CRITIQUE OF THE DRAFT KARNATAKA STATE CHILD LABOUR ACTION PLAN 2010
I. INTRODUCTION: 

While there is no argument with the notion of putting an end to the economic and social exploitation of children and all right thinking individuals would welcome an initiative to help children to avoid and more importantly escape such oppressive situations; the 2010-2017 Karnataka State Plan of Action for Child Labour the acronym MATCH, is a damp squid. The impact it will have on children who work will be no better than the plan of 2001 that was extended twice and could be a lot worse. 
The deficiency of analysis, refusal to learn from past mistakes and the total lack of participation from working children themselves in its formulation is convincing proof in itself that the Government does not learn lessons well and is firm in its resolve to persist with its top down abrasive measures to purportedly ‘eradicate’ child workers from this state.  
The strategy is vague at best, the ‘how’s’ are not spelled out except for the section on institutional mechanisms that delineates a top down hierarchy with the KSRCCL as the nodal agency and ensures its perpetuation. 
A sprinkling of phrases such as ‘children’s participation’ and ‘there shall be no violation of child rights during enforcement/raids’ and some illustrations of ‘happy’ children are belied by the fact that the policy is fraught with the ‘raid and rescue’ operations as the only concrete strategy the policy has to offer. All other interventions are dependent on the schemes and policies of departments of government other than labour. Though its stated 'mantra' is comprehensive convergence, it is neither, as how these varied and numerous schemes of myriad departments will be made to converge is not outlined.  
It is also clear that the government is not serious about the so called ‘call for comments’ and ‘public participation’ as the policy was only made available in English on the 23rd February with a deadline of 5th March for feedback – a mere 10 days!  
II. RATIONALE:

The policy reads like one dealing with ‘truancy’ through a compulsory education plan that is couched in a ‘child labour’ garb and brought under the scope of the Child Welfare Committees. This nexus between this Policy and Action Plan, the compulsory enrolment of children and the JJA is extremely dangerous for children. This unholy trinity as reflected in its definition of child labour and subsequent strategies is based on erroneous notions of child work and education such as:

a. All work is bad and all schools are good and do not deprive children of their basic rights and overall development. 
b. The only way to ‘eradicate’ child labour is through compulsion
c. The success of the strategy depends largely on criminalising child labour and victimising the parents of these children though one of its guiding principles is that ‘family’ will be considered the target group and not just the child
d. ‘Combat’ and ‘eliminate child labour’ and not the root causes of child labour

The Vision statement painted on a very narrow canvas is limited and reinforces the compulsory education and truancy approach. It does not envisage larger scenarios such as the empowerment of working children to be actors in developing and implementing their own solutions or a proactive role for local governments, Gram Sabhas and most of all, Makkala Gram Sabhas
, (a platform for children’s direct participation in local governance begun by an NGO in Kundapura Taluk).
It is difficult to comprehend a strategy that first removes working children from the mainstream (because that is where they are – contributing to the nation’s GNP not withstanding the negative impact some of them are facing), then rehabilitates them (as if they were anti social elements) in order to cleanse them of their criminality and then seeks to mainstream them once more. 
A policy that refuses to acknowledge the role of work in a person’s life and ignores the fact that many children (above 14 years) need to work and are working and will work, is suffering from the ostrich syndrome. Preparing children for the world of work should be an essential element in the Action Plan and not a sentence in passing. 
The plight of children above 14 years of age, their need for protective legislation and enabling schemes to further their career, their health and education requirements (part time or evening schools) are totally absent from this policy and action plan as if the States’ responsibility to working children ends with the below 14’s and has no obligation to children who do not come under the ban (or effect our global trade requirements) and therefore are left to fend for themselves. 

III. ANALYSIS:

The analysis in Chapter 2 is evasive and weak. It glosses over the real reasons of failure of past plans and has no relevance to the statistics contained in section 1.2. It speaks of children who are deprived of “a life of academics and other activities natural and essential for a childhood, leading to underdevelopment of their innate capabilities, but do not recognise work
 (not labour) as one of the other activities natural and essential for a childhood and a core element of the socialisation of a child.  

The two programmes that have provided the blueprint for this plan, namely Chamarajanagar and Bidar ILO-IPEC-KCLP projects and have provided the working models for this plan of action appear to have more child workers (Chamrajnagar 40,652 and Bidar 26,931) than the entire state of Karnataka (35,637
) by their own admission and one wonders why they are cited as positive examples. The Magadi approach is also referred to as a successful model, but no details are offered. This does not infuse confidence in the figures that have been quoted, they are either appallingly faulty or the two model projects have not had any sizable impact on the issue.

The absence of an in depth analysis and well reasoned arguments for adopting, or in this case, continuing elements of the past plans, shows a lack of seriousness and concern for children that this policy is meant to address. An honest and transparent evaluation of these interventions, detailing the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and constraints would have inculcated more confidence in stakeholders that this policy and plan were based on hard evidence and proven outcomes. 
The impact of the past plans on children finds no mention in this document. The fact that children are being ‘rounded up’ indiscriminately and produced before the Child Welfare Committees and remanded to State Homes; that several NGOs have made it their full time occupation to pick up any child that appears below the age of 14 years, even if there is no evidence that the child is working and not attending school; and that the JJ Act has become another tool in the child labour eradication enforcement machinery and is more often than not being misused and grossly violates a plethora of children’s rights, finds no place in the rationale leading to this revision.
The real reasons for failure in the previous plans have not been discussed. The shortcomings listed skim over the real facts and present half truths. For example:
· Though it may be true that adequate resources were not made available to implement the Action Plan; it is also true that less than one third the actual budget was actually spent and the remaining lapsed due to non utilisation. 
· It is true that there was no exclusive action plan coordinating agency at the state level; however the KCLEPS constituted of representatives of all relevant departments of government provided the ideal forum for such a plan to be formulated. Unfortunately meetings of this Society were convened only once every year. 
· Though this policy claims that the Action Plan remained mainly as a broad policy document; and, was not translated into defined action points identifiable in terms of definite physical and financial targets. Responsibility for the same was not fixed on a specified officers or authorities concerned; in the previous section (Chapter 1. Section 1.3) it is categorically stated that the Action Plan did not remain a document, but translated into action through the concerted efforts of the various government departments, elected representatives, local NGOs and CBOs, national and international agencies like UNICEF, ILO, Media etc; and a commitment and clear stand was taken on the elimination of child labour. 
· The remaining shortcomings are in the same vein and one wonders at the reasons for such blatant contradictions and deficiency of rigor in the analysis.
A conspicuous omission is a critique of the impacts of Corporate Globalisation, the surreptitious and even deliberate attempts to undermine decentralisation and participatory democracy in this state; and the encroachment on fundamental and civil rights by vested and political interests. The economic and social impact of these trends has not been taken into consideration in the development of this policy and plan and in fact elements of the suggested strategy actually actively contribute to further reinforcing the very same trends through ‘top down’ centralised and punitive approaches. The Action Plan totally ignores the realities of working children, their exposure to new and increasing modes of exploitation resulting in deprivations that are becoming increasingly acute. 
The implications of criminalising children’s work have not been given the serious reflection and deliberation due. As a result of the environment created by the existing policy and action plan, there are no avenues for working children to organise themselves to solve the problems they face or even transform their situations to a non-working one. Now working children work surreptitiously and undercover, invisible to the eye of monitoring mechanisms and with no avenues to voice their concerns, for, the moment they declare themselves working children – they are hauled away and remanded. We are our own first line of defence and children have lost this possibility of protecting themselves. 
The accountability of the State to children and the intended and unintended impact of State policies and programmes have on their lives does not appear to have been taken into account as a bounden responsibility of the duty bearers, in this case the State and the department of labour.    

The most serious oversight however, is the failure to consult working children, the primary stake holders, in the formulation of this plan. Chapter 2, Section 1.4 outlines the process followed in preparing the revised Action Plan. The consultation with stake holders appears only after the draft plan has been formulated and from the way this draft has been made available, working children will have no access to it except through a well intentioned NGO that believes in their Right to Self Determination. In any case the time provided for public responses does not allow for this document to be translated, converted into a child friendly document (after all we are talking about below 14’s), explained to them, provide time for discussion, record feedback and submit within the given deadline.  
It may be argued that the constitution of the drafting committee and the ‘expert’ and ‘major’ consultant’s teams represent all stake holders, but this is not true. Organisations with views contrary to the government’s approach; organisations/unions of working children and even the KCLEPS were not included or consulted in the setting up of the KSRCCL or the revision of the Action Plan. 

It would have been so important and beneficial to have had serious and in depth consultations with a cross section of working children in a variety of geopolitical regions of this state; those who have been ‘raided and rescued’, those who are working and going to school, those who are working in non-hazardous sectors and occupations, and those engaged in hazardous labour. Information regarding the impact of the mechanisms and elements of rehabilitation on the quality of their lives, the reasons they work, the solutions they would like to see and most of all their suggestions for prevention, would have added an invaluable dimension to the Action Plan, making it contextual, relevant, appropriate and most of all child centred and child rights friendly. The fact that the views, concerns and aspirations of these children have been ignored demonstrates the level of commitment to children’s rights and respect for children themselves on the part of the department and the drafting teams. 
When it comes to the lessons learnt the scenario is worse. One is aware that in general, governments do not learn lessons well; however, one hoped that glaring facts and the direct experience of staff of the enforcement directorate, namely the labour officers, would at least have been taken into account. 
The fact that however limited the intervention may have been, all past plans have had little or no impact on the situation of working children; that the plight of children who were so called raided and rescued have not been assessed; that the strategy of converging all schemes to address the predicament of child labour families is defeated by the reality that these schemes are in short supply and are scattered randomly among districts; not on the basis of a need based criteria, but on the basis of satisfying a bureaucratic requirement of general distribution to all districts.  

IV. DEFINITIONS:

The policy seeks to supersede the wisdom of all other acts and agencies that have defined child labour differently supposedly keeping in view the welfare of child labourer. Mercifully this policy has exempted children helping at home or all parents who wish to inculcate a work ethic in their children would have been penalised. However, the policy exempts an underage domestic help if that child is not paid as only domestic workers for wage are included. 

Terms such as ‘work’ and ‘hazardous’ are not defined leaving wide scope for individuals and agencies to manipulate and interpret these terms to their convenience. A policy that does not have clear definitions cannot hope to conduct credible surveys, accumulate relevant data or monitor progress. 

According to this ‘new’ definition, all out of school children are child labourers, this would include children who are physically handicapped, visually impaired, mentally challenged or differently abled in any way and for a variety of real obstacles including access, lack of appropriate learning material (for example, books in brail for the visually impaired) and trained instructors, do not go to school.  

Consequently what it has succeeded in doing is to blur definitions to the point that all children below the age of 14 years, except unpaid domestic labour, children helping at home and those who only go to school (do not combine work and school) are covered under this policy. However, it must be pointed out that a policy cannot supersede legislation.
V. STRATEGY:

1. Old Wine in New Bottle:

The revised strategy does not read very differently from the earlier version. It is vague and the how’s are not spelled out except for the setting up of a data base and tracking system, though useful not a solution in itself. It contains the same elements as before and is just an extension of the existing plan. 
Even after the disastrous experiences of the ‘raid and rescue’ operations and their traumatic impact on the children involved and the knowledge that many ‘implementers’ of the scheme still  round up children from construction sites or from the bus and railway stations on the pretext that they are supposedly working and underage, there is no attempt in this Action Plan to ensure the compliance of employers/principle employers to implement mandatory requirements such as Anganwadis, Mobile Schools, health care and nutrition. 

2. Environment Building:
The chapter on environment building deals with only the superfluous and razzle dazzle high profile ideas such as celebrity ambassadors and some one off events such as a tableau during Dasara and felicitation of Child Labour Free Panchayats and Makkala Mitras (two elements of a master plan being implemented by an NGO
). The real elements required for creating an environment that would enable children to grow and develop in a healthy manner, receive the care and protection they are entitled to and exercise their rights – including their Right to Self Determination are far from what this policy envisages. 

3. Poverty:
For a strategy to work the causes of the problem one is addressing needs to be clearly identified. In the child labour debate ‘poverty’ has figured as a major protagonist and a variety of twists have been used over the years. For example ‘poverty breeds child labour and child labour breeds poverty’, ‘poverty is not the cause, but the consequence of child labour’ and the most simplistic of them all is that ‘education is a solution to poverty and therefore child labour’. 

Poverty has been bandied about like an ailment or disease such as AIDS or an affliction like untouchablity (that in actuality have no simple solutions) and the simple capsule of school taken every year from 6 years to 14 years of age will make it go away. 

This policy also identifies poverty as a cause, but repeats the same mistake and does not go beyond this to analyse the causes of poverty nor deal with the need for these to be addressed. Victimising and criminalising poor families and their children for not opting for the magic wand of school that they do not see as a viable survival strategy has not worked in the past and there is no reason to believe that it will now. 

Times have changed, and yes, more and more underprivileged and marginalised families see the benefits of an education, but they are still not convinced that schools, especially government schools, provide this. Private or even aided schools are expensive and with more and more government schools closing down, instead of improving the quality of their instruction, children and parents are left with little choice. Many children combine work and schooling for this reason, working at weekends and during the summer holidays. This policy and action plan pays little heed to these children.   
4. Families:

Families are referred to as families affected by child labour and not as families that are forced to resort to this measure and the policy response to these families are within this flawed frame.

The obligation of caring for children rests with the family, but if the family is impoverished and unable to even manage subsistence levels of existence, the obligation rests on the State to empower and enable them to reach at least a minimum standard of living that fulfils basic needs. 

The policy states that it will address the ‘supply side’ of child labour rather than the ‘demand side’. In principle this is a better option provided the State recognises its obligation to impoverished families and creates the conditions where by children do not need to work. This would require a real convergence of interventions on a case to case basis that can only be effectively and practically addressed by local governments through a bottom up plan and can be achieved through both decentralisation of power and resources.  
On the contrary the action plan does even attempt to do any of this. It does not even guarantee jobs for the families of child labourers; instead it offers skill building, formation of SHGs and other such palliatives; and to further exacerbate the predicament of these families, the policy deals with the ‘supply side’ by penalising child labourers and their families.  
5. Education: 
Education has been a hotly debated subjected since pre-independent India. Gandhiji spoke eloquently of the ‘Beautiful Tree’ that had been uprooted by the British Raj and the need to rediscover these roots. In response, Tagore’s Vishwabarathi, the Besant Schools and Krishnamurthi’s Valley Schools were set up. 

Now 60 years after independence, education is still a contentious subject and we have still not resolved some of the perennial problems that it is riddled with. It is clear however that today schools are being used as a place to confine children in order to prevent them from indulging in activities such as work, that is either against the law or will tarnish our global image. The fact that the schools and the attendant homework and mandatory tuitions take up more than 12 hours of a child’s day and leaves no time even for play does not appear to be a major consideration for some fundamental activists. The fact that school or the 3Rs are but a small part of a child’s education or socialisation and that all the other learning that takes place at home and through participating in the community are as, if not more important for the child to feel rooted, absorb skills, oral history and experiential knowledge of the world around her.
This Action Plan perpetuates the same dogma and works on the simplistic equation that work can be simply replaced by school and the problem is solved. The policy fails to critique the present education system and its contribution to the creation and perpetuation of child labour. If the existing programmes to support the education of the underprivileged families was a reality, the children and their families would have undoubtedly made the right choices. 

The blind and sanctimonious faith in schooling as the ‘magic wand’ that solves all problems and the conviction that all work is a curse upon childhood are both flawed and simplistic generalisations. It must be realised that the present ‘schooling’ available for children from marginalised communities have little to do with the development of independence, critical thinking and an inquiring engagement with the world. It is rather, a form of ‘training’, designed to meet the needs of a rapidly changing economic market that few can predict, especially in this time of rapid technological, economic and social change. It fails on this account too as only a meagre percent of young people end up accessing the job market or find their way to government jobs after their education. 

In an already dismal scenario, there are now rumours that the schools run under the State Child Labour Programme will be closed down. Many of the bridge schools are run for a limited period, without any consideration for the needs of individual children, and function with no clear pedagogy, curriculum and syllabus or monitoring. 

This plan also does not critique the move by the State Government to close down ‘non performing’ schools or the new Right to Education Act that unashamedly advocates for privatisation of education. These are going to very gravely affect the access of education to children from marginalised communities. 

Regarding the existing and proposed programmes, there are some extremely critical questions that need to be asked and answered. 

· What is the status of all the children who have been ‘rescued’? Have their expectations raised by ‘education’ been fulfilled? Do they benefit from interventions even after they have crossed the magic age of 14 years? 
· Does the ‘rehabilitation’ package guarantee children protection, meaningful education, respect, access to dignified employment, a secure future and democratic citizenship? 

· What is available for all the children who have not been ‘rescued’? What is their fate? 
· The majority of children work in sectors and occupations that are not listed under the ‘hazardous’ sectors and do not find a mention in the schedule of banned sectors and occupations. What is to be their fate? 

· And what of all the ‘forgotten’ children between the age of 14 and 18 years, who are still children yet let to fall between the cracks, their aspirations stifled to erupt as disillusionment, bitterness and anger that we as a society have to address.

In order to ensure that every child (6-14 or 6-18 as determined by the definition of child) is acquiring an appropriate education that is equivalent to the formal system, it is critical to address the following: 

· Content

· Quality

· Method 

· Access

Interventions related to the content should ensure that the content includes life skills, rights based information and vocational information as integral elements. The teaching methodology used should enable children to experience and contribute to a democratic learning environment. It should also ensure that the requirements of individual children are attended to.

Making education accessible to children should include not only physical access but also address issues related to timing, language of instruction, academic standards, learning and other disabilities etc. Programmes such as the Flexi-schools and Extension Schools may be considered as examples and their key principles may form the basis of starting similar programmes that are developed keeping in mind the specific requirements of children. (Please see Annexure 1 and 2 for details)
6. Enforcement:
The only tangible enforcement mechanism in the Policy and Action Plan to strengthen implementation mechanisms are the raids and enforcement drives. The so called revised ‘Rescue and Rehabilitation’ (3.2.3) that will be conducted with new child rights guidelines that are to be developed in consultation with the State Commission for Children is far fetched to say the least, as the very act of raiding and rescue without the children’s prior knowledge and consent and the subsequent process with the Child Welfare Committees or JJ Boards are in itself, violations. 
Though the plan claims that raids will be used as a last resort (3.2.3) and that there will be no violations of children’s rights during enforcements, the mechanisms to ensure this are not spelt out and made mandatory. The mechanisms and processes for appeal and redressal if and when this is breached also do not find a place in this document. 

Finally the process indicators suggested (3.2.3) such as number of child labour cases detected and the number of child labourers released and rehabilitated/in transit/rehabilitation homes are dangerous as this would only encourage and perpetuate the present trend of rounding up children  indiscriminately to bolster the figures. 
VI DECENTRALISATION AND PANCHAYAT RAJ INSTITUTIONS:

1. Convergence and Coordination:

Convergence of and coordination between the various departments of government is undoubtedly essential not just for addressing the issue of child labour but other social problems such as child marriages, child abuse and child headed households. 
It is vital that the child is perceived holistically and all attendant issues are addressed in a comprehensive manner. It is often the case that a child facing one problem such as child labour is also a subject of other economic and social ills and one cannot be mitigated without resolving the others. It is also true that children cannot be seen in isolation from their families and communities and the socio-economic and political deprivations they face are often the cause of the child’s predicament. Single point strategies seldom work and holistic solutions require to be designed. 

It is for these and many more reasons that convergence and coordination are not just critical but imperative. But this is not an easy or straight forward goal to attain, given the plethora of departments and their numerous schemes, the centralised nature of the State and the department-wise bifurcation of portfolios. 
Centralised coordination has been attempted for decades including the erroneous idea that a single ministry for children would solve this complex dilemma. This would only relegate children’s issues to a powerless ministry, lacking the power to muster the resources and appropriate the schemes required from ministries such as Industry and Labour that enjoy more status in the structural hierarchy in the State. In any case, the State Government is too far away for the child to be able to respond comprehensively on a case to case basis that is appropriate to local specific conditions and needs. The only way to achieve this is through decentralisation of power and resources to Local Governments and by empowering them with adequate information and knowledge of legislation and good practice to respond to children’s needs and the needs of their families. 

At the level of a village (rural) or ward (urban) it is possible to bring about convergence even if the schemes required are scarce as local resources can be mobilised and community participation elicited. (Please see Annexure 3 for example)
Unfortunately the intricacy of such an objective has escaped the drafters of this policy. Besides listing what each department shall do, but in most cases should do, at the state level and the suggested interventions that should be carried out by their respective departments in a top down manner, the policy does not explore the modalities of convergence at the local level nor how coordination will be ensured. 
2. Institutional Mechanisms:

Instead of strengthening the role of Local Governments, the policy seeks to bypass them, mentioning them as just another body to work with. Though collaborations with ‘Panchayat Raj’ institutions is repeatedly referred to, their role does not figure in developing, implementing or monitoring the programmes and no authority has been given to them nor funds allocated to them to formulate their own plans through Grama Sabhas and Makkala Grama Sabhas based on local needs and design locally specific solutions on a case to case basis.
The Members of the Village Panchayat and not the Grama Panchayat (Section 3.2.4) are listed as one of the target groups and not as implementing authorities. The implementing authority remains with the Gram Panchayat Child Labour Elimination Committee that works under the direction of the District Child Labour Elimination Project Society (NCLP/SCLP) chaired by the District Commissioner and line managed by a series of hierarchical bodies that finally ends with the High Power Committee chaired by the CM. The policy has centralised planning, monitoring and evaluation and only the implementation has been so called decentralised to the Gram Panchayat Child Labour Elimination Committee. 
What this policy is in fact doing is to transfer the powers that are now with the Grama Sabhas and Grama Panchayats to District Societies (3.2.5 b). For true principles of convergence and coordination to work in practice the policy has to radically modify its perspective and view the issue from the stand point of children in their settings and design a policy and action plan based on a bottom up formulation with the Local Governments and civil society (Grama/Ward Sabhas) as the holders of authority. 

A glaring omission in this strategy is that it does not envisage a mechanism for urban areas. Admitted, this is not an easy task, as the implementation of the 74th amendment has still a lot to be desired and may even be in jeopardy as of now. Nonetheless no attempt has been made in this direction what so ever and one wonders how this action plan will be implemented in Municipalities and Municipal Corporations and more essentially, in the Mega City of Bangalore and how this will impact on the thousands of children working there.  
VII CHILDREN’S PARTICIPATION:

The Policy and Action Plan has not even paid lip service to children’s participation. The fact that they devote a section to this subject and propose feeble opinions such as children being included in the Grama Panchayat Child Labour Elimination and Rehabilitation Committee (G-CLERC) and their possible participation in the SDMC with no mention of children’s participation in the designing of the policy and plan, nor the form such representation will take, or who these ‘chosen’ children (working children or handpicked children from school?) will be, is an insult to children and their rights. The suggestion that children can participate through the Makkala Gramasabhas
 is rather superfluous as that is what Makkala Grama Sabhas are there for and children are already using this to voice their concerns and influence local planning. 
VIII CHILDREN’S RIGHTS: 
The present plan, in line with its predecessors, operates totally outside the framework of Children’s rights. At the very outset, it violates children’s Right to Self-Determination which is sacrosanct to any Rights Discourse – there were no consultations with representatives of child labourers, former child labourers or potential child labourers in the development of this plan. It does not take into account the recommendations made by working children’s own organisations with regard to the previous plans and with regard to the failures in the systems.

Now, during this ‘public consultation’ phase, the Plan’s draft form is in English, mostly accessible on the internet with a short deadline, making it impossible for children themselves to engage with it, even if they wish to do so 

The plan contravenes several other articles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. It lacks a comprehensive view of children’s rights that includes their Rights to survival, family, education, privacy, protection from abuse from the State as well as by the vested interests, to name a few. Child labourers are deprived of several basic rights, not just education. This plan does not dwell into these other areas that are intimately linked to the lives of children. Some of the strategies suggested actually deprive children of their Right to family, survival, education, protection, to name a few. 

The term Makkala Mitra (Children’s friend) is mentioned in passing for the purpose of felicitation only, but the role as conceived by the NGO
 that initiated this concept was to facilitate children themselves to identify adults in their own communities, on the basis of criteria set up by them, to provide them continuous and immediate assistance. These Makkala Mitras are accessible to children at all times and are equipped with information and support systems to respond to both crises faced by children as well as to provide them moral support required in their protagonism. 
IX MONITORING AND EVALUATION: 
For monitoring and evaluations to be meaningful, reliable baseline data is essential. Therefore the plan to conduct a state wide survey is commendable. However, the availability of reliable data is questionable. There are several first hand examples of statistics regarding school enrolment and retention are being fabricated and falsified such as students being asked to answer two answer papers, one their own and another for a child who is on the rolls of the school but has actually dropped out. There are instances of teachers marking attendance for absentee enrolees at the end of each week after they ensure that the child is still alive and in the vicinity. This concealment and fabrication is the typical consequence of punitive legislation and policy that forces the problem underground and out of sight. Therefore the question of how this action plan is going to ensure the dependability and reliability of the data collected and whether it will actually reflect the true picture. 
The idea of setting up a tracking system is excellent and much needed. The Policy and Action plan will however have to ensure that the information is true, transparent and from the perspective of the children and includes the children’s concerns and grievances. Such a tracking system would go a long way in truly evaluating the extent to which this policy is child rights friendly, the impact of this programme on the quality of lives of working children and their families and the strengths and weakness of this Action Plan that could lead to honest introspection and course correction. 

A critical issue however is that the definition used by this Policy are vague, blurred and flawed, creating a major handicap for the data collection process and the creation of baseline data. The data required for such an ambitious policy and plan needs to be nuanced and not riddled with stigmatised stereotyped judgemental views of children and work, which are more pro-government than pro children. 

The structure suggested for monitoring and evaluation follows the same pattern as the rest of the report in its centralised nature and the decision to hand over this task to one credible NGO further reflects that partisan slant of this policy. How is the credibility established, who decides, based on what criteria and why one NGO? Even more dangerous is that course correction will be based on this one NGOs evaluation. 
However, a detailed discussion on monitoring and evaluation is rather redundant as the Policy and Action Plan are riddled with holes, is fashioned on principles that are violative of children’s rights and an extension of plans that have already proved ineffective. 

Annexure 1:  Extension Schools
Our first experience in ‘Extension Schools’ was in Kundapura District. The village Panchayats, with programmatic support from Concerned for Working Children (CWC) set up these schools in remote rural areas to meet the requirements of children who were working and could not access education. These schools were located in areas most accessible to children and conducted at  flexi-times that were most suitable to them. These schools covered the same curriculum as the government schools – but in a specially designed method called ‘Appropriate Education’ that was evolved on the basis of the principles of Montessori methods of teaching and learning. These schools were officially recognised by the GOK and the children who studied there were permitted to take their exams in regular school. Over three years, all children in each of those villages had completed primary education and went  into high schools as CWC’s programme interventions addressed the larger issues that had pushed them into labour. This was one of the important elements of the strategies to create ‘child labour free Panchayats in that Taluk. 

Annexure 2:  Flexi Schools
Our work experience with urban Flexi Schools (in Bangalore that was run by GOK’s Education dept) was that hundreds of children - in 9 different locations - who had not stepped into schools - began to attend them. Besides covering their formal syllabus, through a methodology based on the principles of Montessori education (with teachers specially trained by us to work with multiple–age and multiple-ability groups), information related to life skills, rights education, health education, gender sensitisation etc were made available to them. 

In the first phase we began to identify who needed what additional support if they had to pursue education full time. We assessed what attention/support/scholarships/hostel facilities they required.  Soon a very large number of children got gradually enrolled to either formal schools - or to vocational education programmes or to residential centers when they were old enough for them - with individualised attention given to their own views and with additional support provided to them.  However, within months, the labour department began to conduct repeated raids on these schools – in order to rescue and rehabilitate them. 
Children were naturally traumatised and from then on refused to come back. Hence this programme, which had for the very first time reached a very large number of children, with tremendous eagerness to learn against great odds, was closed down.

Annexure 3:  Case study

Two young girls, 12 and 14 dropped out of school to look after 9 month old baby sister after their mother died of cancer and their father married again and moved to his wife’s home (they belong to a matriarchic community).  They did not want to give their sister in adoption, did not wish to join a hostel as the house belonged to them (property in matriarchic families go from mother to daughters) and they did not want to lose it by leaving in vacant.  They had no source of income and their only alternative to begging was to drop out of school and while one sister worked the other would care for their sibling.

This came to the notice of the Makkala Panchayat and after much discussion and deliberation an amicable solution was found.  A middle aged widow would care for the baby during the day, families in the community would provide milk for the baby in turns and an NGO agreed to cover the children’s schooling and food.

The girls are now back in school, the baby  is healthy, the girls still have possession of their home and the Gram Panchayat has made the father visit the children at least twice a week and provide for them.

This process happened over a period of time and one can only imagine what the plight of these children would have been if they were subjected to a process of ‘raid’ and ‘rescue’? 

Note: Names and places have been changed to protect the identity of those concerned

� A platform for children’s direct participation in local governance begun by the Concerned for Working Children in Kundapur Taluk as one of the elements of the Dhudio Makkala Toofan Programme, developed and implemented by the Concerned for Working Children since 1995.


� Here we mean work that is safe and contributes to the development of the child’s physical, cognitive and affective intellect. 


� Number of children out of school according to the SSA survey, 2009


� Elements of the Dhudio Makkala Toofan Programme developed and implemented by The Concerned for Working Children since 1995


� A platform for children’s direct participation in local governance begun by the Concerned for Working Children in Kundapur Taluk as one of the elements of the Dhudio Makkala Toofan Programme, developed and implemented by the Concerned for Working Children since 1995.


� The Concerned for Working Children as one of the elements of the Dhudio Makkala Toofan Programme, developed and implemented by the Concerned for Working Children since 1995.
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