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ABOUT WHITE BLACK LEGAL

White Black Legal — The Law Journal is an open-access, peer-reviewed, and refereed legal
journal established to provide a scholarly platform for the examination and discussion of
contemporary legal issues. The journal is dedicated to encouraging rigorous legal research,

critical analysis, and informed academic discourse across diverse fields of law.

The journal invites contributions from law students, researchers, academicians, legal
practitioners, and policy scholars. By facilitating engagement between emerging scholars and
experienced legal professionals, White Black Legal seeks to bridge theoretical legal research
with practical, institutional, and societal perspectives.

In a rapidly evolving social, economic, and technological environment, the journal endeavours
to examine the changing role of law and its impact on governance, justice systems, and society.
White Black Legal remains committed to academic integrity, ethical research practices, and the

dissemination of accessible legal scholarship to a global readership.
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AIM & SCOPE

The aim of White Black Legal — The Law Journal is to promote excellence in legal research
and to provide a credible academic forum for the analysis, discussion, and advancement of
contemporary legal issues. The journal encourages original, analytical, and well-researched

contributions that add substantive value to legal scholarship.

The journal publishes scholarly works examining doctrinal, theoretical, empirical, and
interdisciplinary perspectives of law. Submissions are welcomed from academicians, legal
professionals, researchers, scholars, and students who demonstrate intellectual rigour,

analytical clarity, and relevance to current legal and policy developments.

The scope of the journal includes, but is not limited to:
e Constitutional and Administrative Law
e Criminal Law and Criminal Justice
e Corporate, Commercial, and Business Laws
e Intellectual Property and Technology Law
e International Law and Human Rights
e Environmental and Sustainable Development Law
e Cyber Law, Artificial Intelligence, and Emerging Technologies

e Family Law, Labour Law, and Social Justice Studies

The journal accepts original research articles, case comments, legislative and policy analyses,
book reviews, and interdisciplinary studies addressing legal issues at national and international
levels. All submissions are subject to a rigorous double-blind peer-review process to ensure

academic quality, originality, and relevance.

Through its publications, White Black Legal — The Law Journal seeks to foster critical legal
thinking and contribute to the development of law as an instrument of justice, governance, and
social progress, while expressly disclaiming responsibility for the application or misuse of

published content.
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AND THE
PERSISTENCE OF GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE IN
INDIA

AUTHORED BY - PRANAYV. S & PASUPATHI G K

CHAPTER 3
CHILD EXPLOITATION: LABOR, TRAFFICKING, AND ABUSE

The explore the different forms of child exploitation in India in greater detail. Case studies of

child labor in the construction industry, domestic servitude, and rural agriculture will be
discussed in depth, with input from child rights organizations and activists. Detailed statistical
analysis will be included, showing the extent of child trafficking within India’s borders, as well
as transnational trafficking routes. Accounts from children rescued from trafficking rings will

provide personal insights into the scale of the problem.

Root Causes Expansion
This section will examine the root causes of child exploitation in India:
e Poverty and economic disparities: How families living below the poverty line often view
child labor as a necessary evil for economic survival.
e Weak law enforcement: How corruption, lack of resources, and weak politics will
enable exploitation to thrive.
e Cultural factors: The normalization of child labor in some communities, especially in
rural areas, and how social acceptance perpetuates the cycle of exploitation.
Child exploitation in India continues to pose a serious threat to the physical, emotional, and
psychological development of millions of children. Despite India being a signatory to
numerous international conventions and possessing a robust legislative framework to safeguard
child rights, systemic failures in enforcement, ingrained socio-cultural norms, and socio-
economic disparities have rendered children vulnerable to various forms of exploitation. This
chapter offers an in-depth exploration into the diverse dimensions of child exploitation—
including labor, trafficking, and abuse—along with detailed analyses of the legal and
institutional shortcomings, cultural and economic underpinnings, policy gaps, and the role of

media and public awareness. By assessing both domestic and international perspectives, this
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section aims to propose sustainable and actionable reforms to ensure the safety and dignity of

every child in India.

Forms of Child Exploitation

Child exploitation in India manifests in several distinct yet often overlapping forms. These
include, but are not limited to, sexual exploitation, forced labor, domestic servitude, and early
or forced marriages. Children are trafficked across states and international borders, employed
in hazardous and informal sectors, and subjected to physical, emotional, and sexual abuse
within homes, institutions, and workplaces.

Sex trafficking is a critical concern, with traffickers often luring vulnerable children—
especially girls—from impoverished and marginalized communities under the guise of
employment or education opportunities. Once trafficked, these children are coerced into
prostitution and subjected to unspeakable abuse. In many cases, law enforcement fails to
intervene promptly, allowing perpetrators to act with impunity.

Labor exploitation also remains widespread. Children as young as five are found working in
brick kilns, stone quarries, mines, textile industries, and firecracker factories, often under
inhumane conditions. These children are deprived of education, recreation, and basic human
rights, and are exposed to physical injuries and toxic substances that severely affect their
development.

Domestic servitude, a hidden and insidious form of exploitation, is often masked as familial
care or kinship-based labor. Many children, particularly girls, are brought into urban homes to
work as domestic help, where they are vulnerable to physical and sexual abuse. Since this
exploitation occurs behind closed doors and within private spaces, it frequently escapes public
scrutiny.

Early and forced marriages further strip children of their agency and subject them to lifelong
cycles of abuse and poverty. Despite being legally prohibited, these practices persist, especially
in rural and conservative regions, driven by dowry systems, gender norms, and socio-economic

compulsions.

Legal and Institutional Reform Details
India has enacted several laws aimed at eliminating child exploitation. Key among them are:
e The Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986 (amended in 2016): This law
prohibits the employment of children below the age of 14 in any occupation and
regulates the working conditions of adolescents.
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e The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act, 2012: A landmark
statute that criminalizes a wide range of sexual offenses against children, mandates
child-friendly procedures, and requires speedy trials.

e The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015: Provides for the
protection, treatment, and rehabilitation of children in conflict with law or in need of
care and protection.

e The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006: Prohibits child marriage and makes such
marriages voidable at the option of the minor.

Despite these legislative measures, their implementation remains fraught with challenges. Low
conviction rates, procedural delays, and lack of inter-agency coordination continue to undermine
their effectiveness. In 2023, conviction rates in child trafficking cases remained as low as 12%.
Child Welfare Committees, juvenile police units, and specialized courts often suffer from
chronic underfunding, lack of training, and infrastructural deficiencies.

Further compounding these issues is the role of corruption and complicity within the
enforcement ecosystem. There have been several documented instances where police officials
and local authorities have turned a blind eye to trafficking or have actively colluded with
traffickers. The jurisdictional overlap among enforcement agencies creates administrative
bottlenecks that allow exploiters to escape prosecution.

To address these issues, proposed reforms include establishing a National Child Tracking
System, deploying mobile forensic units, creating specialized fast-track courts for child
exploitation cases, and empowering Child Welfare Committees with statutory authority and

resources.

Cultural and Socio-Economic Factors

Cultural norms and socio-economic pressures significantly contribute to child exploitation in
India. Economic distress is perhaps the most dominant factor. Families living below the poverty
line are often forced to send their children to work in order to make ends meet. The absence of
social safety nets exacerbates this vulnerability.

Education, or the lack thereof, also plays a pivotal role. High dropout rates, inadequate school
infrastructure, and poor-quality education diminish children's chances of upward mobility. This
perpetuates a vicious cycle where children from underprivileged backgrounds are continuously
pushed into exploitative labor markets.

Patriarchal norms devalue the girl child, making them more susceptible to trafficking, domestic
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servitude, and early marriages. In several communities, girls are seen as financial liabilities,
and marrying them off early is considered a means of reducing economic burden.

Caste and class hierarchies further aggravate the problem. Dalit, Adivasi, and other
marginalized communities are disproportionately affected due to historical and systemic
discrimination. Children from these communities are often the first to be pulled out of school and
pushed into labor or marriage.

Humanitarian crises, such as internal displacement caused by climate disasters or armed
conflict, render children especially vulnerable. Migrant children who travel to urban areas with
or without their families are often undocumented, making them easy targets for traffickers and

exploiters.

Institutional Failures
Institutional lapses are central to the persistence of child exploitation. Monitoring mechanisms
remain weak. Labor inspections are rare and often cursory, especially in the informal sector.

When violations are identified, penalties are lenient or non- existent.

Rescue and rehabilitation services are under-resourced. Many shelter homes lack basic
facilities, trained staff, and effective reintegration programs. Consequently, rescued children
are sometimes returned to environments where they face renewed exploitation.

The judiciary, though vested with child-friendly mandates, is overburdened. Cases of child
exploitation often face significant delays, undermining their deterrent value. Moreover, child

victims frequently lack access to legal aid and are intimidated by adversarial court proceedings.

Policy Solutions
A multi-pronged and integrated approach is necessary to address the multifaceted nature of
child exploitation.
Legal and Investigative Enhancements
e Establish a National Child Tracking System to monitor missing, rescued, and
rehabilitated children in real-time.
e Assign CBI-led investigations to high-profile trafficking cases to ensure impartial
and thorough probes.

e Create specialized fast-track juvenile courts with trained judges and child psychologists.
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Prevention and Early Intervention
e Form Community Vigilance Committees supported by local NGOs and Panchayats to
report cases of exploitation.
e Offer conditional cash transfers and educational incentives to families to keep
children in school.
e Conduct awareness drives in schools, slums, and rural areas to educate communities
about child rights.

Rehabilitation and Reintegration
e Establish state-funded shelter homes equipped with mental health professionals,
vocational trainers, and educators.
e Implement post-rescue monitoring systems to track the well-being and progress of
rescued children.

e Facilitate family counselling programs to rebuild trust and ensure safe reintegration.

Public Awareness and Media Impact

Media and civil society have a pivotal role in bringing child exploitation to the forefront of
public discourse. Investigative journalism has exposed trafficking syndicates and held
authorities accountable. Social media platforms have become powerful tools for sharing
information, raising awareness, and even locating missing children.

Public service announcements, street plays, and school workshops run by NGOs have
significantly improved public understanding of child rights. Government campaigns such as
"TrackChild" and "Khoya-Paya" have leveraged mediato aid in tracking and rescuing children.
However, media must exercise caution. Sensationalism, misinformation, and the breach of a
child's privacy can be detrimental. Ethical reporting guidelines should be strictly followed to
protect the identity and dignity of child victims.

Global and Comparative Perspectives
Several countries offer effective models that India can adapt:
e Brazil: Community schools and child protection councils reduce school dropout rates
and encourage community participation in child welfare.
e Norway: Multidisciplinary child protection teams work with schools, healthcare

providers, and law enforcement.
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e Kenya: Mobile courtrooms and community policing increase access to justice in remote

areas.

International organizations such as UNICEF, Save the Children, and ECPAT provide technical
support, research, and capacity building. Regional cooperation, especially under SAARC
trafficking protocols, can enhance cross-border monitoring and prosecution.Child exploitation
in India is not merely a legal problem but a socio- economic and moral crisis. It stems from a
nexus of poverty, cultural practices, institutional inertia, and inadequate enforcement. While
the laws exist, their implementation requires substantial overhaul, backed by political will,
public participation, and international cooperation. Sustainable change will only occur when
child protection becomes a national imperative—reflected not just in statutes and slogans but in
actionable, community-centered, and rights-based governance. The next chapter will outline
policy mechanisms for translating these insights into concrete reform pathways.

Forms of Child Exploitation

Child exploitation in India remains one of the most pressing issues facing the nation, with
millions of children caught in various forms of labor, trafficking, and sexual abuse. The
widespread prevalence of these practices, despite numerous laws designed to protect children,
reflects the deep-rooted issues in enforcement and societal norms.

1. Sex Trafficking: India is a significant source, transit, and destination country for sex
trafficking, with children being particularly vulnerable to exploitation. Children, often
from economically disadvantaged backgrounds or marginalized communities, are
trafficked for sexual exploitation in both domestic and international sex trade networks.
These trafficked children often face physical and psychological trauma, including
sexual violence, abuse, and mental health disorders.

2. Child Labor: Child labor is a rampant issue in India, with children as young as five
being forced to work in industries such as agriculture, manufacturing, construction, and
domestic work. Despite the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, which
prohibits child labor under the age of 14 in hazardous conditions, the informal sector
continues to exploit children, and the enforcement of this law remains weak. Children
working in these sectors often face physical abuse, malnutrition, lack of education, and
exposure to dangerous working conditions.

3. Domestic Servitude: Many children, primarily girls, are trafficked or coerced into

becoming domestic workers, either within India or across borders. They are often
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treated as property rather than as individuals with rights, forced to work long hours with
little to no pay and subjected to physical abuse, mental torture, and sexual exploitation.
These children, particularly those living in urban areas, are invisible to authorities and
often lack the means to seek help.

4. Forced Marriages: Child marriage remains an issue in several parts of India, where girls
are married off at a young age, often under coercion or due to familial pressure. These
children are deprived of education and subjected to early pregnancy, which has long-
term health and psychological consequences. The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act
(2006) criminalizes child marriage, but enforcement remains insufficient, especially in
rural areas.

5. Sexual Abuse: Children, particularly in rural and remote areas, continue to face
widespread sexual abuse, often perpetrated by family members, relatives, or trusted
community figures. Child sexual abuse cases are notoriously underreported due to
cultural taboos, family honor concerns, and fear of social ostracism. The Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act (2012) is designed to address this issue,
but its implementation is hindered by insufficient victim support services, slow judicial

processes, and societal stigma surrounding the issue.

Statistics and Extent of the Issue

India is home to one of the largest child populations globally, and unfortunately, this also means
it has one of the highest numbers of exploited children. According to estimates by the
International Labour Organization (ILO), over 10 million children are engaged in child labor
across India, with a significant number working in hazardous conditions. Further, around 1 in
3 trafficking victims globally is a child, and approximately 72% of trafficked girls are subjected
to sexual exploitation.

Additionally, the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) reports thousands of cases of
missing children each year, with many of these children being abducted for trafficking or forced
labor. The actual numbers are believed to be higher, as many cases of exploitation, especially
domestic servitude and child marriage, remain hidden from public view.

The scale of child exploitation in India reflects a combination of economic disparity, social
acceptance of abuse, and weak law enforcement. Rural areas, where access to education and
social services is limited, are particularly vulnerable to these issues. In urban areas, children
from lower- income communities are often targeted due to their perceived vulnerability and

lack of family protection.
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Root Causes of Child Exploitation

Several socio-economic factors contribute to the persistence of child exploitation in India,

including:

1.

Poverty: One of the primary drivers of child exploitation is poverty. Families facing
extreme economic hardship may be coerced into sending their children to work or
marrying them off in exchange for a dowry or to reduce financial burdens. For many
children in these circumstances, the possibility of education or a childhood free from
labor seems distant, and they often fall victim to traffickers and exploiters.

Lack of Education: Education is one of the most significant protective factors against
child exploitation. However, many children in rural and marginalized communities do
not have access to quality education. This lack of educational opportunities leaves
children vulnerable to child labor, trafficking, and other forms of exploitation.
Education also serves as a critical means of empowerment, enabling children to break
free from cycles of abuse.

Cultural Practices and Social Norms: Child marriage, in particular, is often perpetuated
by deeply ingrained cultural practices and social norms. In many rural communities,
girls are considered ready for marriage as young as 12 or 13, often due to economic and
social pressures. In some cases, families believe that marrying off their daughters will
protect them from sexual abuse or bring economic benefits through dowries. These
cultural norms often overshadow legal protections, with families and communities
opting to disregard the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act.

Weak Law Enforcement: Despite the existence of several laws aimed at protecting
children, the enforcement of these laws is often weak. Corruption within law
enforcement agencies, underfunded child protection services, and a general lack of
political will hinder the effectiveness of child protection mechanisms. Trafficking
networks operate with impunity, and many perpetrators face little to no punishment for
their crimes.

Migration and Humanitarian Crises: India’s migrant populations, especially those from
rural areas, are particularly vulnerable to exploitation. Children of migrant workers,
especially those in urban slums, are at high risk of being trafficked or coerced into
working under hazardous conditions. Humanitarian crises, such as natural disasters or
armed conflicts, further exacerbate vulnerabilities. During times of crisis, many children

become separated from their families, making them easy targets for traffickers.
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Institutional Failures

India has several laws and institutions in place aimed at protecting children, including the
Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act (2015), the POCSO Act (2012), and the
Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act (1986). While these laws have had positive
impacts, they are often undermined by institutional failures.

1. Corruption and Complicity in Trafficking Networks: Corruption within law
enforcement agencies has allowed trafficking networks to flourish. Police officers may
turn a blind eye to trafficking operations, or in some cases, may be complicit in child
exploitation for financial gain. This corruption undermines the effectiveness of anti-
trafficking laws and allows traffickers to operate with impunity.

2. Lack of Coordination Between Agencies: India’s various child protection laws and
agencies often operate in silos, leading to inefficiencies in addressing child exploitation.
For example, child labor and trafficking cases often fall under different government
departments, with limited coordination between them. This lack of coordination
hampers efforts to provide comprehensive support for vulnerable children.

3. Inadequate Victim Support Services: Child survivors of trafficking, labor, or abuse often
lack access to the necessary medical, psychological, and legal support services.
Government-run juvenile homes and shelters are frequently overcrowded, underfunded,
and poorly managed. Victims of trafficking, especially those who are repatriated from
other countries, often face additional challenges in reintegrating into society.

4. Failure to Protect Migrant Children: Migrant children are especially vulnerable to
exploitation, yet the state often fails to implement protective measures for them. Many
migrant children work in informal sectors, where labor laws are rarely enforced, and
child trafficking is rampant. The lack of proper documentation for migrant families

further isolates these children from protective services.

Policy Recommendations and Solutions
1. Strengthening Legal Frameworks: While India has a range of laws aimed at protecting
children, these need to be more rigorously enforced. Legal reforms should include faster
judicial processes, particularly in child trafficking and sexual abuse cases, and increased
penalties for offenders. The implementation of child protection laws should be made a
priority at both the national and state levels.
2. Improved Enforcement and Accountability: To combat child labor and trafficking, law

enforcement agencies must be better equipped to investigate and prosecute offenders.
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This includes providing training to police officers, establishing dedicated anti-
trafficking units, and ensuring accountability for officials who fail to protect children.

3. Education and Empowerment: Ensuring access to education is one of the most powerful
ways to combat child exploitation. The Right to Education Act (RTE) should be strictly
enforced, and efforts should be made to improve education access for children in
marginalized communities. Additionally, vocational training programs for older
children can provide alternative pathways to employment that do not involve
exploitative labor.

4. Community Vigilance Programs: Local communities must play a more active role in
protecting children. Community-based child protection committees and partnerships
with NGOs can help identify and intervene in cases of exploitation. These programs
should be culturally sensitive and take into account the specific needs of vulnerable
populations, including indigenous children and migrant families.

5. Global Cooperation: International cooperation is essential for addressing child
trafficking, especially cross-border trafficking. India should work more closely with
neighboring countries, international organizations, and advocacy groups to strengthen

anti-trafficking measures and ensure that child victims are protected and rehabilitated.
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