealedthat 12 % had income 

between 1000-3000 rupees per month, 63% earned between 3001- 6000 per month, 17% earned 

6001-10000 and 8% had income ranging between 10001 to 15000 per month.  

  

Table 11. Level of Education  

  

Ser. No.  Level  frequency  Percentage  

1  1-5  31  31  

2  6-8  24  24  

3  9-12  05  05  

4  12 and above  00  00  

5  Illiterate  40  40  

Total    100  100  
  

Level of education was found to be most un-satisfactory. 31% of respondents had education 

between classes 1-5, 24 % between classes 6-8, 5 % between 9-12, there was none who was class 

12 or above and 40% were found to be illiterate.  

Study Part-2  

Information on Children of School Going Age: 6-18 Years  
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Table. 12     Age Profile  

N=60 

Ser. No.  Age  Frequency  Percentage  

1.  6-10   Years  08  13.33  

2.  11-15 Years  36  60.00  

3.  16-18 Years  16  26.67  

Total    100  100  

  

!3.33% children were between the age group of 6-10 years, 60% were between 11-15 and 26.67% between16-18 years. It 

indicates that more number of children were involved in rag picking after crossing the age of 10 years may be because it is 

a manual work in which one needs more physical strength.  

Table. 13   Gender  

Ser. No.  Gender  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Male  45  75  

2  Female  15  25  

3  Total    60  100  

  

There was gender disparity in the work, 75% children were male and 25% female. During personal interaction it was revealed 

that female did not go to work because of fear of sexual harassment by the boys of same localities or others.  

Table.14    work Area  

Ser No.  Work Area  Frequency  Percetage  

1  Housing Colonies  10  16.7  

2  Streets  12  20  

3  Dump Yards  30  50  

4  Scrap Dealer  08  13.3  

Total    60  100  

  

As far as work areas are concerned, 16.7% children worked in housing colonies, 20% on roads and streets, 50% at municipal 

garbage dump yards and 13.3% with the scrap dealers. More number of children worked at dump yards because of the 

possibility of better collection of recyclable material.  

 Table.15    Availing School Facility  

N=60  

Ser. No.  Status  Frequency  Percentage  

1  Availing  22  36.6  

2  Not Availing  38  63.4  

Total    60  100  

  

Only 36.6% children availed school facility and 63.4% did not go to school. Multiple reasons were found for not availing the 

school facility like non-availability of school in near vicinity, economic reasons, parents wanted their children to work to 

augment family income, girls were not allowed to study and culturally the community did not feel any benefit of education.  
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Table.16     Age Profile of School going Children  

N=22    

Ser. No.  Age Profile  Frequency  Percentage  

1.  6-10  12  54.5  

2.  11-15  06  27.3  

3.  16-18  04  18.2  

  

Table 16 Indicates that almost 55% students study up to the age of 10 years or class 4-5, only 27% go to school thereafter 

and 18% go to high School or above. This is an indication that as they grow in age the parents prefer them to work rather 

than go to school. Also it was revealed that out of four children going to class 10-12, only one was female indicating that 

girls were not encouraged to study. They will either get married at an early age or work in nearby houses to earn extra 

money for the family.  

 Table.17         Type of Health Problems  

N= More than 60  

Ser. No.  Type of Problem  Frequency  Percentage  

1.  Dysentery  47    

2  Respiratory Problem  14    

3  Eye Infection  28    

4  Cut Injuries  34    

5  Skin Problems  42    

6  Hepatitis  08    

7  Dog Bite  07    

  

In Table 17, the size of frequency is more than 60 for the reason that each respondent had suffered with multiple problems, 

for example a single respondent may have had dysentery as well as skin problem or even more work related health problems 

thus ascertaining the frequency may not be possible.  

Discussion on the Study  

The study revealed that children in slums right from birth did not have proper house to live and many of them 

were born and brought up in huts. They did not have drinking water, sanitation, drainage, electricity, proper 

cooking medium and desired medical facilities. They were forced by the circumstances to work from the early age 

and deprived growth of a normal child. They grew living and working in sub-human conditions. Parent’s economic 

condition did not allow them to send their children to school. Either there was no school in the living area or close 

vicinity or if there was a private school, the fee was un-affordable by the parents. There was lack of motivation on 

the part of parents towards education due to which they felt that education cannot bring change in their lives. 

Young boys were made to work as rag pickers and the girls were married at young age for fear of sexual assault 

by their own community men or at the work place by others. The children get involved in petty thefts; drug 

peddling and addiction, smoking and prostitution. All these activities further prevent them from going to school. 

It can be seen that there is outright child right abuse of the children living in slums. Some of the provisions for 

child rights protection given in the Constitution of India and other acts and provisions made by the government 

with regard to safe guarding their growth as dignified human being are given in the succeeding paragraphs.  
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International legal base for Right to Education   

In the international sphere, Right to Education is being recognized through various treaties and declarations which 

indirectly impose an obligation upon the state that everyone has right to education for example Article 26 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Some of the treaties that uphold the Right to Education are as 

follows:  

 UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960)  

 International Covenant on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965)  

 International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (1966)  

 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979)  

 Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)  

 International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their 

families (1990)  

 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006).  

Constitutional and other legal Safeguards for Child Rights   

The constitution of India came into force on 26 January 1950. Some of the constitutional provisions related to 

children’s’ rights are:-  

Article 14: This article provides equality before the law or the equal protection of the laws to every person within 

the territory of India.  

Article 21 A: The original Constitution of India included the right to education as a directive principle of State policy 

with a 10 year time-limit for implementation. Thereafter, the Supreme Court of India affirmed the fundamental 

right to education in two landmark cases, Mohini Jain v State of Karnataka1 and Unni Krishnan J.P. v State of 

Andhra Pradesh2.In the month of December year 2002, the Constitution (Eighty-Sixth Amendment) Act was 

passed, providing the right to  

                                                              
1 1992 AIR 1858 1992 SCR (3) 658 1992 SCC (3) 666 JT 1992 (4) 292 1992 SCALE (2)90 ACT  
2 1993 AIR 217, 1993 SCR (1) 594, 1993 SCC (1) 645, JT 1993 (1) 474, 1993 SCALE (1)290  

education in Article 21A which directed the State to provide free and compulsory education to all children of the 

age of six to fourteen years.   

Article 24: This article prohibits   employment of children in factories, etc and declares that no child below the age 

of 14 years will be employed to work in any factory or mine or engaged in any other hazardous employment. The 

judgment of MC Mehta vs State of Tamil Nadu & Ors1 is a historic pronouncement on child labor, which elaborated 

the situation of child labor in India. The judgment painted the relation between poverty and child labor and also 

through light on how the state machinery has failed to eradicate child labor and its lack of zeal to deal with it.    

Free and compulsory education as a Directive Principle:   

Some provisions of the Directive Principles of State Policy under Part IV of the Constitution contained the roadmap 

to the inclusion of the Right to Education which is as follows:  

Article 45: That the state shall endeavor to provide within a period of ten years of the commencement of this 

constitution, for free and compulsory education for all children until they complete the age of fourteen years. 

                                                           
1 Writ Petition (C) No. 465/1986/1996  
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(Extracted from constitution of India). Along with Article 45, the relationship of some other Directive Principles 

viz. Article 41 (Right to Education), Article 46 (promotion of educational interests of SCs/STs and other weaker 

sections of the society), Articles 39(e) and (f) (protection of children) resulted in the laying down of the dimensions 

and parameters of the Right to Education as a fundamental right by the Judiciary.  

Right to Education as a Fundamental Duty:  

The 86th Constitutional Amendment Act, 2002  inserted Clause (k) under Article 51-A envisaging the fundamental 

duty of a parent or guardian to provide opportunities for education of his child or ward between the age group of 

six to fourteen years.   

Other Legal Safeguards:  

 Right to Education Act 2009: The enforcement of the Right to Education Act under Article 21A of the Indian 
Constitution was the most important step to modify the deteriorating landscape of education in India. 
This act came into effect on 1 April 2010 and it clearly state education as a fundamental right of every child. 

This act provides 25% reservation of seats belonging to weaker sections of society. It declares that No child 

pursuing elementary education shall be held back, expelled, or asked to pass a board examination. It 

prohibits the schools to charge capitation fee at any step while giving admission to a child. This act directs 

the schools to create a School Management Committee composed of 75 percent members as parents or 

guardians.  

   

• National Plan of Action for Children (NPAC), 2016 targets to ensure all children their right to survival, 

dignity, health, nutrition, education, development, protection and participation.  

• Ministry of Women and Child Development (2019).  Beti Bachao Beti Padhao SchemeImplementation 

Guidelines.   

• The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015 (No. 2 of 2016), Acts of Parliament, 2015 

(India).  

• The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006.   

• National Early Childhood Care and Education Policy, 2013.  

• National Health Policy (NHP), 2017 aims to shape health systems in the areas such as investments in health, 

organization of healthcare services; prevention of diseases and promotion of good health.  

• Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) Scheme was launched in 1975 is a unique program for early 

childhood care and development for all children in the age group of 0-6 years. The scheme covers 

supplementary nutrition, pre-school non-formal education, nutrition and health education, immunization, 

health check-up and referral services as its services.  

• Integrated Child Protection Scheme (ICPS), 2009 targeted at building a protective environment for children 

in difficult circumstances, as well as other vulnerable children.  

• Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) targeted to improve the nutritional status of children studying in primary 

and upper primary classes in Government, Government aided, local body schools, Education Guarantee 

Scheme (EGS) and Alternative & Innovative Education (AIE) centers all over the country.  

• Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan was launched in 2018 for the school education extending from preschool to class 

12. It aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education from preschool to senior secondary stage.  
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• National Curriculum Framework (NCF), 2005 emphasizes that young children be provided care, 

opportunities and experiences for their holistic development.  

People migrate from their native places for multiple reasons like natural disasters, lack of job opportunities, 

illiteracy, poverty and lure of better life in cities. Generally they migrate to cities where there are opportunities 

for employment like multiple industries, flourishing agriculture or infrastructural projects. These cities are already 

overcrowded and lack living space and other amenities for decent human living. People who migrate from rural 

areas or even far of states do not find place to live in bigger cities and are compelled to live in slums where they 

continue to live in sub human conditions with shortage of water, sanitation, electricity, medical care and schooling 

facilities. In slums, either these facilities are not available or non-affordable by majority of residents. Right to 

shelter is a fundamental right2 under Indian constitution but unfortunately this migrated population is deprived 

of this privilege. There are no basic amenities in slums and the residents continue to struggle for their daily needs 

and survival. They rather than sending their children to schools put them to work to augment the family income. 

Generally this work is dirty, dangerous and hazardous for small children to perform. The children suffer with mal-

nutrition, ill health and remain illiterate for lack of schooling. Every day one can witness violation of their rights 

as they are not allowed to grow as normal human being. The slum dwellers do not understand significance and 

value of education and even if they do, it is difficult for them to put their wards in schools. Right to Education Act 

2009 provides all the children right to free and compulsory education but implementation of the act has a big 

question mark. There are several barriers to access to education access in India. Budgetary constraints contribute 

to the lack of schools, well-trained teachers, separate and sanitary washrooms for girls, adequate infrastructure, 

non-availability of transportation and finally creating barriers and limiting access to schools particularly in urban 

slums. Furthermore, children from marginalized groups face additional barriers to accessing education due to 

teacher’s indifference with children of this community. Government has made provision of education for the 

children particularly for those belonging to socio-economic backward class, free of cost. The survey reveals that 

slum dwellers do desire that their ward be educated or at least be literate but compulsion of their daily lives, their 

own illiteracy, prevalent social stigma, their involvement in various types of addictions and low income prevents 

them from sending their wads to schools. Another major reason is their own make belief world that education 

will not do any good to them or their family. There is need of mass campaigning, government intervention and 

involvement of NGOs to draw out a comprehensive plan for execution of existing provision on education of 

economically poor classes. The society at large needs to be made aware that these deprived children do not give 

up education at their own desire; these are the circumstances those have forced poverty on them resulting in to 

leading a sub human life of deprivation. The education should be made accessible to them at the door step if they 

are unable to go to school. It is a tall order but achievable by the concerted efforts of government institutions, 

NGOs and the society.  
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