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Abstract   
 
There is widespread concern about the rising cases of child labour in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Despite substantial investment in a wide range of projects and 
programmes towards sensitising people about the danger of child labour, there 
has not been a considerable reduction in the practice. This paper investigates 
the menace of child labour in Nigeria and the effectiveness of the Child Rights 
Act (CRA) through an in-depth review of scholarly literature and grey 
publications. A narrative review method was adopted for this study. Peer-
reviewed literature was sought from popular databases such as Scopus, AJOL, 
and DOAJ, among others. The peer-reviewed studies were analysed through 
content analysis to discuss the dynamics and complexities of child labour in 
Nigeria. The Lundy Model of participation was used as a conceptual 
framework to underpin the study. Child marriage, child street hawking, and 
baby factories were among the activities recognised as child labour in Nigeria. 
Findings from the literature suggest household poverty, lack of political will, 
and weak strategies towards implementing the Child Rights Act are barriers 
towards eliminating child labour in the country. Recommendations include 
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revising and re-implementing the Child Rights Act and criminalising actions 
and activities preventing children from accessing basic education.  
 
Keywords: Child rights, Child labour, Child marriage, Out-of-school children. 

 
Introduction 
 
There is a growing concern about the rising cases of child labour in Sub-
Saharan Africa despite several efforts toward protecting the rights of 
children globally (Okafor, Okafor, & Ngini, 2018; Fatima, 2023). The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN-CRC) 
classified child labour as any "work that is likely to be hazardous or to 
interfere with the child's education, or to be harmful to the child's health 
or physical, mental, spiritual, moral, or social development" (Edmonds, 
2008:1). This paper examines the menace of child labour in Nigeria with 
a special focus on the Child Rights Act 2003, which was introduced to 
create a safe space for all Nigerian children. The African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), also known as the Children's 
Charter, was adopted by the Organisation of African Unity (now African 
Union) in 1990 (UNICEF, 1990). The Charter, which became effective 
in 1999, is similar to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UN-CRC). The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of 
the Child is a comprehensive document that outlines children's rights 
and establishes universal principles and standards for their well-being 
(African Union, 1999). The ACRWC and the CRC are the only 
international and regional human rights treaties that address the full 
range of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights for children. 

To domesticate the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, Nigeria introduced the Child Rights Act (CRA) in 2003 
(McCafferty, 2017). The introduction of CRA was also to conform with 
the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which was 
adopted on the 1st of July 1990 by the African Union (Murray, 2019). 
The CRA contains elaborate provisions on the rights to be enjoyed by 
the Nigerian child. Despite this legislation, the Nigerian child, especially 
the girl-child, has yet to fully enjoy these rights. Child labour is a 
phenomenon that has gained significant attention globally, especially in 
developing nations where the practice is prominent (Josefsson & Wall, 
2020; Olaniran & Perumal, 2021). While there are many definitions, 
child labour could be summarised as the exploitative engagement of 
children in a business or activity that denies them their childhood and 
exposes them to the danger of physical, psychological, or mental harm 
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(ILO, 2016; Ramaswamy & Seshadri, 2020; Daly et al., 2021; Abusaleh et 
al., 2022). Although basic education is free and compulsory in many 
African societies, countries like Nigeria, Mali, and South Africa continue 
to experience a surge in the rate of child labour in Africa. According to 
Smillie and Mobotja (2019), nearly half of the elementary school pupils 
enrolled in Grade 1 in South Africa drop out of the schooling system 
before they reach Grade 12. Studies have also explored the health and 
educational consequences of child labour in Sub-Saharan Africa (Agbo, 
2017), predictors of child labour among public secondary school 
students (Enebe et al., 2021), and the perception of child labour among 
agricultural workers (Williams et al., 2016). Additionally, research has 
highlighted the impact of street hawking on children's education 
(Olaniran & Perumal, 2021; Obuzor & Gabriel-Job, 2022), patterns and 
practices of child labour among mothers in rural and urban areas 
(Ogunyemi et al., 2023), and socio-economic factors influencing child 
labour (Okoronkwo & Oprah, 2024). 

The relationship between child labour and delinquent behaviour has 
also been explored, emphasising the need for qualitative education to be 
accessible to all children, especially at the elementary and high school 
levels (Okpa et al., 2021). In South Africa, there has been a focus on 
legislative changes regarding child labour in the context of democratic 
political transformations (Levine, 2006). Moreover, studies have linked 
social factors such as self-esteem and self-efficacy to adolescent 
predisposition to child labour in Nigeria (Oruche & Ezeiba, 2021). The 
role of the curriculum in addressing child labour has been discussed, 
highlighting the need for further research to inform curriculum 
responses (Visser, 2021). Therefore, a study like this one is relevant to 
unravelling how education as a tool can respond to the menace of child 
labour. 
 
Child Labour in Nigeria 
 
Nigeria is the most populous country in Sub-Saharan Africa, with 
abundant human and material resources but faces a myriad of 
challenges. While child labour is an age-old problem, it exists in various 
forms and has been practised in many societies globally, including 
Nigeria. Although the Nigerian government prohibits child labour, many 
children continue to be subjected to it in various forms. According to a 
report by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), Nigeria has the 
highest number of child labourers in Africa, with an estimated 15 million 
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children involved in child labour (ILO, 2020). These children are 
involved in various forms of labour, including domestic work, street 
hawking, mining, agriculture, and other hazardous activities. Child 
labour is prevalent in rural and urban areas, with children as young as 
five years old engaged in various forms of work (Kennedy, 2020). Child 
labour gained significant attention during the industrial revolution 
period (Ibrahim et al., 2019). Prominent studies conducted in the United 
Kingdom, which were prompted by the adverse effects of child labour, 
happened during the industrial revolution (Humphries, 2013).  The 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) took its first stance on child 
labour in 1973 by setting the minimum age for work (Dahlen, 2007). 
Nevertheless, the ILO and many other international groups that target 
the issue failed to achieve their goals. While eradicating child labour was 
included in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), adopted by 
191 countries in 2005, the target was not achieved by the set year—2015 
(Rena, 2009; Radfar et al., 2018). Subsequently, ending child labour was 
also captured in the Sustainable Development Goals (Griggs et al., 
2013).  

Article 3 of the International Labour Organisation (ILO, 2016:np) 
Convention number 182 identified the four worst forms of child labour, 
which are: 
i. All forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the 

sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage and serfdom, and 
forced or compulsory labour, including forced or compulsory 
recruitment of children for use in armed conflict. 

ii. The use, procuring, or offering of a child for prostitution to 
produce pornography or pornographic performances. 

iii. The use, procuring or offering of a child for illicit activities, for 
the production and trafficking of drugs as defined in the relevant 
international treaties. 

iv. Work that, by its nature or the circumstances in which it is 
carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety, or morals of 
children ("hazardous child labour", see below) 

 
Government policy has been recognised globally as a crucial tool for 
addressing child labour and other related activities threatening children's 
growth and well-being (Dammert et al., 2018). Larmar et al. (2021) 
recommend partnerships between governments, universities, and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) to strengthen policies and 
programmes for the total elimination of child labour.  
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Drivers of Child Labour in Nigeria 
 
Child labour in Nigeria is a complex phenomenon with multiple drivers. 
A range of studies that explore the phenomenon of child labour in 
Nigeria have looked for common trends among children who are 
victims of child labour to identify common factors (Togunde & Carter, 
2006; Amuda, 2010; Agbo, 2017; Adeoye et al., 2017; Olayiwola, 2019; 
Fahlevi, 2021; Nnama-Okechukwu & Erhumwunse, 2021; Adeoti, 2021; 

Francis & Aborisade, 2022; Yinalabi, 2022; Nnama‐Okechukwu, 
Ebimgbo, Agha, Onalu, 2023). These studies have reached a common 
ground. Some of the identified key drivers of child labour in Nigeria 
include poverty, lack of access to education, cultural practices, and weak 
legal frameworks. 
 
Poverty 
While the causes of child labour in Nigeria are multifaceted and 
complex, poverty remains the primary cause (Ekpenyong, Sibiri, & 
Island, 2011). Many families in Nigeria are living below the poverty line, 
and as a result, parents are forced to send their children to work to 
supplement their income (Nuhu & Nuhu, 2010). Families living in 
poverty often rely on the income earned by their children to meet basic 
needs (Aghedo & Eke, 2013). A report by the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) also confirmed that children are forced to work long 
hours in hazardous and exploitative conditions to help support their 
families (ILO, 2020). Families who send their children to work for their 
economic survival create to a vicious cycle of poverty (Hallegatte et al., 
2020). Children who work instead of going to school are less likely to 
access education, limiting their future employment prospects and 
perpetuating the cycle of poverty (Koehler & Schneider, 2019; Silva-
Laya et al., 2020). Furthermore, the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) report on Global Estimates of Child Labour (2017:np), stated that 
poverty contributes to child labour globally, with 72.1 per cent of all 
working children living in poor households". The report also highlights 
that in developing countries, where poverty rates are higher, children are 
more likely to be engaged in hazardous work. Moreover, the United 
Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) in its report on child labour (2018) 
also notes that poverty is a primary cause of child labour, as poor 
families may view their children as a source of income rather than as 
individuals with a fundamental right to education and protection. In 
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conclusion, poverty is a significant factor that contributes to child 
labour, as inadequate access to food can also force children to look 
elsewhere in search of other means to access sufficient food. 
 
Inadequate access to education 
Inadequate access to education is one of the main drivers of child labour 
in developing nations (Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019; Mohammed, 2023). 
When children do not have access to quality education, they are more 
likely to work to help support themselves and their families (Geovani et 
al., 2021). Moreover, children who come from poor families may not 
have the resources to attend school or may be forced to drop out of 
school to work and earn money to help support their families (Dakpan 
& Oluwabamide, 2010; Fareo & Ateegu, 2020; Ibrahim, Magdalene & 
Abasido, 2021; Obioha & Ngwa, 2023). Child labour can trap children in 
a cycle of poverty and prevent them from getting the education they 
need to break free from it (Sohel, 2022). In addition, uneducated 
children may not be aware of their rights or may not have the skills and 
knowledge they need to advocate for themselves (Hanson, 2015; Kaur & 
Gulati, 2022; Odunuga & Adeogun, 2022). This can leave them 
vulnerable to exploitation and abuse by employers who exploit their lack 
of education and experience (Chang, Tsang & Chisolm-Straker, 2022; 
Giang, 2023). Furthermore, when children are forced to work at a young 
age, they may not have the opportunity to develop the skills and 
knowledge they need to succeed long-term (Fuseini & Daniel, 2020). 
This can limit their future opportunities and prevent them from reaching 
their full potential. 
 
Child Marriage 
Child marriage is considered a form of child labour because it deprives 
children, particularly girls, of their right to education and exposes them 
to a range of physical and emotional health risks (Şişli & Limoncelli, 
2019; Mrabure & Ovakporae, 2020; Bolarinwa et al., 2023). The United 
Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) defines child marriage as "a formal 
or informal union where one or both parties are under the age of 18" 
(UNICEF, 2021: np). Child marriage is a violation of children's human 
rights and is prohibited by several international human rights 
instruments (Azubike & Adeniyi, 2015). In Nigeria, child marriage is 
prevalent, especially in the northern part of the country, where the 
prevalence of child marriage is 57% (UNICEF, 2021). According to the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO), child labour is "work that 
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deprives children of their childhood, their potential, and their dignity, 
and that is harmful to physical and mental development" (ILO, 2019). 
Child marriage is categorised among the activities that promote child 
labour because it violates the fundamental rights of children and 
prevents them from enjoying their childhood (Mukherjee & Sekher; 
Salam & Aktar, 2020). Child marriage in Nigeria often leads to early 
pregnancy, which poses significant risks to the health of the mother and 
the child (Envuladu et al., 2016; Adebola, 2020). According to the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), complications during pregnancy 
and childbirth are the leading cause of death among adolescent girls aged 
15-19 years worldwide (UNFPA, 2021). In addition to the physical risks, 
child marriage also leads to emotional and psychological consequences 
for the victims (Ramaswamy & Seshadri, 2020). Girls who marry early 
are more likely to experience domestic violence and abuse, which can 
have long-lasting effects on their mental health and well-being (WHO, 
2021). 
 
Baby Factory 
The term ‘baby factory’ is described as a building or physical structure 
where young ladies are coerced or encouraged to get pregnant by 
commercial infant traffickers or sellers (Alabi, 2019). Many women fall 
prey to baby factories due to extreme poverty. They are lured with 
promises of financial gain or employment, only to find themselves 
trapped. Babies delivered at the baby factory can be taken from their 
mothers almost immediately after birth. 
Nigeria is one of the countries where the proliferation and discovery of 
‘baby factories’ are on the high side of the rampage (Cristiansson, 2013; 
Makinde et al., 2015). Baby factories are illegal shelters that harbour 
young women who give birth to children for trafficking and illegal 
adoption either at their will or under slavery-like conditions. Corruption 
within law enforcement and governmental institutions allows baby 
factories to operate with impunity. Bribes and lack of accountability 
enable traffickers to continue their activities. 
 
Weak Policy 
Weak legal frameworks also contribute to the prevalence of child labour 
in Nigeria. Although Nigeria has laws prohibiting child labour, 
enforcement is weak, and penalties for violators are not severe enough 
to serve as a deterrent (ILO, 2020). Nigeria has various laws and 
regulations against child labour, which include the Child Rights Act 
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enforcement is often weak due to a lack of political will and corruption 
(Mrabure & Ovakporae, 2020; Sahovic & Eriamiatoe, 2020). This creates 
a gap between policy and practice, which is exploited by employers who 
engage in child labour. For instance, the Child Rights Act of 2003 
prohibits the use of children for labour, but the Act has not been fully 
implemented in many parts of the country (Enemo, 2021). According to 
a report by the United States Department of Labour, "the Nigerian 
government has not adequately enforced laws prohibiting child labour, 
particularly in the agricultural, domestic work, and mining sectors" 
(USDOL, 2021). Furthermore, the Minimum Age for Admission to 
Employment Act of 1971 is 12 years, but this law is often violated, 
especially in the informal sector. According to the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), "Children are engaged in hazardous and exploitative 
work in agriculture, domestic work, and other informal sectors, where 
they are often paid very low wages or work without pay" (ILO, 2019). In 
conclusion, weak policy enforcement contributes to the prevalence of 
child labour in Nigeria.  
 
The Child Rights Act and child labour in Nigeria 
 
The Child Rights Act (CRA) was enacted in Nigeria in 2003 to protect 
the rights of children in the country. The act is based on the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), an 
international treaty that outlines the fundamental rights of every child, 
irrespective of race, gender, and religion. The Act advocates for the 
protection of children from all manners of abuse, neglect, exploitation, 
and violence. The Child Rights Act also prohibits child labour, 
particularly hazardous activities, and makes provision for the violators to 
be punished under the law. 
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Part II of the Child Rights Act: Rights of a Child 

 
Source: Child Rights Act 2003 (FGN, 2003), page 10. 
 
While CRA expresses clearly that every child in Nigeria has the right to 
education, health care, and protection from all forms of abuse and 
exploitation (Child Rights Act, 2003), several provisions in the Act are 
not in line with the UNCRC. One of the major critiques of the CRA is 
that it does not adequately protect children from harmful traditional 
practices such as early marriage and female genital mutilation (Collins, 
Rizzini & Mayhew, 2021). The UNCRC prohibits all forms of harmful 
traditional practices and requires states to eliminate them (United 
Nations, 1989). However, the CRA permits the continuance of certain 
activities under specific instances, such as when they are “justified by 
tradition” (Braimah, 2014). This provision is a clear violation of the 
UNCRC and puts children at risk of harm. 

Another issue with the CRA is that it does not provide adequate 
protection for children with disabilities (Ajuwon, 2008). The UNCRC 
requires states to provide equal rights and opportunities for children 
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with disabilities, including access to education and health care (United 
Nations, 1989). However, the CRA does not specifically address the 
needs of children with disabilities and does not provide any measures to 
ensure their full participation in society. Furthermore, the CRA does not 
provide adequate protection for children in conflict with the law. The 
UNCRC requires states to treat children in conflict with the law in a 
manner that is consistent with the promotion of their sense of dignity 
and worth (United Nations, 1989).  

The Child Rights Act has had a significant impact on child labour in 
Nigeria since its implementation. The act has provided a legal 
framework for the protection of children from all forms of exploitation 
and abuse, including child labour. The act has also raised awareness 
about the importance of protecting the rights and welfare of children. 
Furthermore, the Child Rights Act has provided for the punishment of 
offenders who engage in child labour, which has served as a deterrent to 
those who engage in such practices. However, despite the provisions of 
the Child Rights Act, child labour remains a significant problem in 
Nigeria. The act's implementation has been hampered by a lack of 
political will, inadequate funding, and a lack of awareness among the 
population. 
 
Lundy Model of Participation: Can it provide a roadmap to ending 
child labour? 
 
The Lundy model of participation (Lundy, 2013) is a conceptual 
framework that describes different levels of participation that can be 
achieved by children and young people in decision-making processes 
that affect their lives. This model was developed by Laura Lundy, a law 
professor at Queen's University Belfast, and has been widely used in the 
fields of child rights and child participation. According to the Lundy 
model (Lundy, 2013), there are three levels of participation: (1) "space to 
be heard," (2) "space to contribute," and (3) "space to decide." Each 
level builds upon the previous one and represents greater participation. 
At the first level, "space to be heard," children and young people are 
allowed to express their views and have them taken seriously by adults. 
This can be achieved through mechanisms such as consultations, 
surveys, or focus groups. However, at this level, children and young 
people do not have any decision-making power, and their views may not 
necessarily be acted upon. 



 Tackling Child Labour … 

279 

 

At the second level, "space to contribute," children and young 
people can participate in decision-making processes as active 
contributors. This means they are involved in discussions and have a say 
in the final decisions, but the ultimate decision-making power still rests 
with adults. This level of participation can be achieved through 
mechanisms such as youth councils or participatory budgeting. 

At the third level, "space to decide," children and young people are 
given the ultimate decision-making power. They are involved in 
decision-making processes as equal partners with adults and have the 
authority to make final decisions. This level of participation can be 
achieved through mechanisms such as children's parliaments or student 
councils with decision-making powers. 

The Lundy model emphasises the importance of participation in 
promoting children's rights and ensuring their voices are heard. It also 
recognises that different levels of participation may be appropriate for 
different contexts and that participation should be tailored to the needs 
and abilities of individual children and young people. Overall, the Lundy 
model of participation provides a useful framework for understanding 
and promoting children's participation in decision-making processes. 
Acknowledging the different participation levels helps ensure that 
children and young people are given appropriate opportunities to 
contribute to decisions that affect their lives, especially regarding child 
labour. 

In the context of Nigeria, this model is relevant to engage children 
and their communities in the effort to end child labour. For example, 
when children are given adequate education, they are not only 
empowered to be heard but also positioned towards becoming active 
contributors to national development. One strategy for implementing 
this model in Nigeria is by using Child Labour Eradication Committees 
(CLECs). These committees can be established locally and consist of 
children, parents, teachers, and community leaders. The CLCs can work 
together to identify instances of child labour, raise awareness about the 
harms of child labour, and develop solutions to address the problem 
(Okoye, 2018). 

Another key component of the Lundy model is recognising children 
as rights holders. Children have the right to be protected from all forms 
of exploitation, including child labour. Therefore, any effort to end child 
labour in Nigeria must be grounded in a rights-based approach 
(UNICEF, 2021). 
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Conclusion 
 
Child labour has numerous consequences on the physical, emotional, 
and social development of children. Children who are involved in 
hazardous work, such as mining and domestic work, are exposed to 
various health hazards, such as respiratory diseases, hearing loss, and 
other occupational hazards. These children are also denied access to 
education and are at a higher risk of dropping out of school. Child 
labour also affects the emotional and social development of children, as 
they are deprived of their childhood and are unable to participate in 
recreational activities that promote their social development.  
The Nigerian government needs to ensure that the CRA is fully 
implemented in line with the UNCRC to provide adequate protection 
for children in the country. In addition, the government must 
collaborate with major stakeholders such as schools, families, and civil 
societies to strengthen efforts to enforce existing laws and regulations 
and allocate adequate resources to combat child labour in the country. 
 
Policy Implications 
 
Advocating against child labour in Nigeria requires a multi-faceted 
approach that addresses the social, environmental, legal, economic, and 
cultural factors contributing to the menace. By strengthening the legal 
framework, empowering families economically, and enhancing 
educational opportunities, Nigeria can make significant strides in 
eliminating child labour and protecting the rights of its children. 
Continuous advocacy, awareness, and collaboration are essential to 
implement these strategies successfully. Moreover, establishing robust 
monitoring and evaluation systems to track the progress of the Child 
Rights Act is necessary to make data-driven policy adjustments. 
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