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The issue
The impacts of COVID-19 are hitting the most vulnerable groups hardest. These 
include children, especially those in migrant families, who are drawn into child labour.1 
Cases are most severe in least developed countries, notably those that are already 
facing food crises. Prior to the pandemic, 108 million boys and girls worldwide were 
working in the agricultural sector, often undertaking hazardous tasks. The pandemic 
is likely to exacerbate this phenomenon, forcing millions of children into labour as 
households struggle to cope with food insecurity, lost income and deteriorating 
livelihoods. 

Recent evidence suggests that more than 1.6 billion school-aged children worldwide 
are out of school due to the spread of COVID-19,2 with a significant potential impact 
on their education and future employment prospects. In addition, more than 300 
million students worldwide received their main meal at school, which is now no longer 
possible due to the various forms of COVID-19 containment measures in place. 
In the absence of appropriate social protection and other child labour-sensitive 
mechanisms, rural poor children will be among those facing the most dramatic and 
long-term effects of the pandemic. 

The action
The programme will focus on supporting smallholder and family farmers in reducing 
their dependency on child labour by buffering the negative impact of COVID-19 
and providing alternatives to ensure minimal disruption to food value chains in the 
longer term. Actions will include:

 nA digital technology and mass-media communication campaign to target groups 
where internet connectivity proves challenging.

 o Take-home rations, food delivery or other in-kind food or voucher/cash 
programmes to replace in-school meals.

 pAccess to existing or new social-protection programmes, for example, through 
the expansion of social protection to additional rural households, including cash-
based interventions.

1  Girls are likely to be affected by additional care responsibilities and potentially higher school dropout 
rates; boys are likely to engage in heavy agricultural tasks.

2  The World Bank Blog notes that this represents almost 80 percent of children enrolled in schools 
worldwide: https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/educational-challenges-and-opportunities-covid-19-
pandemic
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 q The promotion of opportunities for rural children of
legal working age (15–17),3 including young girls, to help
them gain access to decent work.

 r Support to prevent the transmission of COVID-19 to
smallholders and family farmers, including women
farmers, with awareness-raising on the prevention of
transmission, the implementation of safety guidance
and the use of safe and more productive agricultural
techniques that are sensitive to child labour on farms.

 s Fostering the adoption of codes of conduct, by-
laws and other regulations aimed at preventing and
reducing child labour by and thanks to rural producers’
organizations, including cooperatives and women’s
groups.

 t Rural community awareness-raising on child labour,
food safety, health regulations and work-safety
best practices, while facilitating local community
participation in the process.

Expected results

 nAt least 6 000 households that are vulnerable to child
labour will benefit from alternatives to school meals
and/or other social protection schemes.

 oAt least 6 000 smallholder and family farmers, including
women farmers, will have increased awareness of
COVID-19 preventive measures, safety guidance and
safe agricultural techniques, as well as awareness of
hazardous work for younger children.

 pAt least 300 rural farmers’ organizations, including
cooperatives and women’s groups, will see their
organizational capacity enhanced to reduce and prevent
child labour in their response to the COVID-19 crisis for
themselves and their members.

 qAt least 600 children of legal working age/younger
workers, including young girls, will be supported in
finding or starting decent and safe employment.

Partnerships
The International Partnership for Cooperation on Child 
Labour in Agriculture (including the International Food 
Policy Research Institute/CGIAR system, the International 
Labour Organization, the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development and the International Union of Food, 
Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied 
Workers’ Associations); the Food Security Cluster (FSC) led 
by the the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nation (FAO) and the World Food Programme (WFP); the 
Protection Cluster led by the United Nations Children’s 
Fund; Alliance 8.7. 

3 Especially those aged 15-17 that are the sole family breadwinners.

Programme links

The programme will tie in with FAO’s Hand-in-Hand 
initiative, which seeks to improve the social sustainability 
of food systems, strengthen existing international 
cooperation and target the poorest of the rural poor. It will 
also align with the Programme on Rural Social Protection, 
as well as SDG Fund-supported social-protection initiatives 
and FAO projects to address child labour and social 
protection. The programme will also link with other child 
labour-focused initiatives at FAO, such as Generational 
Gaps, Eliminating Child Labour in Agriculture and the 
Clear Cotton Project, as well as FAO COVID-19 response 
programmes addressing young informal rural workers, 
migrants in agrifood systems and rural social protection.

Country focus
Africa: Madagascar, Mali, Niger, Uganda 
Asia and the Pacific: Pakistan, Viet Nam

Contacts
Resource Mobilization and Private Sector Partnerships – 
Partnerships and Outreach PSR-Director@fao.org

Inclusive Rural Transformation and Gender Equity 
ESP-Director@fao.org

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
Italy, Rome
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