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ON THE ROAD TO CRIME

- Dr. (Mrs.) Lorna Dewaraja
Director Institute of Workers
Education, University of

Colombo. .

In SriLankawhich boosts of nearly
fity years of Free Education from

~ Kindergarten to the University and

having one of the highest literacy
ratesin Asia, it is distressing to find
thousands of children who should
be in school, exploited by adults
and even by parents, engaged in

-illegal pursuits which would. ulti-

mately lead them to crime. Tradi-
tionally children had been employed

‘as domestic servants, pavement

hawkers and menial labourers. With
the new economicchanges and the
influx of tourists new and more dan-
gerous forms of activities "have
emerged which encourage the
young to defy.the law and induct
them to crime.

One of the principal factors if not
the key one promoting child labour
is underemployment or. unemploy-
ment among parents. The parents
of .employed children and young
persons are not against them being
employed, instead they-tend to
encourage them. Parentsinthe low

‘income group do not regard a child

of 10 as a dependent but as a co-
provider sharing family responsibil-
ity. A disabled or sick parent or a
drunkard father will prompt a child
to seek employment. ltis clear that
poverty and large family size draw’
children to the labour market. Very

. oftenitis the first or second child in

a large family who seeks employ-
ment to support the younger sib-
lings. Many of them do not have a
criminal background and they do
not always come from broken

homes, but -the nature of their

employment could pave the wayto

delinquency.

Listedbeloware some ofthe trades
to which young children are forced:
into:

1. Pavement hawkirlg.
2. Domestic employment.

3.Conductors in private  vans.

4.Employedby adultsinillicitbrew- -

ing of liquor and taping of trees.

5. Employed by adults in illicit fell-
ing of trees and growing of ganja.
6. Employed in groups in fishing
camps or “wadiyas”.

7. llicit gemming.

8. Employed as unskilled labourers

_in garages and bicycle repair

shops.
9. Employed as cleaners, mes-

sengers, lifting heavy weights in ",

hotels, boutiques and markets.
10. Professnonal Child Beggars

The most common among these
is the employment of children as
domestic servants. A survey done "
among apartment dwellers in three-
suburbs of Colombo has revealed
that one in every three middle class
households employs a child as a
servant. The reasons forthisincrease
of child servants are notfarto seek.
Earlier young women of the age
group 18-35 years and olderwomen

of the age. 35-65 years used to -

come fromthevillages to the towns
and suburbs as domestics. The
younger group has now found more
lucrative employment . as ‘house
maids in the Middle East. The older

- group is also. difficult to recrurt be-
_cause, these women say that they

have to look after the children of
their daughters who have gone to

_ the MiddleEast. Also many girls

from Villages who would have nor-
mally taken to avmestic empley-
ment, now find that there are more
attractive avenues, of employment
open to them such:as factory work

. specially ingarment factories inthe

Free Trade Zone. Hence domestic
labour is hard to find and very ex-
pensive. As a result the cheapest
source of labour, children are ex-
ploited to the maximum.

Children are brought from villages
or tea estates by an agent(whois
invariably a relative) who is paid by
the employer of the child. These
children come from very poor and
sometimes brokem families. The
typical background of aservantchild
would be a father who is an estate
labourer and a mother who has
deserted the family for another man
or vice versa. Usually the parent
who is left behing/is too poor to
cope with the sijdation as many of
these families/are very large. The
agentsthen appearon the scene to

- take away the chlldren to urban

homes.

These children are not sent to
school by their employers. They
are given food and clothing but not
paid regular wages — perhaps a
meagre allowance. They work ir-
regular hours and are givenvarious
types of jobs like copking, washing
clothes andcleaning. Some ofthese
children maintain links with their
families and may even send their
meagre earnings to their parents.
Some of them remain in employ-
ment because they arebetter off

- than if they were at home and also

with the fervent hope that their
employers will find a suitable job for

-them later on. Butthose aspirations
are rarely realised.

Apart from the physical i ln]ury and
séxual abuse which threatens a
child servant he or she could be
easrly lured by ctrcumef .ees to
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indulge in petty thefts. These could
be due to dire necessity or acts of -

revange due to non payment of
wages. There are many cases of
such thefts committed by child
servants or ex child servants who
have run away from their employ-
ers. The life histories of some pros-
titutes show that they were em-
ployed as children in households,
seduced by their masters or made
pregnant by them and then driven
away. Unable to face their families
again these women have ended up
as prostitutes sometimes with
babies in arms. Statistics related to
the whole island obtained from the
police headquarters in Colombo
regarding suicide by children and
young persons reveal that a large
number of them were domesticem-
ployees. It is clear that the employ-
ment of children as domestics will
endanger their mental and physical
health and very often place them
on the path to delinquency.

Pavement Hawking: Walking
around the street of the big cities
one sees large numbers of chil-
drensellingfoodstufts, trinkets, toys
and lottery tickets alongthe crowded
pavements. Their ability and youth-
ful high pitched voices are their as-
sets. More than half of them have
migrated from the village and have
their rogts in the village. Others are
slum or pavement dwellers. A large
number ofthemare below 14 years
of age. With the growth of TV ad-
-.vertising, increased demand for
certain consumer items and free
flow of goods, the number of chil-
dren hawking on the pavementhas
increased considerably during the
last few years. Since they can earn
money and be independent and go
back to their home in the evening (if
they have any), many of the young-
sters enjoy this type of self employ-
ment rather than being under an
employer. But the real danger that
threatens the future of these child
hawkers isthatthey are exposedto

criminal elements which are a fea-
ture of urban pavement culture.
There is evidence that unscrupu-
lous adults and big mudalalies
engage the services of such chil-
dren in peddling drugs.

Employment of children of
adults in the illicit brewing of
liquor and illicit tapping of trees:
The illicit brewing and sale of liquor
has become almost a cottage in-
dustry in this country. It is wide-
spread in the sense that it takes
place in the alleys and by lanes of
large towns, suburbs, villages, for-
ested areas and even in the new
development areas. Whole fami-
lies are involved in it; the men pre-
pareé the brew and women and
children do the distribution "and
sales. The children are employed
inthe hope that if they are arrested
the magistrate will deal with them
leniently. If a child is fined for an
excise offence the man behind the
scene will pay the fine and the child
will go back to his trade. According
to statistics received from the po-
lice headquarters the numbers of
persons under 18 arrested for ex-
cise offences are as follows:

1984 1985
Males 2975 2438
Females 345 339

The numbers arrested are only a
fraction of those involved in the
offence. Some of the big timers in
the business are rich, and wealth
canpurchaseinfluence, sothatthey
have means of circumventing the
laws. The children they employ,
who should be in school are trained
to defy the law and will eventually
follow the same trade. They are

forced by the nature of theirtradeto .

associate with disreputable ac-

'quaintances, thus opening fresly

avenues for cirme. lllicit liquor is as-

sociated with prostitution to attract
more customers.

Employment of children by
adultsin theillicit felling of trees
and .growing of ganja:- These
offences are prevelent only in re-
mote villages andin the newly colo-
nised townships all of which are in
the vicinity of forests. When con-
fronted by the police the adult of-
fenders often remain in the back-
ground and the children are sent to
face the law in the hope that they
will be treated lightly. But the real
danger is that from their early years
the children are trained in illegal
trades, andthey are notevenaware
thatthey are committing an offence.
in the case of ganja growing there
is the added danger that the chil-
dren will get used to the drug.

Children who work in fishing
wadiyas: These children aretaken
from their parents by agents with
promises of arosy future elsewhere
or are kidnapped on their way to
school. The hundreds of children
reported missing and not traced
by the police are very likely toiling
away as bonded slaves in some
suny beach. The children work in
fishing camps in small remote is-
lands off the north western or east-
ern coast and their whereabouts
will never be known by their par-
ents. They are employed by power-
ful traders to process fish in the
blazing sun. They are not paid
wages but are clothed and fed and
they gradually learnthe trade. They
are virtually slaves and are never
allowed to leave the camp. In one
instance 8 small boys between the
age 8 - 14 years were freed from a
fishing camp by the Minister of
Fisheries in the government.

Conductors in Private Vans:
Since the privatisation of the trans-
port system, private vans and bus
owners began to employ boys usu-
ally between 14 - 18 years as criers
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and conductors in vehicles. A study

was conducted by the Women's .

and Children’s Unit of the Labour
Department using a sample of 60

such bays. Forty two of them were.
between the ages of 17 and 18.«

Almost all of-them admitted that
they had received a few.years of
schooling. and now they feit- that
their parents were too poorto main--
tain them any more, So theyhad no
other choice but to take up this job
so as to fend. for themselves and
help their parents. One boy of 12.
years said that his father was dead
and mother was a daily paid ‘la-
bourer. He had-3 younger sisters
and his mother's meagre earnings
were insufficient to support the:
family. So after 3 years of schooling
he stoped his education and took
up this work of collecting passen-
gers for a van. He gave all his
earnings to his mother. His only
aim was to give his sisters a good
education.

Many of them took to this job in
order to tide over a difficult period
tillthey found better and more stable

‘employment. Some admitted that

because of their poor educational
standard they could not get any-
thing better. Since there were very
few young people over20 employed
in this manner it is known what

these boys did when they attained -

that age. Some of these boys inter-

viewed admitted that their employers .

exploited their labour. They had no
regular hours_or leaves for meals.

They had to face abuse from the

public as well as from the employ-
ers. . o

Child Beggars A recent study of
thebeggars of SriLanka has shown

that begging has become a profes--

sion and that children are‘exploited
for the purpose.In 1976 - 77, in the
City of Colombo alorie there were
1438 child beggars; but the num-

bers have increased rapidly since, .
due to the influx of tourists and the

growth of organised begging using
children to stir the sympathy of the
public. Moreover, the fact that chil-
dren have been stranded by the
sudden demise of their parents due
to natural disasters and terrorist
violence, have contributed to the
increase of the child beggar popu-

-lation. The -child beggar is some-
times used as a tool by tricksters

who are bent on collecting money
by enticing unsuspesting people.
The young beggars are trained to
pretend to blind or dumd to evoke
deep sympathy, to identify would
be contributors and houses where
would be sympathisers live. There
are a number of children produced
in courts for running behind tourists
begging for money and other ob-
jects. From professional begging to
crime is an easy path.

Although it is clear that in many
instances the nature of employ-
ment is such that, it may well be the
foundation of a delinquent career
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yet the whole issue:of child labour,

‘has received low pfiority. both by

the state and by the.test of society. -
The : reason for this is.that child
labour affects the lives of poor and.
destitute-chiidren who are inarticu-
late of whose voices are never
heard. RETI

The present laws dealing with the -
subject are outdated and modelled |
oncolonial Englishlegislation. Even -
the terminology and the types: of
employment given in the Legisla-
tive Enactments are no longer rele-
vant. New legislation .should be
drafted in keeping with the recent
socio economic changes and the
new forms of explojtation of chil-
dren that have emerged in the re-
cent past. Legal controls shouldbe
publicised from time:to time if they
are to operate as restraints.

Above all the state: should make

every effort to ensure that the

benefits of free education reaches
the poor child; otherwise the whofe
system would be a mockery. Chil-
drenof 10 and 12 are selling lottery
tickets on the streets or engaged in
domestic drudgery whilg the state
provides free education and text

‘books from klndergarten to the

University. _

Strict prohubmon supported by
publicity and media coverage will
act as -a positive disincentive.
Among aliterate population the use
of the media and active community
support through local grass roots
organisations can change social
values. Il
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