
 

 

  

Funders Report 

The Impacts of Covid-19 on 
the Worst Forms of Child 
Labour in Myanmar 
 

Thant Ko Ko and Khaing May Oo 

April 2022 

 
 

 
 

    



 

  2 
 

 

 

The Institute of Development Studies (IDS) delivers world-class research, 
learning and teaching that transforms the knowledge, action and leadership 
needed for more equitable and sustainable development globally.  

 

 

 

 © Institute of Development Studies 2022 

The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 
Thant Ko Ko and Khaing May Oo  
April 2022 

First published by the Institute of Development Studies in April 2022 
ISBN: 978-1-78118-975-7 
DOI: 10.19088/IDS.2022.024 

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library 

Supported by the UK Foreign Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), the Covid Collective is based 
at the Institute of Development Studies (IDS). The Collective brings together the expertise of, UK and 
Southern based research partner organisations and offers a rapid social science research response to inform 
decision-making on some of the most pressing Covid-19 related development challenges.  

This report was funded by FCDO through the Covid Collective. It is licensed for non-commercial purposes 
only. Except where otherwise stated, it is licensed for non-commercial purposes under the terms of the Open 
Government Licence v3.0. Covid Collective cannot be held responsible for errors, omissions or any 
consequences arising from the use of information contained. Any views and opinions expressed do not 
necessarily reflect those of FCDO, Covid Collective or any other contributing organisation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following contributing partner organisation and programme were pivotal in delivering the project work and 
authoring this report: 

 

 

Available from: 
Institute of Development Studies, Library Road 
Brighton, BN1 9RE, United Kingdom  
+44 (0)1273 915637 
ids.ac.uk 

IDS is a charitable company limited by guarantee and registered in England 
Charity Registration Number 306371 
Charitable Company Number 877338 
 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.19088%2FIDS.2022.024&data=04%7C01%7CM.Gardner%40ids.ac.uk%7C71d88f73319c48837f6008da16f4871f%7Ce78be64af7754a2e9ec85e66e224b88f%7C0%7C0%7C637847536733409632%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=dAHcjON2ZWMx7wRExszDtdaQRtJqpEX%2BT3j1ndmGfG4%3D&reserved=0
https://www.ids.ac.uk/


 

  3 
 

 

 

 

 

The Impacts of Covid-19 on 
the Worst Forms of Child 
Labour in Myanmar 
 

Thant Ko Ko and Khaing May Oo 
April 2022 



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

4 
 

 

 

The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms 
of Child Labour in Myanmar  

Thant Ko Ko and Khaing May Oo  
March 2022 

Summary 
In Myanmar, almost one in ten children are engaged in child labour and more than half of the 
working children are doing hazardous work. The Covid-19 pandemic and responses to it have far-
reaching social and economic consequences for vulnerable populations, including children in the 
worst forms of child labour (WFCL).  

This report examines how working children including those in WFCL and their families in 
Hlaingtharya, Yangon, Myanmar experienced the conditions of the Covid-19 pandemic and how it  
intersects with existing vulnerabilities to affect their incomes and livelihoods, living and working 
conditions, food security, housing stability, physical and mental wellbeing, and engagement in 
WFCL. It also explores how the pandemic has affected child protection systems and support 
networks that provide services for children and vulnerable families. In addition, the paper identifies 
knowledge and policy gaps related to WFCL and recommendations to tackle WFCL in Myanmar.  
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1. Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought negative social and economic 
consequences for vulnerable populations including children involved in the worst 
forms of child labour (WFCL) and their families (Ramaswamy and Seshadri 
2020). In response to the serious health risks posed by Covid-19, many 
countries put in place restrictive measures – including lockdowns, movement 
restrictions, school, and worksite closures – to reduce the spread of the virus. 
Although designed to reduce disease transmission, these measures have 
reinforced conditions that facilitate children’s participation in hazardous and 
exploitative work and presented new challenges for working children and their 
families. A recent three-country study conducted by Human Rights Watch (HRW) 
in Uganda, Nepal and Ghana showed that pandemic-related restrictions 
negatively affected the lives and livelihoods of poor families, hindered children’s 
access to education, and put increased pressure on children to work in 
hazardous conditions (Becker 2021). 

Evidence suggests that engagement in WFCL is detrimental to children’s 
physical and mental health (Roggero et al. 2007). It deprives children of their 
fundamental rights, including access to education and a safe and secure 
childhood. Children in WFCL are particularly vulnerable to exploitative and 
harmful practices such as child marriage, forced labour, and prostitution. 
Participation in WFCL also hinders an opportunity to fulfil one’s potential. 
Although there is a strong interrelationship between poverty and engagement in 
WFCL, other factors such as social norms on children’s contribution to family 
income and the role of formal education, the availability of alternative 
opportunities, and the presence and adequacy of legislative measures also 
influence children’s and families’ decisions to engage in WFCL.  

The Covid-19 pandemic is predicted to exacerbate conditions that drive or trap 
children in WFCL in different ways (Idris 2020). First, loss of livelihoods and 
income due to Covid-19-induced economic disruptions may force families to 
increasingly turn to child labour for survival. Second, school closures may push 
children under increased pressure to contribute to family income and divert from 
education, particularly at times when families are faced with economic hardship 
due to the pandemic. Third, the pandemic could affect the availability and 
accessibility of child protection and related services for children including those in 
WFCL, leaving them vulnerable to economic exploitation especially in the 
informal sector. Fourth, employers may be more inclined to hire child labourers 
to reduce cost and cope with economic slowdown due to supply chain 
disruptions and low demand for services and products.  
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This study aims to examine how working children, including those in WFCL, and 
their families experience the conditions of the pandemic and how it affects 
different aspects of their lives in Myanmar. The study was conducted in 
Hlaingtharya, a large urban area located in the west of Yangon known for a high 
concentration of internal migrants and child labour. Although studies have been 
conducted to understand the magnitude of Covid-19 impacts on different 
socioeconomic indicators in Myanmar, there is a scarcity of research which 
explores the detailed accounts and experiences of working children and their 
families. The timing of this study is particularly relevant as Myanmar faces 
significant challenges due to Covid-19 and recent political events. It is hoped that 
the evidence presented here, together with gaps and recommendations, will be 
useful for identifying potential entry points for future interventions and responses. 

1.1 Background on child labour and its worst 
forms 
The latest International Labour Organization (ILO) global estimates - up to early 
2020 - show that there are currently 160 million child labourers (aged 5-17 years) 
globally (ILO and UNICEF 2021). Almost half of them – 79 million children – are 
engaged in hazardous work which negatively affects their health, safety, or moral 
development. These figures show an increase in the total number of child 
labourers since 2016 and mark the first-time global progress made to reduce 
child labour has stalled in two decades. Despite this overall rise in child labour, 
from 2016 to 2020 the Asia and the Pacific and Caribbean regions continued to 
show a steady decline (ibid.). However, the emergence of the Covid-19 
pandemic (and the ensuing economic crisis) has threatened to reverse this trend. 
ILO estimated that the pandemic will lead to a further increase in child labour, 
with an additional nine million children at risk of entering child labour by the end 
of 2022 (ibid.: 8).  

The largest global share of child labour is found in the agricultural sector (70 per 
cent) and in rural settings (76 per cent). However, child labour is increasingly 
becoming an urban phenomenon due to the rise in rural-urban migration and 
urbanisation around the world. Seventy-two per cent of child labour takes place 
in family businesses, highlighting the need to pay attention to small family-based 
businesses and microenterprises in the informal sector. Gender differences in 
child labour exist, with boys outnumbering girls across all ages globally. 
However, girls tend to be more involved in doing household chores and other 
domestic duties (ibid.).  

Child labour is a violation of the rights of children enshrined in the United Nations 
(UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). Article 32 of CRC stipulates 
that children should be ‘protected from economic exploitation and from 
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performing 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’ (UNICEF 1989: 10). However, it remains a 
challenge to protect children from the harms associated with exploitative child 
labour in practice. Over one-quarter of children who are engaged in child labour 
fall within the age of compulsory education (ILO and UNICEF 2021). This denies 
children their rights to education and prevents future upward social mobility. 
Child labourers are also more likely to face health and other child protection 
issues compared to their non-working counterparts. In addition, long working 
hours take away their right to play and leisure.  

There are international standards to combat WFCL and its associated harms at a 
global scale. The ILO has two international instruments directly related to child 
labour including the ILO Minimum Age Convention 1973 (ILO 1973) and ILO 
Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention 1999 (ILO 1999). In the latter, the ILO 
set out criteria for the worst forms of child labour in the article three as follows:  

1. 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;  

2. the use, procuring or offering of a child for prostitution, for the production 
of pornography or for pornographic performances;  

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

4. work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which it is carried out, is 
likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children. [Some examples 
include working with hazardous chemicals and dangerous machinery, 
carrying heavy loads, working continuously in open sunlight, working very 
long hours without breaks or days off, etc.] 

(ILO 1999: article 3) 

Given the negative impacts of WFCL on social and child-related outcomes, 
elimination of child labour, especially the worst forms, has been recognised as a 
global concern. The UN Sustainable Development Goals’ (SDGs’) Target 8.7 
calls for an end to child labour in all its forms by 2025. Already a race against 
time prior to the pandemic, the achievement of this goal is now highly unrealistic 
in the Covid-19 context, which has reinforced the socioeconomic drivers of 
WFCL.  
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1.1 Child labour in Myanmar 
Child labour is pervasive in Myanmar. Children make up almost one-third of 
Myanmar’s population. Approximately 1.1 million children (9.3 per cent of all 
children) in Myanmar are involved in child labour and more than half of these 
children are doing hazardous work, as reported in the Myanmar Labour Force, 
Child Labour and School to Work Transition Survey 2014-2015 (Myanmar 
Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security, Central Statistical 
Organization and ILO 2015). Actual figures are likely to be higher as children’s 
involvement in household work is usually not considered or counted as child 
labour. Agriculture is the most common sector that employs child labour (61 per 
cent), followed by manufacturing (12 per cent) and trade (11 per cent) (ibid.: 39). 
Age and gender differences exist in children’s involvement in specific economic 
sectors and hazardous work in Myanmar. For instance, boys are more involved 
in the construction sector (14.3 per cent vs 3.4 per cent for girls in urban settings 
and 4.7 per cent vs 0.7 per cent in rural settings) while domestic work in urban 
areas is overrepresented by girls (7.7 per cent vs 0.5 per cent for boys) (ibid.). 
Boys and girls aged 15-17 represent approximately three-quarters of all child 
labourers involved in hazardous work. Almost one-quarter of all working children 
and more than one-third of children aged 12-14 reported working 60 hours or 
more per week. This suggests that even according to official statistics, 250,000 
children in Myanmar work on average ten hours per day, six days a week. 

Over the last decade, Myanmar has made some progress in adopting legal 
instruments to address the issue of child labour. In 2013, the country adopted the 
ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 182) (ILO 1999), signalling a 
commitment towards addressing the issue. This effort has been followed by the 
recent ratifications of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child Optional 
Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict in April 2019 (OHCHR 
2022) and the ILO Minimum Age Convention (No. 138) (ILO 1973). The country 
also enacted a new Child Rights Law in 2019 (Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 2019), which 
includes a chapter on WFCL.  

While strengthening the regulatory framework is a step in the right direction, 
significant challenges remain for Myanmar in addressing the issue of child labour 
and meeting the commitment towards the ratified international standards. As 
pointed out by the ILO legal review on child labour in Myanmar (ILO 2021a), 
while laws and regulations exist, enforcement levels remain exceedingly low. 
This is not helped by Myanmar’s large informal economy. Child labour takes 
place in informal and hidden spaces making enforcement difficult. Almost non-
existent social protection systems that only cover a very small fraction of formal 
workers and specific target populations leave poor and vulnerable families 
susceptible to using child labour as a coping strategy. Limited accessibility and 
poor quality of education also serve as a barrier for children while social norms 
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and cultural expectations to help family income push children into child labour, 
including its worst forms (Constant et al. 2020). 

Although a large proportion of child labour in Myanmar is found in agriculture, 
child labour, especially WFCL, is a common urban phenomenon. The influx of 
internal migrants for employment in major cities such as Yangon to escape rural 
poverty has led to risky migration and contributed to a rise in child labour in 
urban settings. A rapid assessment in 2015 conducted by the ILO in 
Hlaingtharya – the largest industrial zone and the geographic focus of this study 
– found that children were involved in a wide array of jobs both in the formal and 
informal sectors, although younger children were more likely to work in informal 
and unregulated workplaces (ILO 2015). A recent neighbourhood scoping study 
of different types of WFCL in Hlaingtharya also confirmed that children usually 
enter informal work in small-scale informal enterprises, home-based shops, or in 
street-based jobs after dropping out of school (Constant et al. 2020).  

1.2 Timeline of Covid-19 in Myanmar 
The first known case of Covid-19 arrived in Myanmar on 23 March 2020. As of 
31 December 2021, Myanmar has experienced three major waves of the Covid-
19 pandemic. During this period, the country had a total of 530,834 confirmed 
cases and 19,268 deaths from Covid-19.1 These numbers are likely to be much 
higher given the limited testing capacity and rising insecurity from conflict 
(henceforth shortened to ‘insecurity’). The pandemic has had far-reaching 
consequences for livelihoods, poverty, and the wellbeing of vulnerable 
populations in Myanmar. 

The first wave lasted from late March to early August 2020, during which almost 
400 positive cases and six deaths were recorded. Eighty per cent of positive 
cases during this time were imported cases, with the rest locally transmitted. The 
effects of Covid-19 during the first wave were more social and economic than 
health related. A World Bank Covid-19 monitoring survey of 1,500 households 
showed that 54 per cent of households with previously working members in 
March 2020 stopped working involuntarily in May 2020 (World Bank 2020a). 
Less than one-fifth of them (19 per cent) resumed working in June 2020, when 
the government gradually relaxed some restrictions.  

The second wave started with a sharp rise in daily cases and mortality in 
Rakhine State and Yangon Region in mid-August 2020. The case numbers and 
death toll during this wave were much higher than the first wave. From August 
2020 to January 2021, a total of 139,711 new cases and 3,125 deaths were 
confirmed. A follow-up World Bank survey conducted in October 2020 showed 

 
1 Official data from Ministry of Health and Sport (MOHS 2022). 
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that a small rebound in employment rates following the relaxation of Covid-19 
rules after the first wave were wiped out by the second wave (World Bank 
2020b). Although this wave led to a nationwide decline in employment and 
income rates, the effects were more severe in urban centres, such as Yangon 
and Mandalay, where stay-at-home orders were strictly enforced. The effects 
were keenly felt by small-scale and family-owned businesses. 

The third wave of Covid-19 in Myanmar came five months later with the more 
contagious and virulent Delta variant. It began with an increase in cases in Chin 
State in May 2021, followed by transmission to other parts of the country in June 
and July 2021. In response, stay-at-home orders were imposed in many parts of 
the country. Unlike during the first and second waves, Covid-19 response during 
the third wave was much weaker due to the political crisis, leading to a near total 
collapse of the public healthcare system and severe shortages of first-line 
responders, oxygen supplies, medicine, and other essential medical equipment. 
It escalated into an unprecedented public health crisis with record numbers of 
positive cases and deaths. From 1 July 2021 to 31 October 2021, there were 
342,796 confirmed positive cases and 15,363 official deaths recorded. Actual 
positive cases and death tolls were believed to be much higher, with social 
media reports of self-tested Covid positive patients dying from lack of oxygen 
and cemeteries struggling to cope with Covid-19 related deaths (FRONTIER 
2022). Unlike in the previous two waves, the socioeconomic impacts of Covid-19 
during this wave were compounded by the ongoing political crisis. As of 31 
December 2021, 28.6 per cent of Myanmar population had been fully vaccinated 
(MOHS 2022). 

1.3 Policy responses to Covid-19 in Myanmar 
Despite its weak public health infrastructure and systems, Myanmar sought to 
make a head start on its Covid-19 emergency response through preparations 
starting from January 2020, leading to the installation of two national level 
committees in March 2020 for Covid-19 prevention, control and treatment, and 
addressing subsequent negative economic impacts. Following the establishment 
of these committees, the country accelerated preparations for Covid-19 
emergency response measures including national level public health campaigns, 
upgrading health facilities, bans on mass gatherings, and developing national 
strategies to respond to Covid-19. Below is a summary of three types of policy 
responses to Covid-19 in Myanmar that are relevant to the issue of WFCL.  

Public health responses: A major policy response to Covid-19 in Myanmar 
from the time the pandemic arrived until the advent of the political crisis in 
February 2021 was the introduction of strict public health measures to detect, 
prevent, and control Covid-19. Those measures included contact tracing, 
mandatory quarantine, testing, travel and movement restrictions, border 
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closures, restrictions on assembly, and curfews in some major cities and many 
parts of the country. Notably, a ten-day nationwide lockdown was imposed in 
April 2020 during the Myanmar New Year holidays for all except essential 
workers. Partial lockdowns remained in place in townships with relatively high 
number of Covid-19 cases. There were instances of legal action against 
individuals or groups who failed to comply with these lockdown measures during 
the first and second waves (HRW 2020). These lockdowns and containment 
measures also affected factories as they were required to undergo health 
inspections for reopening. Small businesses also had to reduce their economic 
activities and adjust their operating hours to comply with Covid-19 regulations. 
Although there were periods when partial lockdown measures were lifted to 
reflect the decline in cases, stay-at-home orders were in place for large periods 
of 2020. Schools were also closed during these periods, with many non-
operational for more than a year up until June 2021. 

During the first and second waves, treatment for Covid-19 was mostly 
implemented in government-designated facility quarantine sites. Despite limited 
resources, the government financed the costs of Covid-19 testing and treatment 
services. People returning from foreign countries and domestic cases suspected 
of having or confirmed to have Covid-19 were placed in facilities to receive 
required testing and treatment. Starting from April 2020, fever clinics were also 
set up in major cities such as Yangon. These public health responses nearly 
collapsed after the advent of the political crisis, as evidenced by the lack of 
coordinated response during the third wave. 

Socioeconomic responses: On 27 April 2020, Myanmar unveiled the Covid-19 
Economic Relief Plan (CERP) to mitigate the economic impacts of the pandemic 
(Myanmar Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry 2020). At the micro-
economic level, a significant component of this plan included a provision of 
targeted cash assistance and food distribution to households without regular 
income. The first of these responses included provision of basic food items – 
rice, cooking oil, salt, lentils, and onions, etc. – to about 5.4 million households 
without a regular income in April 2020. This was followed by multiple rounds of 
cash assistance from May to November 2020, with an estimated 6.1 million 
households receiving cash assistance at least once (Lwin and Edwards 2021). 
Although CERP consists of measures to directly provide social assistance to 
help vulnerable households absorb immediate shocks due to Covid-19, it does 
not include targeted measures to support workers and businesses in the informal 
sector.  

Education sector responses: Anticipating the negative impacts of school 
closures due to Covid-19, the MoE developed a national response and recovery 
plan for the education sector for the period covering May to October 2020 
(Myanmar Ministry of Education 2020). According to the Myanmar Ministry of 
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Education (MoE), there were 9.7 million primary and secondary school children 
enrolled in Myanmar’s education system for the 2019-20 academic year. The 
remaining 939,000 school-age children had already been out of school prior to 
the Covid-19 pandemic. The plan includes short-term strategies to ensure 
education continuity during closures of all institutions under the purview of the 
MoE (response phase – May to September 2020) and aims to provide guidelines 
for the reopening of educational institutions. The plans for the recovery phase 
consist of four priorities: (1) promoting education continuity through adapted 
distancing learning modalities including provision of alternative education 
programmes for out-of-school children and youth, (2) providing remote training 
and support for teachers, (3) ensuring students’ and families’ health and 
wellbeing, and (4) community engagement and communication at all levels 
during school closures (ibid.). During the recovery phase, the priorities include 
ensuring a return to safe learning environments, making an effective transition 
towards the resumption of face-to-face learning, a continued provision of training, 
support for teaching staff, and engagement with communities. Similar to the 
health and socioeconomic responses to Covid-19, educational sector responses 
also came to a halt with the advent of the political conflict. 
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Box 1.1 Myanmar’s Covid-19 economic relief plan 

The CERP outlines a set of policies and proposals that aims to mitigate the 
impacts of Covid-19 on Myanmar’s economy. It covers a range of fiscal and 
monetary measures categorised into seven goals, ten strategies, 36 action 
plans and 73 actions. The government allocated approximately 2.9 to 3.7 
trillion Myanmar Kyat (MMK) (£43.4 million; 2.5-3.2 per cent of GDP)2 for the 
implementation of actions in the CERP. Overall, the plan encompasses 
strategies and actions for improving the macroeconomic environment through 
monetary stimulus, alleviating the impact of Covid-19 on the private sector, 
households and workers, promoting innovative products and platforms (such 
as mobile financial services to help the economy run), strengthening 
healthcare systems, and increasing access to Covid-19 response financing, 
including contingency plans. Measures designed to help reduce the impact on 
households include exemption from electricity tariffs, cash and in-kind 
assistance to vulnerable families, maternal and child cash transfers (240,000 
beneficiaries in 2020), and emergency rations. Measures to help workers 
include deferment of social security contribution payments, an extension of 
healthcare benefits for unemployed workers registered with the social security 
board, proposals to start labour-intensive public works programmes, and 
employment for migrant workers returning from abroad. In addition, CERP 
includes a proposal to provide one-year working capital loans totalling MMK 
100 billion to improve the working capital of micro-, small- and medium-sized 
enterprises (mostly formal sector firms).  

Source: Adapted summary from Myanmar Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry (2020) 

 
2 A conversion rate of £1 = 2,300 MMK was used throughout the report, although £1 was approximately 

equal to 1,800 MMK prior to February 2021. The current conversion rate to US$ is US$1 = 1,800 MMK and 
prior to February 2021 US$1 was approximately equal to 1,300 MMK. 
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2. Study context and rationale 

This study took place in Hlaingtharya township, one of the poorest areas in 
Yangon known for high rates of internal migration primarily from the adjoining 
Ayeyarwady Delta and the central ‘Dry Zone’ areas of Myanmar. Located to the 
west of Yangon, Hlaingtharya is the largest township by population in Myanmar  
(over 850,000 residents) and hosts more than 800 factories. It is also home to 
one-third of all informal settlements in Yangon (UN-Habitat 2020). The township 
has poor infrastructure and services relative to its large and growing population, 
resulting in numerous social problems including high crime rates, drug trade, and 
prostitution.  

Child labour is a pressing issue in Hlaingtharya. Children can be found working 
in both the formal and informal sectors including garment and food/beverage 
factories, construction sites, family businesses, teashops and restaurants, and 
private homes (ILO 2015). While variations exist, children’s work is typically 
characterised by low wages, long working hours, limited time off, unhygienic and 
hazardous work environments, and abuse and exploitation from employers. A 
recent scoping study, conducted in Hlaingtharya, found that working children 
typically come from impoverished households with high levels of indebtedness, 
which puts children under pressure to support their families financially (Constant 
et al. 2020). This economic reality, combined with social and cultural norms 
reinforcing expectations for children to work, traps them in harmful and 
exploitative forms of child labour. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that Covid-19 and responses to it have reinforced 
risk factors associated with engagement in WFCL and the conditions that 
facilitate children’s pathway into exploitative labour. However, there is limited 
evidence on how exactly children engaged in WFCL and their families 
experienced the effects of Covid-19 and how the pandemic intersects with 
existing and emerging vulnerabilities to affect this vulnerable group. Many 
countries around the world implemented a wide range of responses to limit the 
spread of Covid-19. However, the impacts of these responses are not evenly 
distributed, with poor and marginalised groups more likely to bear the social and 
economic burden of these measures. This study examines how children involved 
in WFCL and their families are considered in the design and implementation of 
Covid-19 responses and how these groups fared in the aftermath.  

Within this broader research objective, the study aims to answer the following 
questions:  

‒ How does Covid-19 affect existing vulnerabilities that drive or trap children in 
WFCL (pre-Covid vs onset of Covid)? Which groups have been and continue 
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to be affected the most and why? Does Covid-19 push working children into 
more hidden and hazardous forms of WFCL? If so, what are the pathways?  

‒ How does Covid-19 affect the livelihoods, living and working conditions, and 
physical and psychological wellbeing of children and vulnerable families? 

‒ What are the coping mechanisms employed by poor families in response to 
Covid-19?  

‒ What are the short- and long-term effects of Covid-19 relief policies on child 
labour? 

‒ What are the positive and negative (unintended) impacts of these efforts?  
‒ How does Covid-19 affect systems and services that support children?  
‒ How does disruption to education caused by Covid-19 affect educational and 

employment prospects and the overall human development of children in 
vulnerable situations? 
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3. Methods 

This study employed a combination of desk research and qualitative methods. 
Desk reviews focused on the impacts of Covid-19 on various socio-economic 
indicators in Myanmar. Primary data collection took place from September to 
December 2021. During this period, a total of 78 semi-structured interviews and 
four field observation sessions were conducted as follows: 

‒ 50 targeted family interviews with children and guardians from households 
with at least one working child;  

‒ 13 key informant interviews with community stakeholders based in 
Hlaingtharya; 

‒ 15 key informant interviews with stakeholders from non-governmental 
organisations and civil society organisations providing services to children; 
and 

‒ four field observation trips capturing dynamics of WFCL on the ground 
(conducted in December 2021).  

Targeted family interviews with children and their guardians focused on exploring 
their experiences of Covid-19 including how the pandemic and responses to it 
affect various aspects of their lives (income and livelihoods, living and working 
conditions, health and wellbeing, engagement in WFCL, etc.). Of the 50 
households interviewed, ten interviews were exclusively with children as their 
guardians did not wish to participate but granted permission to allow their 
children to be interviewed. All the 50 family interviews included at least one 
working child, and eight included two children from the same household, bringing 
the total number of child participants to 58. 

Key informant interviews with community members focused on their knowledge 
and lived experiences of the impact of Covid-19 on issues in their communities 
including impact on working children and vulnerable populations. The interviews 
sought to identify how Covid-19 has impacted communities in Hlaingtharya 
including migrant families and children and how they responded to the 
challenges presented by the pandemic. Respondents included community 
volunteers, faith leaders, factory supervisors, teachers, and business owners.  

Key informant interviews with non-governmental organisations (NGOs), civil 
society organisations and service providers primarily focused on how Covid-19 
impacted (a) their target populations, (b) their programmatic activities and 
service provision, and (c) how these impacts on their operations in turn affected 
their beneficiaries. Key informants were from organisations providing different 
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services including child protection and child rights, health, legal aid, education, 
gender equality, and disability rights.  

Field observations were conducted using a combination of windshield and 
walking surveys in neighbourhoods and hotspots known for the presence of 
clusters of working children. The observations gathered information on the 
situations of WFCL on the ground and changes due to Covid-19 and insecurity. 
Although the research team wanted to conduct field observations over time, it 
was not feasible due to security concerns.  

3.1 Sampling and recruitment 
Before the start of data collection, the research team held a virtual meeting with 
three Tdh staff experienced in working directly with child labourers and their 
families in Hlaingtharya to identify strategies and channels to reach potential 
participants. Based on their suggestions, study participants were identified 
through a combination of local contacts, snowball sampling, and referrals from 
existing Tdh networks of trust. Recruitment was done by phone or in-person 
(primarily by one research assistant who is a Hlaingtharya resident). The study 
recruited a diversity of boys and girls in different age ranges who were engaged 
in a wide array of occupations (see Table 3.1 for details). 

3.2 Ethical considerations 
Before each interview, at least one phone call was made to potential participants 
to explain the study, identify their concerns, and answer their questions. During 
the scheduling of calls, interviewers assured potential participants that their 
participation was voluntary and their personal information would be kept strictly 
confidential before obtaining verbal consent. It was also made clear during the 
consent process that the nature of topics to be discussed would be non-political 
in nature and that participants could refuse to answer any questions that made 
them feel uncomfortable. Permission for audio recording was also sought prior to 
each interview. All but two participants granted permission for audio recording. 
Detailed notes were taken by the interviewer for those interviews. To 
compensate them for their time and participation, a phone bill top-up of 5,000 
MMK (approximately £2) was directly deposited to the phone numbers provided 
by each family. To ensure inclusion of children and families who did not have 
access to a phone, the research team provided a keypad phone on the day of 
the interview and offered cash compensation.  

3.3 Limitations 
‒ Due to Covid-19 and security concerns, the study relied mostly on remote 

data collection. This posed challenges for trust and rapport building with study 
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participants, particularly children. Some responses were succinct and lacked 
detail.  

‒ At the time of the interviews, the Covid-19 pandemic had been in Myanmar 
for almost a year and a half. Understandably, some participants discussed 
more recent events and omitted details when discussing earlier events that 
happened at the beginning of the pandemic. This recall bias compromised 
accuracy. 

‒ Although children and guardians were interviewed separately to reduce 
parental influence on children’s responses, some parents still guided children 
during the interviews (often the phone was on speaker). Culturally, it is 
common for parents in Myanmar to guide their children during conversations 
to ensure that their child responds to questions and behaves appropriately 
while speaking with an adult.  

‒ Phone interviews were frequently interrupted by dropped calls, poor phone 
signals, and ambient noise. In addition, some respondents lived together with 
other households which might have compromised their privacy and prevented 
them from openly sharing their experiences.  

‒ Due to limited access and remote data collection, the study could not include 
children working in more hidden spaces such as child domestic workers or 
those engaged in commercial sex work. Similarly, it was difficult to gain 
access to working children with disabilities.  

‒ Before each interview, the interviewers tried to assess if participants were 
fluent enough to speak the Burmese language. All participants spoke fluent 
Burmese, but some respondents of Karen ethnicity stated that although they 
could understand Burmese and speak fluently, they could not articulate their 
experiences as much as they would like to due to Burmese being their 
second language.  

‒ Although the study included non-Bamar households, all of them were of 
Karen ethnicity. This may be due to the fact that a majority of migrant families 
to Hlaingtharya came from the Ayeyarwady Region where Bamar and Karen 
comprise the largest ethnic groups.  

‒ The sampling was purposive, and the views and experiences shared do not 
necessarily represent those of other children in Hlaingtharya.  
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3.4 Socio-demographic profiles of participants 

Table 3.1 Household and child participant 
characteristics 

Household characteristics (total = 50)   
 Household size Mean [range] 

Number of household members 5.2 [2-10] 
Number of children 3.3 [1-8] 
Number of working children 1.4 [1-3] 

   
Migrant status Number (%) 

Hlaingtharya origin 15 (30%) 
Migrant  35 (70%) 

  
Child Participants (total = 58)  
  Number (%) 
Age (years)   

10-13 16 (28%) 
14-17 42 (72%) 

Gender   
Female 31 (53%) 
Male 27 (47%) 

Highest education attainment   
No schooling 1 (1.5%) 
Elementary or lower 23 (40%) 
Middle school  33 (57%) 
High school or higher 1 (1.5%) 

Education status   
In school 3 (5%) 
In school until Covid-19 33 (58%) 
Out of school 21 (37%) 

Marital status   
Single 58 (100%) 

Ethnicity   
Bamar 49 (84%) 
Non-Bamar 9 (16%) 

Religion   
Buddhist 50 (86%) 
Christian 8 (14%) 
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Occupation   
Casual worker 7 (12.1%) 
Construction worker 4 (6.9%) 
Factory worker 13 (22.4%) 
Home-based worker 6 (10.3%) 
Informal enterprise/shop/processing unit worker 7 (12.1%) 
Street/market vendor 6 (10.3%) 
Teashop/restaurant worker 2 (3.4%) 
Waste collector 11 (19%) 
Bus assistant 2 (3.4%) 

Disability status   
Yes 2 (3%) 
No 56 (97%) 

Source: Data obtained during field research. 

Among the households that participated in the study, the household size ranged 
from two to ten people and the average number of children was three point three 
children per household. The number of working children ranged from one to 
three children. More than two-thirds of households were from migrant 
households.  

More than 70 per cent of children involved in the study were aged between 14 
and 17, with the rest between ten and 13. The youngest child participant was ten 
years old. In terms of gender, there were slightly more girls compared to boys 
(31 girls vs 27 boys). All the children interviewed were unmarried. More than 
four-fifths were of Bamar ethnicity (the largest ethnic group in Myanmar), and the 
rest were of Karen ethnicity. Almost 90 per cent of respondents identified 
themselves as Buddhists and the rest identified as Christians. Two children with 
a disability were interviewed as part of the study.  

Two-fifths of the children had primary school education, and almost all of the rest 
– except for one child who did not have any schooling and one who was in high 
school – were in middle school. One child who had primary school education and 
three who had completed middle school, studied in monastic education 
programmes. More than half of the children in the study said they had been 
attending school until Covid-19 arrived but were no longer in attendance at the 
time of interview, although schools had re-opened. More than one-third were not 
in school prior to Covid-19. Two out-of-school children reported attending a non-
formal education (NFE) programme. Three children were in school at the time of 
the interview.  

The children in the study were involved in a wide array of occupations (Table 
3.1). Children doing factory work and waste collection made up almost two-fifths. 
Almost one-fifth of the children were involved in casual and construction work.  
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4. Impact of Covid-19 in Myanmar: 
Summary of the literature 

Since the arrival of the Covid-19 pandemic, studies have been conducted to 
understand the magnitude of Covid-19 impacts on different socioeconomic 
indicators in Myanmar. Some were conducted prior to February 2021 (and thus 
they captured the impacts of the first and second waves of Covid-19), but others 
were conducted after (and thus they measured the combined effects of Covid-19 
and insecurity). Key findings from the literature relevant to the study are grouped 
into categories and summarised below: 

1. Household Vulnerability Survey, December 2020 (UNDP 2020) 
This survey was conducted by the Central Statistical Organisation of the 
Myanmar Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry with support from the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP). It included 2,016 nationally 
representative households who participated in the Myanmar Living Conditions 
Survey 2017 (Myanmar Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry, UNDP and 
World Bank Group 2020) to understand changes in their social and economic 
circumstances before and after Covid-19 arrived. Fifty-two per cent of 
respondents were women and 11.9 per cent included female-headed 
households. 

2. The Impacts of Covid-19 in Informal Settlements in Yangon, November – 
December 2020 (UN-Habitat 2021) 

This survey, conducted by UN-Habitat Myanmar, included 1,680 households 
from seven townships (240 respondents from each township) including 
Hlaingtharya, which has the highest concentration of informal settlements in 
Yangon. The survey was a follow-up to the UN-Habitat Myanmar rapid 
assessment of 100 households in informal settlements in April 2020. Almost half 
(46 per cent) of the respondents were women. 

3. Livelihoods, Poverty and Food Insecurity in Myanmar, June 2020 - 
December 2021 (Headey et al. 2021)  

The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) conducted ten rounds of 
the rural-urban food security survey between June 2020 and December 2021. 
The survey respondents included about 2,000 mothers of young children from 
Yangon, the rural Dry Zone (central Myanmar), and recent migrants. Given that 
the focus of this study was on urban Yangon, findings relevant to Yangon, where 
appropriate, are summarised below. 

4. Myanmar People's Pulse Survey 2021, September 2021 (UNDP 2021)  
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This telephone-based household survey conducted by the UNDP includes 1,200 
nationally representative households during May and June 2021. More than half 
of the respondents were female (54 per cent) and 69 per cent of households 
were those with children. The survey focuses on socioeconomic conditions in 
Myanmar after the political crisis that began in February 2021. 

5. Covid-19 and Child Labour in Myanmar: Situational Assessment, July 2020 - 
January 2021 (ILO 2021b) 

This assessment was conducted by ILO, together with Kanter Public Information 
Myanmar, between July 2020 and January 2021 in six states and regions 
including Yangon Region. It included 1,091 surveys with parents and children in 
low-income households, supplemented by 20 surveys and 19 interviews with 
community leaders, six policymakers and five media representatives. 

4.1.1 Household income 
‒ Eighty-three point three per cent of households in Myanmar reported an 

income reduction (an average drop of 46.5 per cent between 2019 and 2020). 
Households in rural areas and those with children were more likely to face a 
drop in income. 94.4 per cent of households running a business or 
businesses related to buying and selling reported a loss of income (UNDP 
2020). 

‒ Ninety-one point three per cent of urban households attributed income loss to 
Covid-19 compared to the national average of 81.8 per cent (UNDP 2020). 

‒ Over 90 per cent of households running home-based businesses outside of 
the agricultural sector reported income loss due to Covid-19 (compared to 
62.5 per cent in the agricultural sector and 72.9 per cent in wage 
employment). Households with members employed on a temporary basis had 
greater income loss – 86.3 per cent, compared to 62.6 per cent for those 
holding permanent jobs (UNDP 2020). 

‒ Compared to April 2020, 93.1 per cent of the households residing in informal 
settlements reported an income reduction over the past 30 days, with 7.4 per 
cent reported having no income in the previous 30 days. This led to a 
reduction in household expenditure. Twenty-nine per cent of the households 
spent less than 100,000 MMK (£43) after April 2020, compared to 2.3 per 
cent before (UN-Habitat 2021). 

‒ Across all survey rounds (June 2020 to December 2021), three-quarters of 
households reported a reduction in income. While rates fluctuated, loss of 
income and reduction in opportunities for day labour resulted in a negative 
change in income for both Yangon residents and recent migrants (Headey et 
al. 2021). 
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‒ Almost three-quarters (73.6 per cent) of all households and 78 per cent of 
urban households reported a decline in monthly household income since 
February 2021 (UNDP 2021). 

‒ On average, households faced a 23 per cent reduction in income between 
January to December 2020 and February to May/June 2021. These figures 
were higher among urban households (29.9 per cent) and households living 
near conflict zones (30.7 per cent). Almost one in ten respondents (9.8 per 
cent) reported not having any income (UNDP 2021). 

‒ Eighty-two per cent of respondents reported a decline in household income 
(ILO 2021b). 

4.1.2 Household debt 
‒ There was an increase in the number of households in informal settlements 

with household debt in the 90 days following the Covid-19 pandemic (73.7 per 
cent compared to 59.6 per cent before the pandemic). In Hlaingtharya, it rose 
from 62.1 per cent to 74.6 per cent. Eighty-five point three per cent of the 
respondents reported borrowing money more than once in the previous 90 
days, with almost one-fifth (19.4 per cent) borrowing at least four times. 
Eighty-four per cent of the respondents reported having an outstanding debt. 
Borrowing money for food was the most common reason (73.4 per cent), 
followed by loan repayments (25.4 per cent) (UN-Habitat 2021). 

‒ Nearly half of the respondents took a loan during 2020 and 75 per cent of 
them did so to meet basic household needs (ILO 2021b). 

4.1.3 Poverty 
‒ Income-based poverty (poverty line set at US$1.9 per day) rose significantly 

from pre-pandemic levels due to lockdown and economic restrictions due to 
Covid-19 in both urban Yangon and rural areas. The pre-pandemic rate of 
poverty in Yangon was 10 per cent in January 2020 and has risen since the 
onset of Covid-19. In the months of September and October 2020 new highs 
were reached in Yangon of 60 and 62 per cent respectively before dropping 
to 49 per cent in November. It remained between 45 per cent and 51 per cent 
until September 2021 regardless of Covid-19 incidence. In the last round of 
surveys conducted in December 2021, the poverty rate fell further to 30 per 
cent. Recent migrants to Yangon fared worse than those who lived in Yangon 
(50 per cent in December 2021) (Headey et al. 2021). 
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4.1.4 Employment 
‒ Casual labour (46.2 per cent) was the most common occupation, followed by 

skilled construction work such as working as a mason or carpenter (30.4 per 
cent), vending in the streets, working in small shops or markets (26.2 per 
cent), factory work (21.6 per cent), driving (trishaw, motorbike, bus, taxi) (17.6 
per cent), and others (13.4 per cent).3 In industrial areas such as Hlaingtharya 
and Shwepyithar, about one-third of the respondents worked as factory 
workers (UN-Habitat 2021: 14). 

‒ Eighty-eight per cent of households in informal settlements reported that at 
least one family member had lost their job in the last 90 days (compared to 81 
per cent reported in April 2020). Sixty-nine point one per cent reported having 
one family member losing their job and 31 per cent reported at least two 
family members who had lost their jobs (UN-Habitat 2021). 

‒ Households with self-employed workers had the largest share of cessation of 
economic activities (35.8 per cent), followed by employees (28.8 per cent) 
since February 2021 (UNDP 2021). 

‒ Forty-one per cent reported loss of work for at least one family member (ILO 
2021b). 

4.1.5 Access to healthcare 
‒ Eighty-five point six per cent of households in informal settlements faced 

difficulty accessing healthcare due to financial hardship. Forty-two point nine 
per cent reported fear of being perceived as having Covid-19 hindering 
access to healthcare (UN-Habitat 2021). 

‒ Almost two-thirds (60.6 per cent) of households reported difficulty accessing 
healthcare, a sharp increase from 26.9 per cent reported in the Household 
Vulnerability Survey conducted in October 2020 (UNDP 2021). 

4.1.6 Housing and security of tenure 
‒ Fifty-five point eight per cent of households in Hlaingtharya reported living in 

a rented house and 77.9 per cent had difficulty paying for housing expenses. 
Ninety-four per cent reported not having a document to prove land ownership 
and 58.3 per cent reported feeling insecure about being evicted from their 
present dwelling (UN-Habitat 2021). 

 
3 The percentage totals are greater than 100 per cent, as some respondents worked in more than one job 

category. 
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4.1.7 Food security 
‒ In terms of food security, 85.6 per cent of respondents across all seven 

townships reported not having food stock that could last a week (79.6 per 
cent for Hlaingtharya). Almost one-fifth (17.4 per cent) of respondents 
reported skipping at least one meal during the past 7 days (17.5 per cent for 
Hlaingtharya). One-third of all households in the survey reported at least one 
family member reducing food consumption (30 per cent in Hlaingtharya) (UN-
Habitat 2021). 

‒ There was high frequency in reported instances of eating only a few kinds of 
food and not enough healthy food among both Yangon residents and recent 
migrants. Reports of food insecurity were the highest in the months of 
September and October 2020 presumably due to strict Covid-19 restrictions 
(Headey et al. 2021). 

4.1.8 Food and cash assistance 
‒ Nearly half (49.7 per cent) of households and more than one-third (35.1 per 

cent) reported having received cash and food support, respectively, from the 
government. Almost one-quarter of households (24.2 per cent) received one 
form of government support and 36.3 per cent reported two or more (UNDP 
2020). 

4.1.9 Coping strategy 
‒ Forty-nine point six per cent of households reported increased borrowing 

since March 2020, with almost two-thirds (62.4 per cent) borrowing from 
banks, moneylenders and pawn brokers4 (UNDP 2020). 
Thirty-nine per cent of households reported purchasing food on credit or 
borrowing food from shops or neighbours, with more than half of poor 
households (52.8 per cent) doing so. Almost half (46.7 per cent) of poor 
households reported a reduction in food consumption due to lack of means 
(UNDP 2020). 

‒ Common coping strategies to Covid-19 included a reduction of non-food 
consumption, using cash savings, and borrowing money. In December, 51 
per cent of households from urban Yangon and 46 per cent of recent 
migrants reduced their non-food consumption (Headey et al. 2021). 

‒ Reduction of non-food consumption was by far the most common coping 
strategy for households. Borrowing money was also common: 36 per cent of 
households reported borrowing from friends or family and 29.5 per cent from 

 
4 The survey does not differentiate between formal and informal credit. It is based on the source of creditor 

(family vs non-family).  
 



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

30 
 

 

 

banks, moneylenders, and pawn brokers. Similarly, more than one-quarter of 
households reported relying on savings and selling assets as coping 
strategies (28.8 per cent and 26.5 per cent respectively) (UNDP 2021). 

‒ More than one-third (38.7 per cent) of households reported cutting back on 
household food consumption. Urban households were slightly more likely to 
use this coping strategy (41.7 per cent compared to 37.2 per cent for rural 
households) (UNDP 2021). 

4.1.10  Covid-19 awareness 
‒ Eighty-eight point four per cent of households in informal settlements reported 

awareness of three key actions (hand washing, wearing masks, and social 
distancing) for Covid-19 prevention. Eighty-five point five per cent reported 
planning to go to the nearest clinic or health centre if they had Covid-19 
symptoms (UN-Habitat 2021). 

4.1.11  Child labour 
‒ Almost all (96 per cent) of the children interviewed reported not being in 

school at the time of the survey. Seventy-five per cent of parents said it was 
common or very common for children under the age of 14 to work in their 
township (ILO 2021b). 

‒ Ninety-seven per cent of respondents indicated that their child contributed to 
household chores. Eighty-three per cent of children said that their contribution 
to domestic duties increased during 2020 while 40 per cent of parents 
confirmed an increase in children’s involvement in household chores (ILO 
2021b). 
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5. Results 

5.1 Experiences of Covid-19 and Covid-19 
responses 
The findings presented in this section mainly draw upon the experiences of 
Covid-19 and response to it among children working in diverse occupations and 
their guardians in Hlaingtharya. When appropriate, insights from community key 
informants are included to enhance the richness of findings. Although the 
findings are organised into categories for analytical purposes, it should be noted 
that many of these factors are interrelated, and they interact with each other in 
important ways. For instance, food insecurity, payment of house rent, and 
household debt are interrelated factors amplified by the economic fallout and 
household-level income and livelihood challenges due to the pandemic. 

5.1.1 Income and livelihoods 
Children interviewed reported earning less income and faced more income 
instability after Covid-19 arrived compared to pre-pandemic times. Both working 
children in the formal and informal sectors faced disruptions to livelihoods, job 
loss, and income instability due to Covid-19. Children in formal sector 
employment – such as garment or shoe factory workers – faced layoffs or 
reduced working days as a result of worksite closures and businesses adjusting 
to low demand and supply chain disruptions. In response to these changes, 
workers were asked to work in rotation and paid only on the days they worked, 
resulting in a significant income reduction.  

Because business was slow, they [the employer] asked workers to take 
days off. They [her daughter and her co-workers] had to rotate. They get 
notified in advance on which days they are not working. But only on the 
days they worked, they got paid. 

(Mother of a 14-year-old girl working in a bakery) 

Since Covid-19 came, income was getting less and less... before Covid, it 
used to be 270,000 MMK (£117) give or take [depending on overtime 
hours] but after Covid came, it is not going over 200,000 MMK (£87)... there 
are days they are asked to take a break. And when it happens, the income 
is even lower.  

(Mother of a 16-year-old girl working in a hair processing unit) 
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Key informant interviews with factory supervisors confirmed that factories 
preferred flexible work arrangements and opted to hire daily wage workers for 
low-skill tasks (such as factory helpers) to drive down labour costs. Children who 
are not legally allowed to work typically filled these positions as day labourers. 
They were more likely to face layoffs when factories needed to reduce 
production or headcounts to comply with social distancing rules. They were also 
paid less than the minimum daily wage (4,800 MMK; £2.1), with daily earnings 
ranging from 3,000-3,600 MMK (£1.3-1.6). Some children said employers told 
them they would receive the minimum daily wage after three months of 
employment and after fulfilling a set of requirements such as not missing any 
workdays. 

I get only 3,000 MMK (£1.3) each day as a day labourer. If I work overtime, 
I earn 4,800 MMK (£2.1) on that day. Before [Covid-19], I worked overtime 
till 8 pm and earned 9,600 MMK (£4.2) a day, and I could earn between 
220,000 and 250,000 MMK (£96 and £109) each month. After Covid-19 
arrived, I earned only 150,000 MMK (£65) per month. The factory also 
asked us to take a month off during Covid-19 and compensated us with 
only 50,000 MMK (£22).  

(17-year-old girl working in a shoe factory) 

Children working in the informal sector such as those working as waste pickers, 
street vendors, dock loaders, and day labourers in construction sites also faced 
livelihood challenges and income loss due to movement restrictions and social 
distancing rules. Children working in informal enterprises and home-based 
production units faced frequent interruptions to their work. Since most worked as 
daily wage workers or on a piece-rate basis, these interruptions resulted in 
income loss. Shortages of raw material supplies in food processing and small-
scale manufacturing units resulted in reduced working days. Children working in 
chilli and canned sardine processing units who were on a daily wage said that 
due to shortages of raw materials, they were notified to take days off frequently.  

Before [Covid-19], I used to get paid 500 MMK (£0.2) for an hour. After that 
[Covid-19], we don't get any overtime or incentive money anymore [which 
employers usually pay employees for not taking a single day off]. All we 
have to do is to finish the wig.  

(15-year-old girl working in a hair extension unit) 

Children engaged in street-based occupations also faced reduction in income as 
people were reluctant to have physical contact with them due to fear of getting 
Covid-19. 
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We could not go from one place to another easily because of restrictions. 
The kids also couldn’t sell the flowers because car drivers wouldn’t bring 
their windows down. They wouldn’t let the kids approach their cars. So, 
income wasn’t good.  

(Grandmother of a 15-year-old boy selling flowers) 

During periods of high Covid-19 rates, construction sites, shops and factories 
were ordered to close as a disease containment measure. Combined with stay-
at-home orders, these restrictions resulted in income loss for children for 
extended periods of time. Others faced layoffs without any compensation.  

Around the time Covid just started, I was working in a factory but later I had 
to quit because the factory was closed when Covid cases got higher. And 
now I heard they were bankrupt. I was working on daily wage, so I had no 
choice but to quit when they asked. I heard some [formally employed] 
workers got compensation. For me, I was a day labourer, so I didn’t get it. 

(17-year-old girl working in a garment factory) 

Even when worksites reopened, reduced work hours led to lower income. 
Children said jobs were harder to find and even when they found them there was 
no guarantee that they would get paid in full for the days where work was less 
busy and they were asked to finish early. 

5.1.2 Working conditions 
Covid-19 and responses to it have negatively affected working conditions for 
children involved in both formal and informal employment sectors. The majority 
of children interviewed reported changes in their working hours and schedules 
before and after the arrival of Covid-19. Some started working in hazardous work 
environments where they were exposed to harmful chemicals and at increased 
risk of physical injuries and poor ergonomics, carrying potential long-term health 
consequences. Some children experienced workplace accidents leading to minor 
injuries.  

Among the children interviewed, 13 worked in the formal sector such as garment 
and shoe factories; 13 children worked in small-scale informal enterprises and 
home-based shops (cutting fish and betel nuts, sorting chilli and dry fish, 
processing hair for wigs and extensions, cleaning bottles, etc.); 17 were involved 
in street-based occupations such as street and market vending and waste 
picking; 11 worked as casual or construction workers; two worked as live-in 
workers in home-based food production units, retail shops, teashops and 
restaurants, and two worked as bus assistants at the highway station. At the time 
of interview, 13 of the children were looking for a job.  



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

34 
 

 

 

Working hours 
Worksite closures and supply chain disruptions due to Covid-19 substantially 
impacted working hours and schedules. For children working in formal sector 
employment, they faced a reduction in the number of working days and hours, 
including overtime. Many of them worked for three days per week, but some 
reported working up to six days. Their work duration ranged from eight hours on 
a regular schedule to up to 12 hours including overtime. The reported drop in 
working hours was typified by a 15-year-old girl working at a garment factory, 
commenting that ‘I work from 7:30 am to 4:30 pm. When there was overtime, I 
used to work from 7.30 am until 6.30 pm. But now, I don't have overtime 
anymore.’ Similarly, children working in small home-based manufacturing and 
processing units overall had a reduced number of working days. However, as 
piece-rate workers, their working hours and schedules were determined by the 
amount of work and order deadlines. Many faced unpredictable work schedules 
and workloads under these flexible arrangements.  

They came to wake us up at 4 am or sometimes at 5.30 am. We do not 
have a regular working day; the work depends on when and how much fish 
they could get for us to work. This week we only have three days of work.  

(13-year-old girl working in a fish processing unit) 

For those children, they often had a short period (5-7 days) of heavy workloads 
and continuous working days with overtime, followed by days without any work 
or pay. Some reported that on those spells of heavy workloads, they worked for 
12-15 hours a day with limited breaks. Some were even asked to take extreme 
measures such as sleeping at work so that they could work around the clock.  

After Covid-19 arrived, we only had ten to 15 working days a month. I work 
from 7 am to 5 pm [on a normal working day]. Sometimes, I had to work 
overtime, sleeping at the workplace for a night or sometimes five days 
straight to finish the wig urgently. We go to bed around midnight. I don’t get 
paid for such overtime work. I get nothing; I only get paid when I finish the 
wigs.  

(16-year-old girl working in a hair processing unit) 

Similarly, children working in street-based occupations confirmed that although 
they were not bound by work schedules set by employers, they also worked 
shorter working hours during stay-at-home periods. Children continued to face 
challenges in accessing public facilities and their informal workplaces even when 
these restrictions were lifted, leading them to adjust their work schedules and 
find alternative ways to access their workplaces. A mother of two boys who 
collected recyclable materials at a dumpsite explained that her sons had to 
change their work schedules and find ways to enter the dumpsite as it was no 
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longer accessible to them after Covid-19 arrived. Navigating these barriers led 
children to spend longer hours working than they had done prior to the 
pandemic. 

Now, they [her two sons] go to work at 3 pm [due to restrictions to the dump 
site] and wait for municipal staff to finish their duties and leave their office 
[to avoid them]. After that, they start working till 6 am the next morning. We 
[she and her husband] wait there to select and clean the waste they collect 
and return home around 8.30 or 9 am.  

(Mother of a 14-year-old boy collecting waste) 

For children working as street vendors, they reported working longer hours trying 
to sell out their merchandise. When sales were poor at their regular vending 
locations, they moved to other places in the hope that they might be able to find 
new customers. However, with people increasingly afraid of physical contact due 
to Covid-19, those efforts often translated into longer working hours without any 
guarantee of improving their sales.  

Before [Covid-19], we only worked in the evenings, leaving at 2 pm and 
returning home at 7 pm. Because the flowers are not selling well, we now 
have to sell both during the day and at night. We leave early in the morning 
at 6 am and came home about 9 or 10 pm.  

(13-year-old girl selling flowers) 

Occupational health and safety 
As children had fewer choices in terms of where they work and what type of work 
they undertook due to Covid-19 restrictions, many were forced to work in 
dangerous work environments. For children in street-based occupations, they 
were at higher risk of facing violence, discrimination and abuse after the 
pandemic arrived as they worked in unfamiliar locations in the evening hours 
without parental supervision to make up for poor sales. Children who sold 
flowers at busy road intersections and traffic lights said although they themselves 
had not faced any accidents, there had been some fatal and serious car 
accidents that happened to fellow street vending children. Others said they 
worked under direct sunlight and inclement weather for long periods.  

Before [Covid-19], we finished selling [flowers] early… and then we could 
rest after that. Now, we could not rest as we were unable to finish all of the 
flowers [due to reduced public consumption]; instead, we had to walk 
around different streets until all of the flowers were sold.  

(15-year-old boy selling flowers) 
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Children involved in the study reported facing occupational health problems from 
doing repetitive tasks, sitting for long periods of time, or carrying and lifting heavy 
objects. Physical health symptoms children mentioned included tiredness, 
headaches, back and body pain, burning and sore eyes, and shortness of 
breath. 

Children who cleaned bottles for reuse reported getting skin burns from working 
with chemicals without proper protective equipment, while those involved in fish 
processing and cutting betel nuts had cuts, bruises and wounds from operating 
sharp knives and cutters. Those whose job involved sorting chilies experienced 
eye burns.  

Because the fish are very big, if the knife slips while cutting them, my hand 
might be cut off. I use a large steel knife. I once lost one of my fingernails, 
although it was a long time ago.  

(14-year-old boy working in a fish processing unit) 

According to a business owner running a betel nut business, the tasks and 
equipment were actually intended for adult workers. Yet, children filled in these 
piece-rate jobs as a way to support their families and consequently, faced 
occupational hazards.  

Actually, this job [cutting betel nuts] is better suited to adults. Sometimes, 
their fingers get burned and they accidentally cut themselves while cutting 
betel nuts like cutting their finger. It also happened to me once. But the next 
day, they still came to work since they had troubles [feeding themselves]. 
That’s why I prepare some basic medicine and bandages for them. 

(Business owner) 

Carrying or lifting heavy loads was also common for boys working in factories, 
home-based processing units, construction sites, wholesalers, and the docks. 
They complained of back pain and soreness, but some said they got used to it. 

Sometimes, I asked him [her 14-year-old son] and he told me when he felt 
exhausted from work. I felt very sorry for him when he said “Mum, they 
asked me to carry many heavy fabric rolls and we had to lift and carry huge 
fabrics loads.” He is still young although appearing stronger and bigger 
than his actual age.  

(Mother of a 14-year-old boy working in a garment factory)  

In most cases, employers were unprepared for occupational accidents and 
injuries. When sickness or accidental injuries occurred, employers rarely covered 
medical expenses. A 14-year-old boy who worked in a Chinese home-based 
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dumpling shop shared that his employer brought him to a clinic after he had 
injured himself; breaking his hand while assisting with moving things. After the 
clinic visit, he was sent back home and asked to take unpaid days off. After a 
week, he was dismissed from his job without any compensation.  

5.1.3 Food insecurity 
Livelihood disruptions and income shocks triggered by Covid-19 and responses 
to it increased food insecurity among households with working children. The 
levels of food insecurity varied among the households interviewed, but those with 
children and family members surviving on daily wages were the hardest hit due 
to irregular incomes. Episodes of acute food insecurity and hunger were the 
most common during the months of high Covid-19 incidence when lockdowns 
and movement restrictions hindered work. However, working children and their 
families in poverty continued to experience food insecurity even after the 
relaxation of Covid-19 rules due to the scarcity of jobs and intermittency of work. 

Households of children in WFCL coped with food insecurity in different ways. 
Some reported skipping meals or reducing food consumption while others ate 
scantily with what they had, such as eating rice with salt and oil, shrimp paste, or 
fish sauce, or vegetables picked from nearby fields.  

He [her child] works as a dock loader and when the cargo ship comes and 
there are things to move, he gets paid. If there isn’t any, he doesn’t get 
paid. But he goes to work there every day. For his sister [her daughter], 
when it’s her turn to go to work, she goes. She just stays at home on other 
days [and does not get paid]. So, we cannot make our ends meet. 
Sometimes, one meal for the whole day. There are days we get by with one 
meal.  

(Mother of a 15-year-old boy working as a dock loader) 

We do random jobs and earn about 2,000-3,000 MMK (£0.9 -1.3), and we 
survive on it. We don’t really care if there is nothing to eat. Honestly, the 
other day we only had fish sauce. We couldn’t eat it on its own because it 
was smelly, so we mixed in some hot water. And we got two small fish from 
neighbours and ate that with some watercress leaves.  

(Mother of a 14-year-old girl doing casual labour) 

Some families discussed that they had late meals as they first needed to work to 
earn the money for buying food daily. On days without income, families coped 
with their immediate food shortage by borrowing from neighbours or 
neighbourhood groceries on credit.  
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For food, we don’t take a lot of credit. Only for about 3,000-4,000 MMK 
(£1.3-1.7) to buy basic necessities like rice, oil, and onions. It works like 
this. If I take 3,000 MMK (£1.3) worth of food today, we pay them back. 
Once we pay them back, we take another credit for food. It’s from a grocery 
store nearby.  

(Mother of children collecting waste) 

Covid-19 relief support in the form of food support packages – rice, oil, onion, 
lentils, eggs, etc. – from the government, NGOs and private donors, to some 
extent alleviated food insecurity and hunger for families of working children. The 
effects are, however, short-lived because the support was infrequent (on 
average two to three times over a period of more than a year) and coverage was 
low. Forty families involved in the study reported receiving food support at least 
once. Most received support from the government, but some families received 
from private donors and UN agencies. Many families said that they could survive 
on food support for about a month, after which they had to find other means to 
support themselves. Some families who did not have documentation (family 
registration, national identity cards, etc.) or a permanent address due to living in 
informal settlements were left out of Covid-19 support from the government.  

5.1.4 Household debt 
More than half of the families interviewed said that they had debts from taking 
loans before or during Covid-19. Given that these loans were informal, interest 
rates and repayment schedules varied widely. The rates mentioned by the 
families interviewed ranged from 5 to 30 per cent and the repayment schedules 
were usually set between ten days and one month. Typically, the rates were 
lower when the loan was taken from relatives or friends, although most families 
took their loans from informal moneylenders, since people in their social 
networks were also affected financially by Covid-19. A community member living 
in Hlaingtharya noted that interest rates tend to be higher if moneylenders do not 
have a pre-existing relationship enabling them to trust whether the debtors could 
repay their loans. 

Even before the pandemic, many poor households in Hlaingtharya already had 
debts from high-interest loans taken from informal moneylenders. While these 
high-interest loans lock poor families into a constant state of indebtedness and at 
risk of losing assets, they serve as a quick fix to their immediate daily needs. 
Lacking access to formal credit, families had adapted to living with this reality 
until Covid-19 disrupted their livelihoods and incomes. Even those who had been 
debt-free prior to Covid-19 reported taking informal loans to cover immediate 
financial needs arising from emergencies and shocks.  
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Several families mentioned that some sympathetic moneylenders reduced 
interest rates or delayed repayment schedules, but for most families shrinking 
incomes due to intermittent employment meant that they could barely afford to 
repay even the interest. This is particularly challenging for families who relied on 
a single source of income from a working child.  

During the Covid period, I couldn’t go to work [due to factory closure]. I still 
cannot do overtime work. I come back home early around 4 pm [with 
overtime, it would be 6-7 pm] and I only make 45,000-50,000 MMK (£20-
22) a month. My mum cannot work, so our debts have gone up… Every 
month we must repay those and still can’t repay all of them. My mum is sad 
and I’m sad too. It’s very difficult. Before Covid happened, I could work 
overtime and earned around 150,000 MMK (£65). Because I couldn’t repay 
the loans on time, the creditors came to us and verbally abused us. They 
said, “Why did you take them if you can’t repay?”. Before Covid, we 
wouldn’t let such things happen. I went straight to them and gave the 
money as soon as I got my salary. Now with Covid, we have no choice but 
to put up with their abuse. I don’t like to see my mum crying because of 
that. They gave us a month and a half to repay but after that, they came to 
us. Even after we paid the interest, they gossiped behind our back.  

(17-year-old girl working in a shoe factory) 

Even for families with many working members, a significant proportion of 
household income had to be set aside for repaying interest so that it did not get 
out of control. One way of doing this is by finding a compromise between loan 
repayments and household basic needs. A mother of three working children 
discussed how they allocated their income to keep their debts in check: 

We are very tight financially which is why we borrow money. We can only 
pay back the interest every month. Because we have income only on some 
days, so we try to survive on the money the children make. If I am being 
honest, out of four people working [her husband and three children] in our 
family, we only use one person’s income [for basic needs] and the rest 
goes to repaying that interest. As soon as the deadline is up, they ask us to 
repay. If we cannot, the loan amount goes up. 

(Mother of children doing waste picking) 

However, given their precarious livelihoods and diminishing incomes, many 
families with working children still struggled to keep their debts from spiralling out 
of control. For families who already had taken loans prior to Covid-19, prolonged 
periods without income led to devastating financial consequences. This 
happened to one of the families in the study who took a loan prior to Covid-19 
when they had regular income from the parents’ work as skilled construction 
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workers. When Covid-19 forced construction sites to close, both were jobless for 
months and they could not repay the interest on time. Consequently, their debts 
grew despite making extreme efforts such as skipping meals and making their 
child work to increase family income. 

We took a loan of 60,000 MMK (£26) and we couldn’t get out of it. We 
ended up paying 1,600,000 MMK (£696) because it was [a scenario of] 
interest over interest. When we came back from work, we had to make do 
with our meals with fish paste and repaid it using all the money we made. 
The interest was due every 12 days, and we couldn’t pay back before that 
day, so those interests added up... it was taken before Covid but when 
Covid came, we just couldn’t afford to pay it back and it blew up. 

(Mother of a 14-year-old boy doing construction work) 

To address their growing debts while simultaneously being affected by job loss 
and income reduction due to Covid-19, families devised different coping 
strategies to avoid increased debts and confrontation with creditors. Some, as 
the one discussed above, reduced their consumption to save money to pay 
interest on time, while others – particularly those facing health or income shocks 
– took loans from other creditors to repay the existing loans as a temporary 
solution. Some sold assets such as land they owned in their hometown at a 
reduced price to address urgent debt and consumption needs. 

The availability of informal credit declined in Hlaingtharya, particularly after the 
third Covid-19 wave when the disease and insecurity affected families’ incomes. 
Some moneylenders put a cap on loans while others stopped lending to poor 
families. This means there is little to fall back on for families in case of an 
emergency. 

5.1.5 Housing 
Hlaingtharya is home to one-third of informal residents in the city of Yangon and 
almost 55 per cent of residents in Hlaingtharya are renters (UN-Habitat 2020). 
More than half of the families involved in the study reported residing in informal 
settlements at the time of interview.5 The rest reported living in other types of 
housing such as dormitory-style rental units, rental houses, and houses 
constructed on leased land. Eight out of 29 families living in the informal 
settlements were rent-paying tenants. Rental prices are typically lower in these 
informal settlements compared to those in other residential areas in 
Hlaingtharya.  

 
5 Many participants’ housing status changed during the study due to different circumstances. 
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Families who lived in rental housing reported that they struggled to pay rent on 
time after Covid-19 disrupted their incomes and livelihoods. Although some 
landlords extended the payment deadlines to keep their tenants, many families 
who survived on daily wages still struggled to save money for rent and were 
living with the constant fear of eviction.  

We only rented this place less than a month ago. But it is already giving me 
a headache to pay a rental fee of 50,000 MMK (£22) [for the next month]. 
Then we will be allowed to stay. In the meantime, we are barely able to put 
food on the table. My daughter only earns 1,000 MMK (£0.4) on the day 
she is called to work. Today, she was not called so she doesn't work. 

(Mother of a 13-year-old girl doing bottle cleaning) 

Although families who owned houses in slums or residential areas did not have 
to pay rent, due to lower income during the pandemic, they had trouble paying 
for repairs for their houses – which are usually built with low-quality and salvaged 
materials and have leaking roofs, cracked walls, and broken doors.6 As a result, 
children and their family members were forced to live in unhealthy and poor living 
conditions.  

Before Covid-19, we were doing a bit okay. We only had income from my 
daughter [who worked with a wholesale distributor], but we could survive on 
it. We could repair our house and stay safe and protected. My son [who 
started working as a dock loader] could also go to school. Now, when 
Covid came, jobs and income have become insufficient. This year [2021] 
has been the worst. We could not even repair our house; we have to live in 
an unprotected house [unable to shelter them from inclement weather]. We 
have to try so hard even for food.  

(Mother of a 15-year-old boy working as a dock loader) 

Because informal housing units are usually off the grid, residents have to buy 
electricity from informal vendors in their neighbourhoods. They also buy water for 
drinking and personal use due to poor water quality, although a minority of 
residents are able to get water from community wells.  

We buy electricity and water from the vendors in the community. Electricity 
costs about 10,000 MMK (£4.3) per month. Water is about 500-600 MMK 
(£0.2-0.3) daily. Sometimes it lasts a bit longer if we use it sparingly but at 
most two days. When it rains, we do laundry with rainwater.  

 
6 People who live in those houses usually repair them before the monsoon season as a protection against 

inclement weather. 



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

42 
 

 

 

(Mother of a 14-year-old boy working in a snack shop) 

During the Covid-19 period, the price for these basic utilities soared along with 
other commodity prices, putting families at greater financial risk.  

It [the rent] is 75,000 MMK (£32), it is expensive. The electricity price has 
risen even further, costing about 15,000 MMK (£6.5) per month. Before 
Covid, the price of electricity was lower. It cost at most about 10,000 MMK 
(£4.3).  

(Mother of a 14-year-old boy working in a factory)  

Families involved in the study coped with these housing related challenges in 
different ways. Some families mentioned that the first action they took was 
requesting their landlords to postpone payments or reduce rental fees citing 
economic hardship. Some landlords with whom they shared longstanding 
relationships granted their requests, but such cases were uncommon. Others, 
who could no longer pay rent because their income had ceased, reported that 
they had to find cheaper houses to rent. For one family, their landlord offered 
them a place in his backyard kitchen out of sympathy. However, it was ill-
equipped to accommodate their large family.  

Before Covid-19, we lived in a rented house, and could pay the rent 
because we still had some jobs in the family. Now, we don't have enough 
money to pay the rent regularly. So, we moved out and now stay in 
someone's kitchen as they allowed us to stay for free.  

(Mother of a 10-year-old boy collecting waste) 

Relocation involves a host of challenges and uncertainties and is burdensome 
for large families with small children. It can also disrupt one’s employment. 
Weighing such risks associated with relocation, individuals who have assets or 
savings instead use these resources to finance their rent. However, only a few 
families in the study said they sold assets or used savings to pay rent. The rest 
who needed money to pay rent took high-interest loans in the hope that their 
situation would improve after Covid-19 abates. Striking a balance between 
repaying debts and rent while doing intermittent jobs is difficult, and this leaves 
rent-paying households in an even more vulnerable position in the long term. 

It is not enough [to pay the rent] because my mother has to return the debt 
for the loans she has taken. Sometimes, there is no rice to eat after 
returning the debt. We are not doing well; my mother has to borrow money 
[to pay rent].  

(14-year-old girl working as a street vendor) 
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As the pandemic progressed, this housing plight continued for migrant families in 
Hlaingtharya and forced many to return to their hometowns or relocate to other 
locations.7 However, some families resisted the idea of going back due to the 
scarcity of jobs in their hometowns. One family said they considered returning 
but did not have money to spend on transport. 

Informal settlements and housing crisis 
From July to mid-September 2021, the third wave of Covid-19 in Myanmar 
became a health crisis which severely affected the whole country including 
migrant communities and vulnerable populations in Hlaingtharya. Not long after 
the Covid-19 rates dropped in Yangon, another crisis ensued in October 2021 
when residents of informal housing across the city had to leave their premises. 
As Hlaingtharya has the highest number of informal settlement clusters in the 
entire city, its residents including families with working children suffered the most. 
This crisis forced tens of thousands of residents in the informal settlements to 
relocate with virtually no time to prepare for alternative housing.  

Almost half of the families interviewed faced the housing crisis (according to the 
latest follow-up done in December 2021). After vacating their demolished 
premises, many families moved to rental rooms in shared accommodation in or 
around their neighbourhoods, paying much higher rates than they spent for 
renting houses in the slums. A typical rent for a one-bedroom unit ranged from 
40,000 to 75,000 MMK (from £17 to £33) per month (compared to 15,000 MMK 
(£6.5) on average for informal housing. For those families who were forced to 
relocate, housing rent suddenly became a major expenditure. Because the 
majority of these families were large in size, they encountered space issues.  

Before, our house [in the slum] was spacious enough [for us to live], but 
this place [single bedroom rental place] is very cramped. We have to share 
and organise ourselves to fit in this tiny space. We even sent my sick sister 
back to our village. We must eat, sleep, and cook here. It is not okay.  

(16-year-old girl working in a teashop) 

Some children interviewed described their new living conditions as depressing, 
suffocating and confined, where rooms separated by thin walls made them feel 
their privacy and freedom were compromised.  

Some families could not get a rental room as landlords did not want to rent to 
large families. As a result, they had to find alternatives such as leasing land plots 
on the outskirts of Hlaingtharya where they could build their own houses. 

 
7 This was before the housing crisis that started in October 2021. 
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However, such options came at a cost as those leases usually require annual or 
bi-annual payments.  

5.1.6 Education 
School closures and disruptions as a response to Covid-19 affected access to 
education and learning opportunities for children in Hlaingtharya. The first Covid-
19 wave in Myanmar started in March 2020 during the summer break for primary 
and secondary schools. Because of that, the school year was delayed and plans 
to reopen them were later suspended again due to the advent of the second 
wave in late August 2020. The emergence of the political crisis in February 2021 
meant that schools were not in session for prolonged periods and even when 
they did reopen briefly in June 2021, rising insecurity prevented many families 
from sending their children to school. Schools were closed again in late July 
2021 when the third wave comprising the Delta variant led to many Covid-related 
deaths.  

Thirty-three children interviewed in the study said they were attending some form 
of schooling (public schools, monastic education or NFE programmes) until 
Covid-related school closures and disruptions forced them to close. Except for a 
few children who were working and going to school concurrently, most of these 
children said they were attending school on a full-time basis prior to the 
pandemic. Although a small subset of these children were able to continue their 
learning through study sessions offered by community volunteers and religious 
leaders, most were deprived of their learning opportunities both due to a general 
lack of alternatives and the demands of their work.  

Children’s views on continuing education  
When asked if they wanted to go back to school, the majority of children 
responded in favour of schooling. They said they felt sad about not being able to 
be in a school environment and spend time with their friends. Some children, 
especially those in higher grades, expressed concerns about their future 
employment prospects without completing a high school education. 

I was in school [before Covid-19 came]. I already passed Grade 9 and was 
about to attend Grade 10. I feel sad that I can’t go to school anymore 
because of Covid. At this age, I should be in Grade 11 [final year of high 
school in Myanmar]. It’s been two years. I don’t feel good about it. I am 
getting older but still in a lower grade… I feel like my future is slipping by 
and I’m getting older.  

(17-year-old girl working in a garment factory) 
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This sentiment was echoed by another child who expressed his desire to take 
the high school matriculation exam so that he has credentials for better 
employment in the future:  

I want to go back to school but now the schools are closed. I don’t know 
what to do. I want to go back to school, attend the 11th grade and take the 
[matriculation] exam. I will try. Whether I pass or not is another thing. 

(14-year-old boy working in a snack shop) 

Exposure to the “real world” through their work made some children realign their 
educational goals, preferring vocational training to prepare themselves for a job 
in the future.  

Before Covid, I was in school and supposed to start Grade 10. I no longer 
plan to go back to school. My plan now is to get vocational training to learn 
sewing. But training schools are closed because of Covid, and I also need 
to save up money. 

(17-year-old girl working in a shoe factory) 

However, not all children were enthusiastic about going back to school. Being 
away from school for more than a year made some children hesitant to return as 
they felt embarrassed about their older age relative to their grade or had lost 
interest in studying. On this issue, one religious leader providing free learning 
sessions commented that children’s educational aspirations vary, but the longer 
Covid-19 continues the more children will drift away from the educational 
pathway in favour of working. 

Parents’ view on children’s education  
The children’s parents or guardians also discussed the importance of education 
for their children. Most expressed a desire to send their children back to school 
but also acknowledged that Covid-19 made it difficult to do so. Most cited 
worsening financial difficulties during Covid-19 as the primary reason why they 
asked or allowed their children to work. One parent explained the difficult choice 
their family faced when schools reopened in November 2021.  

My wish is for him to become an educated person... We need to decide in 
the next two days what to do about this [going to school]. The issue is 
[financial] problems in the family. We don’t have other things to think about, 
just that things aren’t going well for us which is why he’s coming with us [to 
work] in the first place... Before Covid came, our work was going well, so 
we imagined a different future [for our children]. Now with Covid and things 
happening outside [insecurity], we have many things to think about. 
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(Mother of a 15-year-old boy doing construction work) 

When asked how they want to see their children in the future, most described the 
desire to see their children as educated persons and having a comfortable job. 
Some parents added that if circumstances are not in favour of their children 
continuing their schooling, they want their children to obtain vocational skills 
offering better employment opportunities than the ones they had. 

I don’t want to see them doing physically demanding jobs like I do. I want to 
see them working under the shade like in an air-conditioned room. I want 
them to get some form of education that would offer them a ticket to a good 
life.  

(Mother of a 14-year-old boy working in a snack shop) 

Access to education  
Before the Covid-19 pandemic, access to education was limited for working 
children in Myanmar. Dropping out of school to enter informal work after primary 
school was a common pathway for school-age children from economically 
disadvantaged families including those in Hlaingtharya. Vocational training and 
non-formal education programmes attempted to provide an alternative learning 
pathway for these children, but these programmes were mostly inaccessible and 
very limited in coverage. Poverty, the preference for life skills development 
through work, and the perceived low quality of education deprive children of their 
right to education. 

The interviews with parents and working children showed that Covid-19 amplified 
these barriers. Prolonged school closures and restrictions on assembly have 
made education even less accessible for both children who were in school until 
Covid-19 and those who had been out of school. Similarly, livelihood disruptions 
triggered by Covid-19 pushed at-risk children into child labour and made it more 
difficult for already working children to exit the vocation (more details on this in a 
subsequent section). On top of these barriers, cultural expectations for children 
with younger siblings to support their families and prioritise the future of younger 
siblings over theirs, reinforce children’s reservations about continuing their 
education.  

I was in school till Covid came. I took a break from school after it was 
closed due to the high number of Covid cases. I don’t think I will be going 
back to school though. I will send my sisters to school and work to take 
care of my parents. After the pandemic is over, I want to work in a factory 
and support my parents.  

(16-year-old girl working in a garment factory) 
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While there is enthusiasm among children in this study to continue their 
schooling, insecurity and the ongoing threat of Covid-19 hamper access to 
education for working children. As schools cease to offer protection for children, 
families who are willing to send their children back to school are faced with 
questions concerning the merits of schooling and the extent to which schooling 
promotes learning in understaffed and insecure school environments. 

5.1.7 Physical and mental wellbeing 

Covid-19 experience among families 
Five out of the 50 families interviewed said that they were currently infected with 
Covid-19, although that was not confirmed by testing. Among those five, one 
family reported that children were also infected. Many other families, although 
they claimed they were not infected, also described having experienced Covid-
like symptoms including fever, coughs, headache, and losing a sense of smell 
and taste during the three waves of Covid-19. The duration of sickness reported 
by respondents ranged from three days to two weeks. None of these families 
reported losing immediate family members due to Covid-19 although two families 
had a family member who passed away with a chronic illness after the pandemic 
started. A small number of participants discussed losing relatives and friends due 
to Covid-19.  

Covid-19 knowledge and awareness 
While discussions on the impact of Covid-19 weighed more heavily on its social 
and economic consequences, both adult and child participants in the study 
viewed Covid-19 as a serious health problem. During the interviews, they 
demonstrated their knowledge and awareness of Covid-19 prevention 
messages. They discussed taking precautionary measures including wearing 
masks, washing hands, applying hand sanitisers, washing clothes, taking a 
shower after coming back from outside, observing social distancing (to the extent 
they were able to), and staying at home during periods of high transmission 
(except to work and buy essential items). A 13-year-old girl who sold flowers and 
betel nuts commented: ‘Since Covid started, we wear masks and use hand gels. 
We take a shower as soon as we get back home and wash our clothes.’ Another 
similarly remarked that: 

I didn’t ask him [her son] to go out [during the Covid wave]. And when he 
did, I asked him to wear mask and apply hand gel [alcohol sanitiser]. We 
also washed the clothes with disinfecting soap and cleaned the house. We 
also disinfect the common bathroom in our shared rentals. We also spray 
disinfectant in the room before going to bed. We follow health guidelines 
and share with people health knowledge. 
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(Mother of a 14-year-old boy doing masonry work) 

Factors contributing to heightened Covid-19 risk  
In spite of their knowledge and adoption of Covid-19 preventive practices, 
working children and their families are at a heightened risk of Covid-related 
health consequences due to a number of factors including: (1) insufficient access 
to prevention supplies, (2) overcrowded living conditions, (3) low compliance with 
Covid-19 regulations in some workplaces and public spaces, and (4) survival 
challenges leading to lower risk perceptions. Our findings on each heightened 
risk factor are detailed below. 

Insufficient access to Covid-19 prevention supplies: While a majority of 
children interviewed reported wearing masks to protect themselves from Covid-
19, some children said they went to work without wearing masks because they 
could not afford to buy them. During the first and second waves of Covid-19, 
there were distributions of free masks and hand sanitisers from private donors. 
However, donations became infrequent when the pandemic progressed, and the 
prices for prevention equipment went up during the third wave. This led some 
children to wash and reuse disposable masks multiple times, increasing the risk 
of infection and transmission. Similarly, a community waste buyer noted that 
some children who came to sell recyclable items at his shop did not wear masks 
or wore the ones they picked up from the dumpsite. Employers rarely provided 
masks, often asking their workers to buy them themselves. Some workplaces 
also threatened fines for not wearing masks, forcing children to obtain them 
however they could or skip work on the days they could not.  

Overcrowded living conditions: Since most of the families interviewed lived in 
the informal settlements and small rental rooms in shared accommodation, 
observing social distancing rules was difficult. Families whose members came 
down with Covid-like symptoms stayed at home while experiencing those 
symptoms. However, spatial limitations in their houses put other household 
members including children at risk. One adult participant who was sharing a 
dormitory-style rental place with other families explained how overcrowded living 
spaces put them at risk of contracting Covid-19 even if they stayed at home: ‘I 
didn’t get exposed to the disease directly because I didn’t go out a lot. But I felt 
them [Covid-like symptoms] a bit because I was living with people who went to 
work. I felt slightly unwell’ (mother of a 14-year-old boy working in a snack shop). 

Low compliance with Covid-19 regulations: Children working in factories said 
that although their employers required them to do a daily temperature check and 
ensured that they wore a mask at all times and washed their hands frequently 
when Covid-19 rates were at their peak, those regulations were loosely applied 
when cases declined. Some children revealed that they stopped wearing masks 
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at work after cases subsided. Others, working on a daily wage, also said that 
they went to work even though they had a fever and other symptoms as they 
were afraid of losing their jobs. Similarly, although children engaged in street-
based occupations reported facing stringent Covid-19 rules when cases were 
high, the research team’s community visits in December 2021 – when the 
number of Covid-19 cases dropped after the third wave – found that almost all 
children working in public spaces, including crowded areas such as informal 
markets and the highway bus station, did not wear masks. This inconsistent 
application of Covid-19 regulations encouraged low compliance and increased 
exposure to Covid-19 risks for working children and their families. 

Competing survival needs and low risk perception: Covid-19 created 
competing priorities which influenced how working children and their families 
perceived the health and social risks associated with it. Many families agreed 
that although the health risks posed by Covid-19 are serious, they pale in 
insignificance in comparison to the day-to-day survival challenges they 
experienced during the pandemic. This led some to thinking that they have no 
choice but to accept the risk of contracting Covid-19 for their daily survival. 

People said we shouldn’t go out to work because the disease is out there. 
But the kids still went out [to work] because we need to survive. We can’t 
just stay at home. We can’t avoid this illness. We just treated it like if it 
happens to us, so be it.  

(Mother of children collecting waste) 

As the pandemic progressed, this fatalistic way of thinking, initially borne out of 
the practical needs of making a living, contributed to lower perceptions of Covid-
related health risks. Several respondents said they no longer cared about the 
risk of contracting Covid-19 and stopped seeing it as a serious threat. The same 
respondent from above added: 

We didn’t have Covid-19 in our family. We did get sick sometimes but it’s 
just fever, runny rose, and body ache. Although we had those symptoms, I 
don’t believe in the disease [Covid-19]. Some people visited clinics 
because they were worried that it might be Covid. For us, we don’t. I just 
thought of it as a normal illness.  

(Mother of children collecting waste) 

While this view was not representative of all families interviewed, one child’s 
description of changing risk perceptions in his community over time is of similar 
reflection: 
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During the first wave, people went out less. They washed hands and wore 
masks. They didn’t stay close to each other. They exchanged a few words 
[when they met in person] and then left. But this time [during the third 
wave], people didn’t seem to care anymore. They wear masks but usually 
on their chins. Social interactions have become warm again like before 
[Covid-19], not anymore like during the first wave.  

(A 15-year-old boy working at a dock) 

Health seeking patterns during Covid-19 
Families identified self-treatment as the first line and most common form of 
treatment during the Covid-19 period when they felt sick. Self-treatment options 
included self-medication, traditional medicine, or buying drug cocktails – often 
Western medicine although in some rare cases, a mixture traditional and 
Western medicine – prescribed by unlicensed drug stores in their communities. 
Some reported taking medicine such as painkillers and other readily available 
medications as prophylaxis or prepared home remedies from herbs they picked 
on the way back home to prevent Covid-19.  

We didn’t have Covid. But we had family members who got sick during the 
Covid-19 period. Pretty much the whole family. Some got sick even twice. It 
took about 4-5 days for them but mine was longer, like 20-30 days. We 
didn’t visit the clinic. We just treated ourselves with what we had. We got 
some medicine and Cevit (Vitamin C) from the [unlicensed] drug store near 
us.  

(Mother of a 16-year-old girl working in a hair processing unit) 

The decision to rely on self-treatment is driven by several factors. First, inability 
to cover medical costs was commonly cited as an obstacle to seeking care. 
Since health payments are out of pocket in Myanmar for all but a small fraction of 
formal workers covered by social security schemes, poor families, already 
stretched by the economic consequences of Covid-19, had trouble paying for 
health services.  

The kids get sick often, but we couldn’t afford to go to a health care 
provider, so we just treated ourselves with what we have at home. If we 
visit a clinic, it would cost money and we don’t have it. We would need to 
borrow from others, but for that, we first need to pay the interest [for 
existing loans]. Otherwise, they won’t lend.  

(Mother of a 10-year-old boy collecting waste) 

Fear of contracting and being diagnosed with Covid-19 during clinic visits was 
another factor that discouraged some families from seeking healthcare. 



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

51 
 

 

 

Narratives from the interviews suggest that this fear runs deeper than contracting 
the disease and stems from facing consequences including being taken to 
quarantine centres, and missing work – which would make their livelihoods even 
more difficult – or being absent for childcare duties.  

I got sick first and after taking traditional medicine, I felt better… and one of 
my grandsons also had a high fever and I gave him paracetamol with warm 
water. After sweating a lot, he felt better. I kept asking him if he still got his 
smell. He said yes. We tried to treat ourselves discreetly. Actually, I don’t 
think it was Covid. Thank God. The whole family was sick, but we didn’t 
dare tell anyone. I was worried that they might come get us [and be sent to 
the quarantine centre] if the word went out.  

(Grandmother of a 15-year-old boy selling flowers) 

One family recounted how the fear of negative financial and social 
consequences associated with being taken into quarantine pushed them to avoid 
seeking care and take extreme measures to hide having Covid-19 symptoms 
from others.  

During the first wave, I saw [Covid positive] patients taken to the school 
[which was designated as a community quarantine and Covid-19 treatment 
facility] located nearby. At that time, my [14-year-old] daughter and I [who 
were ill and had Covid-19 symptoms] were discreetly dealing with Covid-19 
at home. If they came and took us, there would be no one to take care of 
my youngest [five-year-old son]. So, I told my daughter even if we die, we 
will stay at home. Our lips were very pale, and we couldn’t even stand. 
When we did, we felt nauseated. We also had diarrhoea, and both felt very 
tired. So, I asked my daughter to put some lipsticks to mask our pale lips so 
that we didn’t look like we were sick.  

(Mother of a 14-year-old daughter working in a garment factory) 

While preference for self-treatment due to household and individual-level 
challenges plays a significant part in families not seeking healthcare, the closure 
of private and public healthcare services and Covid-19 treatment guidelines also 
limited access to healthcare for these families. The Covid-19 treatment 
guidelines issued by the government dictated that suspected cases who 
presented with fever and Covid-19 symptoms be given care at designated fever 
clinics and testing centres (also referred to as Covid centres). This led private 
primary care clinics to turn away patients while some facilities were closed when 
Covid-19 cases were very high. According to a representative from a local non-
profit health organisation serving Hlaingtharya communities, most clinics located 
in the area were closed during the peak months. This was confirmed by one 
participant who was pregnant during the first Covid-19 wave: ‘One problem I had 
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was I couldn’t have my regular appointments because the clinic was closed 
because of Covid-19’ (mother of a 14-year-old boy doing construction work). 

Mental health 
The social and economic disruptions caused by the pandemic negatively 
affected the mental health of working children. Although a small number of 
children mentioned that they enjoyed spending time with their families during 
lockdowns and stay-at-home periods, most reported not enjoying the experience. 

When asked to identify the sources of stress in their lives since the arrival of the 
pandemic, the majority of children in the study cited poverty and financial 
hardship as a major stressor. Despite their young age, working children, as 
contributors to household income, had first-hand experience of job and income 
instability and its subsequent negative impact on household consumption, loan 
repayments, and the ability to pay rent and medical expenses. These 
experiences of poverty, amplified by Covid-19, elevated their stress. 

I feel sad because we don’t have food to eat. I also feel sad because we 
don’t have money to repay the debts. I tried to find casual jobs but still can’t 
get hold of one because they are rare. I don’t care what it is. I will do any 
kind of job, random jobs.  

(15-year-old boy doing masonry work)  

What changed [since Covid-19 started] is we don’t have regular meals 
anymore. And people don’t have jobs, so it’s stressful.  

(17-year-old girl working in a factory) 

I had stressful moments during this Covid time. I was worried about getting 
infected with Covid and not getting my salary [due to not being able to 
work]. I thought what if I don’t get my salary, how are we going to eat and 
repay the debts. I cried a lot after having those thoughts. 

(17-year-old girl working in a shoe factory) 

When Covid cases were high, there were a lot of stressful moments. My 
mum’s health is not good [unrelated to Covid-19] and we got no money. 
The two kids [younger siblings] were complaining. When we have money, 
we go to see a doctor, but we just buy medicine [for her mother’s health]. 

(14-year-old girl doing casual labour) 

Similarly, the threat of lockdowns and uncertainty hanging over their jobs due to 
Covid-19 led to elevated stress for working children. This stress was further 
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compounded by concerns of not being able to meet basic household needs due 
to movement restrictions.  

I’m worried that my work might be closed. If a lockdown is issued, my work 
will be closed, and we all will be asked to stay at home. I am worried what if 
we could not go out and buy food or other things. What’s going to happen 
to us. That’s why we bought some food with credit [from grocery stores] in 
case it happens. Just so many things to worry about.  

(16-year-old girl working in a hair processing unit) 

Children also described disruptions to their social life and daily routines as 
another stressor since Covid-19 started. Responses to Covid-19 in the form of 
lockdowns, restrictions on mass gatherings, and night curfews deprived children 
of freedom to spend time with friends or engage in outdoor social activities. 
Because almost all children interviewed spent long hours at work, inability to 
hang out or play with friends after work led to feelings of confinement and 
isolation. One child shared her feelings: ‘I feel like crying. Before [Covid-19], 
when I came back after selling flowers, I could play. Sometimes I did homework 
together with my friends. Now I can’t go out. My life has been confined to work 
and home’ (13-year-old girl selling flowers). 

In terms of gender differences, girls are more likely to experience feelings of 
confinement, except for those who are engaged in street-based occupations, as 
they usually work in indoor settings such as factories, retail shops or home-
based enterprises, compared to boys who are more likely to work in open 
settings such as construction sites. In addition, even when Covid-19 rules were 
relaxed due to the drop in cases, girls had fewer opportunities to spend time 
outdoors after their work hours compared to boys due to prevailing gender 
norms. For instance, one boy in the study said he played chin-lone (a popular 
pastime group sport involving keeping a cane ball in the air in a circle) after work, 
but no equivalent outdoor activities exist for girls. 

When discussing constraints on social life due to Covid-19, children who had 
been in school until Covid-19 expressed their disappointment at no longer being 
able to go to school. Several children said they felt sad because they could no 
longer meet their friends after school closures, and some reported that their 
friends had permanently relocated or returned to their hometowns due to 
financial hardship after the Covid-19 outbreak. 

Although less frequently discussed than the above factors, negative social 
interactions and discrimination also featured as a stressor for some working 
children. A 15-year-old boy who sold flowers at traffic points said some drivers 
yelled at him for approaching their cars as they were worried about him 
transmitting the disease. He also said even regular customers shunned him as 
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he approached them. Similarly, according to a community member, working 
children face discrimination from people in the neighbourhood as they are 
thought to be carriers of Covid-19: ‘Children who go out to work get 
discriminated. Whenever someone started coughing and got sick people are like 
“It might come from these kids. They go to crowded places.” That kind of 
discrimination can affect children mentally’ (community volunteer). 

Child abuse and mental health 
Research shows that child abuse is strongly linked with negative behavioural, 
developmental, and mental health outcomes (Felitti et al. 1998; Herrenkohl et al. 
2012; Widom 2014). During Covid-19, home is the primary venue of concern for 
child abuse as children are confined to spending more time with their parents 
and other adults. However, for children who are working, child abuse also takes 
place in their workplaces.  

None of the children in this study reported experiencing physical violence or 
sexual abuse. However, many children reported that they experienced verbal 
abuse from their employers or supervisors. Children working as factory helpers 
said that their line supervisors verbally abused them whenever they made a 
mistake and constantly pressured them to finish their work by using offensive 
language. They were also reprimanded when they were seen taking a break or 
socialising with co-workers. Verbal abuse usually took place in front of others, 
making children feel ashamed. Although this experience was not new, some 
children mentioned that the experience got worse after Covid-19 arrived as jobs 
became less available and children could not afford to lose their jobs given their 
family’s economic hardship.  

The factory helper job is very tiring. I get scolded all the time. I don’t get to 
say anything back. Even when I make a small mistake, they scolded us and 
even used swear words sometimes. It is very tiring [physically and 
mentally]. It happens every day… Before Covid, I could talk to them. After 
Covid came, I can’t do it anymore. They show their authority. We [the 
factory helpers] have to put up with their bad manners.  

(17-year-old girl working in a shoe factory) 

Because I was still young, I made some mistakes. It would have been so 
much better if they showed some mercy and taught me how to do 
something. Sometimes, when they yelled, the whole assembly line from 
front to back could hear.  

(17-year-old girl working in a garment factory) 
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This culture of using verbal abuse as a way to manage workers is also common 
in small informal enterprises and teashops/restaurants, as one 16-year-old girl 
who had been in school and started working at a teashop after Covid-19 arrived 
explained:  

The job isn’t great but I’m doing it because things aren’t going well at home. 
When I started working there, I broke a bowl and got scolded very badly... I 
felt really sad when it happened. Before [Covid-19] when I was in school, I 
never had to go through anything like that. 

(16-year-old girl working in a teashop) 

Children who worked as street vendors and construction workers discussed that 
although they were not under constant scrutiny from supervisors, they still got 
scolded when sales were poor, or productivity was low.  

Sometimes, verbal abuse is accompanied by punishment and economic 
exploitation such as fines and wage reduction when damage is caused or an 
error in the process is made. In some cases, employers knew that these costs 
were part of the production process, but still deducted them from the children’s 
wages. These instances were more common in informal workplaces such as 
home-based food processing units or hair extension businesses, which had 
moved from factories to home-based shops and proliferated since Covid-19 
occurred in neighbourhoods in and around Hlaingtharya.  

When I did something wrong or was careless, she [the employer] scolded 
me. And when something went wrong with the head of hair, we were asked 
to pay fines. It hasn’t happened to me. But it did to other people, and they 
said the fines are large. They only pay us about 40,000 – 50,000 MMK 
(£17-22) per head, but after deducting fines for damages or repairs, 
workers get about 20,000 MMK (£8.7)... They even deduct fines for broken 
needles. Those needles break very often. They deduct like 300-500 MMK 
(£0.1-0.2) per needle.  

(16-year-old girl working in a hair processing unit) 

The risks of child abuse during Covid-19 are even greater for live-in child 
workers who, in addition to verbal abuse and fines, face confinement and 
restrictions to personal freedom. One child who used to work as a live-in worker 
at a Chinese bakery shared his experience that in addition to verbal abuse from 
his employers they prohibited him from going out, fearing that he might bring the 
virus back and deducted his salary on the days he went outside. A grandmother 
of a child (who could not participate in the study because he worked every day 
from morning to evening) working as a live-in waiter at a teashop also reported 
that the employer did not allow her grandson to return to his house and 
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threatened the grandmother to repay the advance taken for his salary if she took 
him back:  

He’s been working there for three years. During the Covid-19 period, they 
didn’t let him go back home. I went there to ask, but they said no. The 
teashop owner said, “we will take care of him as our own child”. The kid 
was teary. I told my grandson if he doesn’t want to continue working there, 
just tell me. I will take him back… I took one and a half month’s salary as 
advance. About 70,000 MMK (£30). The kid knew when I took it. It was to 
build the house and he agreed to that… I will take him back after that 
advance is fulfilled. It’s a very tiring job and he can’t go back home. He 
asked me to find him another job that would let him sleep at night. 

(Grandmother of a boy working in a teashop) 

Coping with mental health challenges 
Children in the study coped with mental health challenges posed by Covid-19 in 
different ways. Common coping strategies include talking to friends and family 
members, saying prayers, occupying themselves with other activities (such as 
playing mobile games, singing, reading, etc.), and keeping feelings to 
themselves. Sources of social support for children include co-workers, friends, 
neighbours, parents and to a lesser extent, siblings.  

When I felt unhappy, I just played with my friends and that feeling 
disappeared. When I have something good to share, I talked to friends who 
I knew since childhood and sisters [not by blood]. They also share with me 
when they have a fight with their parents. Then I would tell them not to 
worry and everything will be fine. And I said jokes to make them feel better. 

(14-year-old girl working in a garment factory) 

The availability of social support varied among the children interviewed. Children 
who worked together with other children of similar age or in group settings – 
such as factory workers, dock loaders and street vendors – had more 
opportunities to stay connected and offer emotional support to one another: ‘I am 
happy working together with my friends. We take turns talking and working’ (17-
year-old boy doing casual labour). Such opportunities for peer support are less 
common for children who worked with their parents or in isolated environments 
such as employer’s homes (e.g., live-in workers). School and worksite closures 
made it even more difficult for them to see their friends. Some adolescents 
mentioned discussing their feelings and receiving emotional support from their 
parents, especially their mothers.  
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Children who kept their feelings to themselves did so for several reasons. One 
child said he was afraid that he might get humiliated if he opens up to others. 
Other children who remained silent did so because they were worried that it 
might affect their parents and family members who were already facing stress 
from financial hardship.  

Despite the increased social and economic hardships due to Covid-19, many 
children in the study appear to remain hopeful for their future and show a positive 
outlook on life. When asked about their future aspirations, they did not hesitate to 
express their desire to pursue careers in different professions or start small 
business when they get older.  

When Covid-19 is finally over, I want to go back to school. If I cannot go 
back to school, I will get a job in a factory or something similar. I want to 
become an engineer if I go back to school.  

(14-year-old girl working in a home-based business) 

5.1.8 Covid-19 and engagement in child labour 
The Covid-19 pandemic has increased children’s vulnerability to involvement in 
child labour, including its worst forms, by elevating livelihood risks, reducing 
households’ ability to absorb shocks and interrupting children’s education 
through prolonged school closures. Although some variations exist, the common 
trajectory for many children in Hlaingtharya entering child labour prior to the 
pandemic usually involved dropping out of school after completing primary 
education and doing informal work to support their families. The dilemma facing 
poor families as to whether to send their children to school or work beyond this 
point was far from straightforward and involved choosing between making a 
long-term investment in their children’s future through schooling and addressing 
immediate household needs serviced through child labour.  

Prior work on child labour in Hlaingtharya showed that this decision is typically 
influenced by different overlapping material and social factors including poverty, 
social norms, and the availability of alternative options to address poverty 
(Constant et al. 2020). Aside from economic reasons, some families – citing the 
perceived low quality of education – preferred their children to prepare for their 
futures through life and social skills derived from work. Others still preferred 
traditional education and enrolled their children in public schools. However, 
Covid-19 and response measures have swayed this decision in favour of child 
labour by limiting opportunities to access education (public, non-formal, 
vocational, and monastic), while amplifying economic and social risks that push 
families to rely on child labour as a coping strategy. 
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Children involved in the study generally fall into two categories. The first category 
includes children who were at risk of entering child labour due to their household 
economic circumstances prior to Covid-19. These children had either been in 
school or out of school but were staying at home without working (i.e., not 
participating in income generation activities) prior to the arrival of Covid-19. For 
these children, Covid-19 marked their first entry into child labour. Children in the 
second category include: (1) those who had already been engaged in child 
labour full-time prior to Covid-19, and (2) those who had a school-work 
combination prior to the pandemic.  

Entry into child labour including WFCL for at-risk children 
For children who had been in school prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, prolonged 
school closures and disruptions not only limited their learning opportunities but 
undermined their ability to learn. This absence of schooling as an option led to 
children expressing a desire to work and their parents asking them to help with 
family income in line with dominant social norms. While growing poverty due to 
Covid-19 plays a major role, in some cases, children’s entry into child labour is 
simply due to the lack of an alternative role other than work.  

Hair extension work has gained in popularity in the community and attracts 
both underage boys and girls to work there. Some of these children just 
made pocket money from that job. But they do it because they could not go 
to school and have nothing to do at home. Their chances of resuming their 
education are slim.  

(Religious leader based in Hlaingtharya)  

To some extent, it was also the case for some out-of-school children who had 
not been working and staying at home prior to the pandemic. These children had 
dropped out of school due to their parents’ inability to pay for their education or 
other personal reasons, but instead of partaking in the labour market, they either 
helped with household chores and caregiving duties, or stayed at home. They 
also became involved in child labour in order to contribute to family income 
during the Covid-19 period. 

Before Covid, I didn’t have a job [and was already out of school prior to 
Covid]. I just relied on my parents. Then suddenly Covid came. Everything 
got closed. Restrictions came. So, I spent more time with my family. I 
started to have more interest in working and the outside world. Then it 
occurred to me that if I am no longer going to school, I should work. After 
that, I started looking for a job. My father did not even know.  

(16-year-old boy doing home-based work) 
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However, for most new entrants to the labour market, school closures and 
livelihood challenges due to unemployment and income reduction for adult family 
members came together to facilitate their trajectory into child labour. When 
asked how as a family they had reached the decision for their child(ren) to work, 
both parents and children pointed to growing poverty and the worsening 
economic situation and children not having to go to school as the primary 
reasons. Many families described having greater challenges in finding jobs and 
losing incomes during the second and third waves of Covid-19.  

In 2020, at the start of Covid-19, I still had a job every day, with just a 
reduced income. And there were some Covid support donations, so we 
could still manage to survive. But in 2021, we did not have a job every day, 
instead only working every two or three days. 

(Mother of children doing casual labour)  

This triggered some children to find jobs voluntarily to help their families, while 
others were asked to work by their parents. Although children’s work was meant 
to be supplemental, some children became the main income earners in their 
households due to adults facing unemployment. For several families, although 
adults still had an income, they turned to child labour because their salaries were 
paid at the end of each month, and they could not wait until then to survive. 

In 2021, particularly during the third wave, our family’s situation worsened; 
their [the children's] father was unable to find a job on a daily basis, and I 
was unable to sell things at the market. So, our situation grew so dire that 
my daughter began working at a factory, borrowing an identification card 
from someone who had already turned 18.  

(Mother of a 13-year-old girl working in a factory) 

Entry into child labour is also facilitated by health shocks, which not only 
increases spending on health-related expenses, but also deprive families of 
regular income through injuries, chronic illness, or even death. Some families in 
the study reported experiencing different forms of health shocks during the 
Covid-19 period. They ranged from chronic illness to long-term injuries, from 
accidents to complications during childbirth. To compensate for increased health 
spending and income loss due to these health emergencies, families turned to 
non-working children as an additional source of income. In some cases, these 
children became direct replacements for adult workers.  

We were doing okay before Covid-19 because he [her husband] was the 
household head and could earn between 10,000 and 20,000 MMK 
(between £4.3 and £8.7) daily. We could save some money, and his legs 
were still good. During Covid, his bicycle was hit by a motorbike on his way 



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

60 
 

 

 

back home and he broke his legs. Everything became tough for us because 
he has been unable to work since then. He [her son] never worked before, 
but he started working [as a bus assistant like his father] to substitute his 
father’s place.  

(Mother of a 14-year-old working as an assistant in a highway station) 

We could no longer survive on her [the child’s] father’s income alone since 
the birth of the twins. That’s why we asked her to drop out of school and 
work to get some money. Of course, who would want their children to drop 
out of school and work? But things aren’t going well, and we also need to 
buy baby formula for two new-borns... She [the child] said she wants to go 
back to school but it’s not possible… When I gave birth to the twins, I had 
to undergo an operation due to a complication and had a C-section… It 
cost a lot of money. We have debts from that.  

(Mother of a 15-year-old girl working in a garment factory) 

Types and characteristics of work for new entrants to child labour 
There are age and gender differences in the types of jobs children who entered 
child labour were involved in. The majority of older girls aged between 14 and 18 
were more inclined to search for jobs in factories, retail shops, and small informal 
enterprises, whereas older boys were more likely to do casual work such as 
construction work, dock loading, loading sandbags and bricks, and carrying 
water bottles. Both younger girls and boys, aged between 10-13 years, were 
more likely to be involved in street-based occupations (street vending, waste 
collection, etc.) and home-based jobs, although age and gender did not appear 
to be correlated with working in teashops or restaurants.  

Engagement in WFCL for children already engaged in child labour  
The Covid-19 pandemic and response measures put many children who were 
already engaged in child labour at higher risk of falling into more hazardous 
work. Children who had been working full-time and holding jobs that offered 
relatively stable income, such as working in garment factories, before the 
pandemic reported facing layoffs and a significant reduction in working days. The 
negative impact of Covid-induced work disruptions on their livelihoods and 
income led children to take up more precarious jobs characterised by longer 
hours, dangerous tasks, and hazardous working conditions. Children who had 
been working and attending school prior to Covid-19 started working full-time 
after school closures. Both subgroups reported having more limited choice in 
terms of the types of jobs they could do during the Covid-19 period. 

Among the children who had already been engaged in child labour before Covid-
19, some managed to remain in the same occupations they had held, but others 
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had to find new occupations. Typically, children engaged in street-based 
occupations such as waste pickers, street vendors, and market workers were 
more likely to remain in the same jobs as they were self-employed. Although for 
those that remained in the same jobs, many reported that Covid-19 led to 
changes in their work, such as limited access to their regular worksites or 
changes in working hours. Not only did these changes expose children to greater 
income risks, but they also limited children’s control over where they worked and 
what types of jobs they did. Children reported making adjustments such as 
moving to unfamiliar locations, working longer hours, or even not going back 
home to cope with the effects of Covid-19 restrictions. Children doing waste 
collecting jobs said they spent more time going around different neighbourhoods 
due to limited access to dumpsites after Covid-19 arrived. Similarly, some street 
vending children adjusted their vending locations or slept in nearby locations due 
to night curfews. Some children who had been in school became full-time 
workers or started working without parental supervision, raising safety concerns. 
This was the case for a 13-year-old girl who had been accompanying her mother 
to sell flowers at traffic lights outside of school hours prior to Covid-19. She said 
she started selling flowers full-time by herself at busy road intersections after her 
school closed. 

For children who had been in wage employment, they moved to jobs with flexible 
arrangements after losing their more stable jobs. These movements were more 
frequent among children who had been doing informal jobs and less common for 
children who had previously held factory jobs in the formal sector (presumably 
due to a significant difference in wages). Children reported having fewer choices 
and control over their work after the pandemic started. This happened to a 14-
year-old boy who had been working as a waiter in a teashop before Covid-19. 
He lost his job after the compound in which the teashop was located closed 
indefinitely as a containment measure. Since he was unable to secure a similar 
job with regular income for more than a year, he began rotating between multiple 
casual construction jobs involving physically demanding tasks such as loading 
cement bags, carrying stones, and bricklaying. For other children, they became 
involved in daily-wage or piece-rate jobs in small processing businesses in their 
neighbourhoods. As these businesses are not regulated, they pay very low rates 
and do not provide proper protective gear for processing harmful substances.  

Job seeking patterns during Covid-19 
Most children said they found their jobs through friends, relatives, and 
neighbours rather than through agents or strangers. For factory jobs, a common 
tactic employed by children aged 14-17 was to borrow an adult’s identification 
card as a proof of legal working age. Some reported giving a small amount of 
money as a token of gratitude to those who helped them find jobs, but those 
people usually were not agents. An exception to this was the story of a 14-year-
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old girl who had to pay 30,000 MMK (£13) in agent fees to apply for a job at a 
backpack factory after losing her job at a garment factory. For casual work, 
jobseekers often went to places such as teashops to congregate in search of 
work. However, children more often said that they found their jobs through a 
friend or a neighbour already doing these jobs. A small number of children in the 
study reported finding their jobs by accompanying their parents or guardians. In 
some neighbourhoods, community-based small businesses actively recruited 
children for piece-rate work through their neighbours, who were reported to get a 
broker fee. 

5.2 Impact of Covid-19 on services and support 
systems 

5.2.1 Impacts on child protection systems and services for children 
Child protection systems are integral to upholding a child’s fundamental right to 
be protected from all forms of violence, exploitation, abuse, and neglect, and 
ensuring their access to essential social services and justice systems. Myanmar 
has made steady progress in the area of child protection at the community, sub-
national, and national levels over the past decade. There have been 
improvements across the board, from township-level committees that steer the 
community-based monitoring and reporting mechanism, to the enactment of a 
new Child Rights law at the national level in 2019. However, a specific focus on 
WFCL is limited, in spite of it being one of the most pressing challenges affecting 
children in both rural and urban areas in Myanmar.8 There is reason to believe 
that any negative impacts on child protection systems and services that benefit 
children may negatively affect working children and leave them more vulnerable 
to other protection risks that are linked to child labour such as child marriage, 
trafficking, and gender-based violence. Thus, this study finds it pertinent to 
explore the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic – which has had direct effects on 
children’s development and increased susceptibility to engagement in WFCL – 
on child protection systems and services for children in Myanmar and how this in 
turn affects vulnerable children.  

Interviews with representatives from NGOs and service providers found that 
Covid-19 and associated containment measures put constraints on their 
programmes and services. While their experiences of the impacts varied 
depending on the sector (health, education, child protection, legal assistance, 
disability rights, etc.) and organisational and community-level factors, one 

 
8 With the exception of ILO, very few organisations in Myanmar specifically focus on child labour as a 

thematic area although there are services and programmes for street children and specific groups of 
working children. 
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common theme that emerged from the interviews was that Covid-19 disrupted 
the day-to-day functions and programmatic activities of organisations and service 
providers, and forced them to make changes to how they engaged with 
government and community stakeholders and implemented field activities.  

One critical way in which Covid-19 affected organisations and service providers 
was by impacting the health of staff directly involved in the delivery of services. 
Many respondents shared that staff members from their organisations were 
infected with Covid-19 at some point throughout the pandemic, leading to a 
temporary shortage of staff, work overload, and burnout. Some local 
organisations that relied on volunteers experienced a shortage of personnel as 
volunteers requested a break from work due to concerns over contracting Covid-
19 or the need to take care of Covid-19 positive family members. This shortage 
stretched the capacity of service providers – especially local and community-
based organisations with limited human and financial resources – and led to 
service disruptions and delays in responding to the needs of children and 
families. Striking a balance between staff wellbeing and the provision of life-
saving services to vulnerable children and families created challenges. 

Movement restrictions further limited engagement with community stakeholders 
and beneficiaries. Although some organisations reported taking additional Covid-
19 precautionary measures to provide services, many said that their access to 
communities was prevented by government restrictions on movement. As a 
result, some services and activities were scaled back, while others were shut 
down for long periods due to restrictions on assembly and mass gatherings. For 
instance, some drop-in centres for street children and vocational training centres 
have closed indefinitely since the arrival of Covid-19 (until the time of interview), 
denying out-of-school children opportunities for learning.  

Another barrier faced by organisations was the heightened perception of risk 
amongst local communities of Covid-19 during the first two waves. Experiencing 
a sharp rise in Covid-19 cases during the second wave, many communities 
erected makeshift barricades and inspection points at street entrances to prevent 
strangers from coming in. This increased alertness among community members, 
presented challenges for field and social workers to visit their service recipients, 
and made parents reluctant to allow their children to engage in the activities they 
had been involved in prior to the pandemic – even if those were done in 
compliance with government-issued social distancing and assembly rules, and 
had adequate hygiene measures in place. Those who managed to obtain 
community buy-in also complained that they had to divide and repeat their 
activities multiple times to comply with assembly rules. 

Some staff from organisations providing child protection services noted that 
many actors and processes within the child protection system were affected by 
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the pandemic. Although the effects were relatively small during the first wave 
when the total number of Covid-19 cases was low, they were more pronounced 
during the second and third waves when the combined health and economic 
impacts of Covid-19 came into full force and months-long stay-at-home orders 
were in place. This resulted in delays to child protection response and weakened 
community monitoring and referral mechanisms. Some respondents believed 
that there were more incidents of child abuse and violence after Covid-19 
arrived, however the number of reports they received went down due to 
weakened reporting mechanisms. Others also said that the available pool of 
services for children became smaller due to the suspension or interruption of 
services, limiting the services children could access. This led to more 
administrative delays and longer processing time for cases, potentially 
discouraging families and communities already bearing the social and economic 
burdens of Covid-19 from going through formal reporting channels or reporting 
cases altogether. One respondent shared that their organisation received more 
case reports and requests for assistance from community volunteers after 
establishing a hotline but faced challenges in making referrals in a timely manner 
as many services were not available. 

To adapt to the new challenges presented by Covid-19 and the associated 
containment measures, many organisations switched their mode of 
communication and engagement from face-to-face meetings to virtual platforms 
or phone communication, except for those essential services requiring outreach 
or field visits. While it enabled them to continue engagement with stakeholders 
and provide essential services to target populations during lockdowns, some 
respondents expressed frustration at the challenges they faced in virtual 
engagement, which included trust building issues, community stakeholders’ 
preference for face-to-face engagement, and an inexperience in using digital 
platforms. Some also discussed that the provision of some services such as 
legal assistance to children, even if virtual engagement was feasible, was not 
effective without face-to-face engagement.  

The biggest change is that because of these [Covid-19] rules and 
restrictions, we cannot help them [the beneficiaries] to the best of our 
abilities. Engaging virtually is less effective; previously, we could assist 
them in person by going to court.  

(NGO staff working in the child protection sector) 

Some organisations incorporated Covid-19 emergency response in their 
programming to respond to the immediate needs of households. Others used 
these opportunities to further assess the emerging needs of their beneficiaries or 
target populations. To some extent, it allowed them to continue engagement with 
children and families and fulfil their needs. However, for local organisations with 
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limited resources, such expansion was difficult as integrating Covid-19 
responses on top of existing services generally required additional funding, 
training, resource mobilisation, and in some cases, staffing. Some said they 
focused on providing emergency response services while their regular services 
and activities were put on hold due to restrictions and operational challenges. 
Some organisations also developed new initiatives such as providing mental 
health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) services, although they admitted 
uptake was slow. Although these adaptations enabled the provision of essential 
services to children and their families affected by Covid-19, some respondents 
felt frustrated as the availability of services and assistance was very low relative 
to the needs of children and families. 

When Covid-19 got more acute, everyone was affected. People are busy 
helping themselves and their family [so they were less available to help 
children and families]. And the cash shortage caused by disruption in the 
banking system, the increase in commodity prices, movement restrictions 
and safety and security concerns [caused by both the pandemic and 
political instability], all affected the timely delivery of emergency relief 
assistance.  

(Manager of an NGO)  

When asked how they could share lessons learnt from serving children and 
families during the Covid-19 period and future directions, some respondents 
described that although services and external humanitarian assistance play a 
crucial role in responding to a pandemic of this scale, a successful response 
requires active community participation and working with communities. One 
respondent noted that they relied on community volunteers and partners on the 
ground for a continued provision of services and field activities both due to 
Covid-19 and insecurity and suggested that organisations focus on community 
empowerment and identify ways to strengthen community capacity. 

It is clear that we cannot overcome these obstacles without community 
participation. It is not easy to work through these difficulties and to tackle 
the pandemic and its impacts [without their involvement]; we also need 
collaboration from all organisations [both local and national]. 

(Manager of an NGO)  

Some respondents reported that a pandemic of the scale of Covid-19 brought 
sweeping changes to people’s lives which warranted a closer look at how their 
needs have changed and to re-evaluate their existing services and programmes 
and develop more responsive future interventions.  
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We need to do a new needs assessment for each targeted group to see 
whether our existing services meet their new needs. We also need to do 
assessments on other marginalised and vulnerable groups. To plan and 
develop an effective response, we will need to look at what we already 
have in terms of existing resources and services [from other organisations].  

(Manager of an NGO)  

Several respondents were optimistic that although the pandemic forced them to 
adapt to new ways of working and providing services to vulnerable populations, it 
also presented new opportunities to develop innovative ways to deliver their 
services in the long term. For instance, one respondent working for a programme 
that provides non-formal education for out-of-school children commented that the 
pandemic led them to rethink their existing outreach, didactic, and engagement 
models. Because in-person learning sessions were suspended due to Covid-19, 
they tried an alternative approach of combining remote teaching and weekly 
psychosocial support phone calls to children involved in their programmes to 
ensure children’s wellbeing. Another respondent working in the child protection 
sector also noted that the service disruptions caused by Covid-19 forced them to 
find new solutions and partnerships that were not part of their referral network.  

5.2.2 Impact on communities and community responses  
Interviews with community members offered insights into how Covid-19 affected 
residents and existing community structures in Hlaingtharya, how communities 
responded to the pandemic, and to what extent these responses were effective. 
The respondents interviewed included community volunteers, teachers, religious 
leaders, business owners, and factory supervisors, all residing in Hlaingtharya.  

Characteristics of residents: The communities where respondents lived were 
generally made up of low socioeconomic households and migrant families. 
Occupational profiles of residents included factory workers, retail shop workers, 
casual labourers, construction workers, motorbike taxi drivers, and market 
vendors, among other occupations. Many residents lived in small rental rooms in 
dormitories, and informal settlements. Prior to the pandemic, a majority of 
primary school aged children in these communities attended schools, while 
some children aged 10-14 were involved in informal and street-based 
occupations. Older children aged 15-17 were more likely to work in factories 
using others’ identification cards or as day labourers.  

Health impact: Although most working children and guardians participating in 
this study said they did not experience Covid-19 in their families, community key 
informants reported that many people in their communities were infected with the 
virus especially during the second and third waves. Most respondents shared 
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that Covid-19 positive cases and death rates in the third wave were much higher 
because of the collapse of Covid-19 response mechanisms due to the conflict. 
Respondents noted that compliance with Covid-19 prevention measures were 
high during the first two waves, but not the third. Most residents followed social 
distancing rules, wore masks when they went out, and followed Covid-19 
guidelines issued by the government. However, according to community key 
informants, survival needs overtook the fear of Covid-19 and people were less 
compliant with social distancing, personal protection, and good hygiene practices 
during the third wave.  

Until the second wave, people followed the rules and complied with the 
guidelines pretty well, whether it be about social distancing or other things. 
They listened to updates and messages from television. Some people were 
involved in disinfecting campaigns in the community and others stayed at 
home as instructed by their leaders… During the third wave, things went 
out of control. People didn’t know who to listen to and they just did what 
they wanted. They just downplayed the symptoms they suffered as 
seasonal flu. So, a lot of people died in our community.  

(Religious leader) 

As many residents in these communities are poor and live in crowded housing, it 
was difficult for them to observe social distancing rules. Key informants said 
some people could not afford to buy masks and other prevention materials after 
the prices went up during the first two waves, making them vulnerable to Covid-
19 and associated health impacts. Since many of these families were from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds, they were less likely to seek healthcare services 
when Covid-19 symptoms appeared. Even when they did, they faced additional 
barriers such as overloaded public hospitals turning patients away or not having 
money to pay for medical expenses. One community member interviewed 
shared his experience:  

During the third wave, five of my students died as a result of inadequate 
health care. Because the symptoms [of Covid-19] were similar to seasonal 
flu [which usually occurs during the monsoon season], it was hard to know 
[if it was Covid-19]. Many hospitals turned patients away. We reached out 
to several charity groups and organisations for assistance but received 
none.  

(NFE volunteer) 

Socio-economic impact: Key informant interviews with community members 
indicated that Covid-19 led to negative socioeconomic consequences including 
livelihood challenges, job and income loss, indebtedness, and food insecurity for 
poor and vulnerable households. When asked to identify specific groups most 
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likely to experience these effects, community members identified women from 
poor households, people with disabilities, children, and migrant populations. 
They reported that workers engaged in both the formal and informal sectors were 
negatively affected by the pandemic, triggering income shocks with devastating 
consequences.  

There are families who hit rock bottom. Normally, people just deal with their 
challenges on their own. But for some, [they could no longer do it]. I have a 
friend whose family had two people working, including himself and his older 
sister, and a mother and two young siblings. They had income from two 
people and then he lost his job. So, everything was on his sister to feed a 
family of five. And as you know, the interest rates here are like 20 per cent 
[per month]. So, they were stuck in a constant loop of paying interest and 
making ends meet. And then jobs were irregular, so he was desperately in 
need of help. But during this time, people couldn’t afford to help others. 
Most families are tight.  

(Factory supervisor) 

According to some respondents, many migrant families and factory workers in 
their communities returned to their hometowns and villages after they lost their 
jobs and could no longer pay house rent. Although many families living in the 
informal settlements did not have to pay rent, they faced survival challenges due 
to worksite closures and movement restrictions. Later, they lost their housing 
status and were forced to find alternative housing arrangements while already 
experiencing economic hardships due to Covid-19. 

After the factories were closed [due to Covid-19] in Hlaingtharya, many 
dormitories where factory workers used to live became vacant. They could 
no longer afford to pay their rent. They sold their assets and returned to 
their hometowns.  

(NFE volunteer) 

Some respondents also reported that although many families in their 
communities received food and cash assistance from the government, some 
who lived in the informal settlements did not receive anything due to a lack of 
documentation. In some cases, multiple families who lived in one premises were 
counted as one household, reducing the amount of support they received. 

Impact on children: Community key informants reported that the 
socioeconomic effects of Covid-19 were more profound than the health effects 
on children. Prolonged school closures due to Covid-19 affected children’s 
education, while economic challenges pushed them into doing hazardous jobs. 
When asked to specify common issues that affected children in Hlaingtharya 
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since Covid-19 arrived, key informants described a range of child protection 
issues including child marriage, teenage pregnancy, engagement in illicit 
activities, sexual harassment, and bullying from other children. One respondent 
also mentioned that there were child rape cases during the Covid-19 period. A 
Christian faith leader who was providing free classes for children in his 
neighbourhood reported the following negative impact of Covid-19 on children’s 
mental health and moral development:  

It’s been almost two years since the schools were closed. For children who 
have been affected by that, they feel depressed and hopeless. They are 
supposed to be in a higher grade, but their progress is stagnant [because 
of school closures]. If they were to work, they aren’t at the legal age yet. 
So, it’s affecting them [mentally]. They feel like their future is lost… I also 
saw children in the neighbourhood who have lost their way. They are 
supposed to be in the classroom, but now they just stay at home doing 
nothing. Some children help their parents, and some don’t. I don’t feel good 
about this. 

(Religious leader) 

When asked about their knowledge of child labour in their communities, key 
informants stated that there were children who started working after the arrival of 
the pandemic, in addition to those who were already working. Children in their 
communities were involved in different occupations including casual work, 
working in home-based production and processing units (such as chilli peeling, 
hair extension and bottle cleaning), factory work, waste picking, and street and 
market vending. Most respondents identified parents’ loss of income and 
livelihoods, and school closures as the key drivers of WFCL during the Covid-19 
period. They also noted that Covid-19 pushed children into working in harmful 
workplaces that put their safety at risk.  

They [children working as street vendors] have to go between cars or walk 
around different neighbourhoods. Also, those who pick recyclable plastics 
also have to go to narrow alleys between houses to retrieve them [from 
trash]. So, I don’t think it’s safe at all. Sometimes they told me that they had 
to run because people thought they were stealing. They just learn from 
those experiences and protect themselves.  

(NFE volunteer) 

Community response to Covid-19: Local charity organisers and community 
volunteers involved in the study said that prior to the Covid-19 pandemic they 
were involved in organising religious activities, community events, festivals, and 
funeral services. However, when Covid-19 arrived, these groups shifted their 
attention to activities related to Covid-19 prevention, control and treatment, 
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including distributing masks and other prevention equipment, disinfecting streets 
and buildings, raising awareness of Covid-19, making referrals to quarantine and 
treatment centres for patients with suspected symptoms, and providing 
assistance in the form of food and cash. Some of them joined Covid-19 response 
volunteer networks, while others said they assisted in providing food and 
financial support to families with no income or those affected by Covid-19 
deaths. They coordinated with ward authorities and liaised with private donors, 
NGOs, faith-based organisations, and other community networks to support 
Covid-19 response efforts.  

During the first and second waves, we distributed face shields and masks 
to those who did not wear them when they were walking in the streets. We 
distributed them for free because we know they were expensive. We tried 
to educate those people on how important it is [to protect oneself properly]. 
For example, vendors in the market. They interact with a lot of people. We 
gave them when those things were expensive. We also used a loudspeaker 
to remind residents what time they shouldn’t be going out, and when they 
go out to buy things, only one person should go. So, we did those health-
related work activities.  

(Religious leader) 

Most key informants reported that during the first and second waves, there was a 
strong sense of collective responsibility among community members to minimise 
the health impact of Covid-19. One respondent said some neighbourhood 
grocery stores reduced the price of basic food items such as eggs to make them 
affordable to those in need, while some distributed them for free. Some key 
informants discussed experiencing service gaps due to the increased death toll 
during the second wave. In spite of that, overall, satisfaction was expressed with 
the level of community response and participation:  

The role of the community is very important because in my community 
many people live hand-to-mouth. So, if Covid hits them, it leads to all sorts 
of problems for that household. But people helped each other when 
something like that happened. Like giving them food or medicine or even 
small household items. We helped each other like that [during the first two 
waves] which is why things didn’t get out of hand.  

(Community volunteer) 

However, the third wave was an entirely different story according to community 
volunteers and people involved in the Covid-19 response. The virus – the Delta 
variant – became more severe, and the political crisis limited response activities. 
Respondents reported that there was a widespread shortage of oxygen, 
essential medicines, personal protective equipment, and medical volunteers at 
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quarantine centres. Previous Covid-19 community response networks were 
severely disrupted by the political conflict and those who remained to help 
residents faced restrictions in resource mobilisation and providing necessary 
assistance to families affected by Covid-19. This led to many Covid-19 patients 
not receiving timely treatment, resulting in many deaths. They also mentioned 
that due to the conflict, fewer private donors came to donate money or basic food 
items during the third wave, while support from the government also stopped.  

During the third wave, we couldn’t do a lot. We had the oxygen problem, 
and it was the biggest one. Oxygen wasn’t available in Hlaingtharya. Clinics 
also didn’t have oxygen. So many people died before even getting to health 
centres. What we did during the third wave was when someone was down 
with Covid symptoms, we tried to contact other local volunteer networks. 
We couldn’t go and help them like we did during the first two waves [due to 
insecurity].  

(NFE volunteer) 

Interviews also explored to what extent the needs of children were considered in 
the Covid-19 response activities. A majority of respondents reported that 
community responses were not targeted towards children, based on the premise 
that children were less likely to be infected with Covid-19 compared to adults. 
Other than health measures, few efforts in the community were made to address 
issues that specifically affected children during the Covid-19 period such as 
education or child labour. Some respondents believed that raising awareness 
and providing assistance to parents and adults would automatically safeguard 
children. However, a few respondents mentioned the importance of inclusion of 
children in response measures.  

The prevention measures were not designed or targeted towards children. 
Indeed, these measures are difficult for them to follow. If they are infected, 
there is a higher chance of the virus spreading to others.  

(Religious leader) 
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6. Discussion 

This study explores how children in WFCL and their families experienced the 
Covid-19 pandemic and its impact on different aspects of their lives and 
wellbeing. The findings highlight that the Covid-19 pandemic and policy 
responses to it have far-reaching impacts on livelihoods, food security, 
household debt, working and living conditions, education, and the physical and 
mental wellbeing of children involved in WFCL. The study also looks at how the 
pandemic affected child protection systems, services for children and community 
support networks. Overall, child protection systems were weakened during the 
pandemic and communities faced constraints in taking collective action against 
Covid-19, especially after the emergence of the political crisis from February 
2021 onwards.  

Although Myanmar took early steps to mitigate the impact of the pandemic 
through a series of policy responses – including health, socioeconomic and 
education sector responses – the over-reliance on strict public health and 
containment measures, along with the absence of strong social protection 
systems to respond to a pandemic of this unprecedented scale, resulted in 
socioeconomic challenges for impoverished households and an increased 
susceptibility for children to enter hazardous and exploitative forms of child 
labour. Although there were plans to fill educational gaps brought on by 
prolonged school closures due to Covid-19 through alternative learning 
modalities, it was clear from the interviews that children in vulnerable situations 
had limited opportunities to continue their education. This, combined with rising 
poverty and economic hardship, pushed children into working in hazardous 
conditions. These findings are consistent with reports from other contexts where 
the imposition of lockdowns and other restrictive measures to contain the spread 
of Covid-19 also led to devastating consequences for at-risk children and 
children already engaged in WFCL (Becker 2021). What is different in Myanmar, 
however, is the emergence of the political crisis in February 2021, which 
exacerbated the effects of Covid-19 and triggered additional challenges including 
insecurity, housing instability, a surge in commodity prices, food insecurity, and 
limited Covid-19 responses including child protection services.  

Addressing WFCL through this dual crisis presents a tremendous challenge for 
all stakeholders involved. Significant gaps remain in terms of the current 
understanding of the impact of Covid-19 and insecurity on the rights of working 
children, including their access to education. Meanwhile, policy gaps and 
shortcomings have hindered efforts to mitigate the negative impact of Covid-19 
including engagement in WFCL. Below, this study identifies existing knowledge 
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and policy gaps and provides a set of recommendations to improve the 
conditions and outcomes for children engaged in WFCL and their families. 

6.1 Knowledge and policy gaps 
The following gaps in addressing or responding to the impact of Covid-19 on 
children in WFCL in Myanmar have been identified: 

1. Reliable data on the WFCL remains limited in Myanmar, and little is known 
about how the situation has evolved before and after the arrival of Covid-19. 
The ILO is implementing a child labour monitoring system (CLMS) in 
Myanmar and conducting rapid assessments, but there is an urgent need 
for reliable and quality data to understand the scope of the problem. Covid-
19 monitoring studies also do not provide data on child labour.  

2. Myanmar’s socioeconomic response to Covid-19 involved social protection 
measures in the form of cash and food assistance for vulnerable families, 
and maternal and child cash transfers to existing beneficiaries. However, 
both the frequency and amount of assistance were inadequate to prevent 
poor families from falling into poverty, debt, food insecurity, and using child 
labour as a coping strategy. Some families who live in the informal 
settlements and those who lack documentation did not receive cash and 
food assistance. Similarly, the extension of social security benefits under 
CERP only covered a very small fraction of the workforce in the formal 
sector, leaving out a large segment of vulnerable adults and children 
working in the informal sector. Loans provided to small and medium 
enterprises were not accessible to family-run businesses in the informal 
sector where child labour usually takes place. Although interest rates were 
lowered, the response plan did not address barriers to accessing formal 
credit for poor households. Together, these policy gaps led to increased 
vulnerability for families of working children.  

3. Although NGOs and service providers included children in their Covid-19 
prevention activities, there was a relatively limited focus on children in public 
health responses to Covid-19 at the community level. While children are 
less likely to contract Covid-19 compared to adults, children living in the 
informal settlements and overcrowded housing face constraints in following 
social distancing rules. Low levels of compliance and risk perception among 
community members put children at greater risk of contracting and 
transmitting Covid-19. Children also face increased mental health 
challenges due to Covid-19 alongside the stigma associated with it. 
However, mental health and psychosocial support services targeting 
vulnerable children including working children remained limited.  
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4. Myanmar developed a national plan for the education sector to mitigate the 
negative impact of Covid-related school closures and to ensure education 
continuity through the adoption of distance learning modalities and the 
distribution of home-based learning materials. However, interviews suggest 
that access to education was very limited for children in vulnerable 
situations including children who had previously been in alternative 
education programmes. Instead of continuing their education, many children 
started working to support their families. Even when schools were reopened, 
access to education has been hampered by insecurity. There are 
knowledge gaps in explaining why there has been a low uptake for distance 
learning, what barriers exist in implementation, and to what extent such 
efforts reach children in vulnerable situations.  

5. Although the case management system under the child protection 
framework covers child labour, the focus on WFCL is limited. There is a 
need to investigate why this gap exists and how Covid-19 (and conflict) has 
affected plans to address WFCL for child protection actors in Myanmar. 
Child protection systems and services have been weakened due to Covid-
19 and insecurity. Efforts should be made to strengthen child protection 
systems in the face of this dual crisis. 

6. Children’s participation in decisions that affect them was low in Myanmar 
before the pandemic. The pandemic has likely exacerbated the situation as 
lockdowns and movement restrictions leave children with limited 
opportunities or space to articulate their preferences, opinions and 
concerns. This has the potential to further undermine children’s role as 
active agents in making choices that concern them or affect their lives. This 
may in turn have a negative effect on child protection programmes as they 
have less opportunity to integrate children’s voices and preferences in their 
design, running the risk of programme failure. This highlights a need to 
understand how the pandemic has impacted child participation and child-led 
initiatives in Myanmar, including how the combined effects of Covid-19 and 
insecurity affect mechanisms to promote child participation. 
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6.2 Recommendations 
Based on these identified gaps, the following presents a number of 
recommendations to mitigate the negative impacts of Covid-19 on children in 
WFCL.9  

‒ Establish CLMS and complementary monitoring tools to systematically gather 
timely and reliable data on WFCL and link at-risk children and those engaged 
in WFCL with child protection services. 

‒ Expand social protection benefits to small businesses and workers in the 
informal sector. This could include loans for small and family-run businesses 
in the informal sector, which are more likely to hire child labourers, and 
targeted social assistance (such as child grants, cash, and food assistance) 
to alleviate the economic consequences of Covid-19 on poor and vulnerable 
families, improve their resilience to shocks, and prevent them from using child 
labour as a coping strategy.  

‒ Ensure that social protection systems are accessible to children who are at-
risk or already engaged in WFCL and their families. Provision of social 
protection services should be done in collaboration with child protection 
actors to regularly assess the social protection needs of working children. 
Such linkages with community-based child protection mechanisms could 
promote increased community awareness of WFCL and improve access to 
social protection services for vulnerable households. 

‒ Improve access to education – formal, non-formal and vocational training – 
for children in vulnerable situations by identifying the barriers to return to 
school, making educational programmes flexible and aligning them with the 
specific needs of working children, removing barriers such as documentation 
requirements for migrant children and school fees, and providing educational 
support. The political conflict has made access to education even more 
challenging for children in vulnerable situations. Schools are no longer 
considered safe environments for children. This makes it even more 
important to identify alternative safe learning spaces and test different hybrid 
learning models in consultation with children, caregivers, community 
members, education service providers, and employers.  

‒ Expand existing school feeding programmes to increase school enrolment 
and attendance for children in vulnerable situations, to mitigate the use of 
negative coping strategies such as a reduction of household food 
consumption, to prevent food insecurity and poor nutritional status, and 
improve child development outcomes. Work should be undertaken with 

 
9 It is acknowledged that it may not be feasible to implement all the recommendations and actions outlined 

here in the current political context in Myanmar. 
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children, parents, teachers, communities to co-develop localised solutions for 
the provision of school meals in a safe manner.10  

‒ Strengthen child protection systems, especially at the community level, to 
better respond to WFCL and other protection challenges affecting children 
during this dual crisis.11 This may require providing necessary support to 
community stakeholders to improve their knowledge and capacity to identify 
and report WFCL and related child protection issues using relevant channels 
in a timely manner. Communities and stakeholders at all levels should be 
worked with to identify challenges and barriers they face in protecting children 
due to Covid-19 and develop strategies to address them.  

‒ Recognise that not all child work is harmful and that children’s participation in 
work is considered appropriate and beneficial for children’s social 
development and education in many societies including in Myanmar. In 
addition, for many poor families there is simply no alternative but to turn to 
child labour when faced with economic hardships. The focus should be on 
tackling harmful and exploitative forms of child labour and social norms that 
reinforce children’s engagement in WFCL. Working with children, families, 
employers, and communities would be the advised approach to identify 
different choices and alternatives to WFCL and devise strategies to 
collectively tackle the drivers of WFCL.  

‒ Ensure Covid-19 prevention measures and support for employees are in 
place and enforced consistently in both formal and informal workplaces. 
Particular attention should be paid to informal workplaces where child labour 
is common. Engagement is needed with business owners, employers, people 
in charge of the unregulated businesses, and community stakeholders to 
identify the challenges they face in complying with Covid-19 prevention 
measures and protecting their employees, including child labourers, at their 
workplaces.  

‒ Extend occupational health and safety regulations to the informal sector and 
engage with employers and business owners to protect working children from 
occupational hazards. The deterioration of labour rights during the Covid-19 
pandemic and after the arrival of the conflict has also negatively affected 
children. Although many children may not be working legally, their labour 
rights, including access to occupational health and safety (OHS) measures, 
should be respected when child labour is an economic reality at the societal 
level.  

 
10  This is tied to the above point. Although formal state-run schools may not be seen as safe places for 

children, the idea of providing school meals could still be offered in other contexts as identified by key 
stakeholders. 

11   Focusing on community stakeholders and mechanisms may be the most practical option given the 
political context of Myanmar at the time of writing.  
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‒ Deliver child friendly MHPSS services for children and ensure that they are 
accessible to and inclusive of vulnerable children including those engaged in 
WFCL. Recommendations include developing outreach strategies, creating 
linkages with community support mechanisms, and providing training to 
community stakeholders to assess the mental health needs of children. Safe 
spaces should be created for children and communities should be worked 
with to reduce Covid-19 related stigma and discrimination against working 
children. 

‒ Enhance opportunities for children to meaningfully (not tokenistically) 
participate in decisions that influence their lives and have their voices heard 
at all levels. A child-centred approach to designing actions and interventions 
for children should be embraced to ensure that children are provided space 
and platforms to express their views and be heard at all levels.  

 

 

 



 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

78 
 

 

 

References 
Becker, J. (2021) “I Must Work to Eat”: Covid-19, Poverty, and Child labour in Ghana, Nepal, and 
Uganda, New York NY: Human Rights Watch, Adiembra: Friends of the Nation, and Kampala: Initiative for 
Social and Economic Rights (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Constant, S.; Oosterhoff, P.; Oo, K.; Lay, E. and Aung, N. (2020) Social Norms and Supply Chains: A 
Focus on Child Labour and Waste Recycling in Hlaing Tharyar, Yangon, Myanmar, CLARISSA 
Emerging Evidence Report 2, Brighton: Institute of Development Studies (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Felitti, V.J. et al. (1998) ‘Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of the 
Leading Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study’, American 
Journal of Preventive Medicine 14.4: 245–258, DOI: 10.1016/s0749-3797(98)00017-8 (accessed 1 April 
2022) 

FRONTIER (2022) COVID Cover Up: Third Wave Death Toll May Be in Hundreds of Thousands, 
Frontier Myanmar blog, 14 January (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Headey, D. et al. (2020) Poverty, Food Insecurity, and Social Protection during COVID 19 in 
Myanmar: Combined Evidence from a Household Telephone Survey and Micro-simulations, 
Myanmar SSP Policy Note, Yangon: International Food Policy Research Institute (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Herrenkohl, T.I.; Hong, S.; Klika, J.B.; Herrenkohl, R.C. and Russo, M.J. (2012) ‘Developmental Impacts 
of Child Abuse and Neglect Related to Adult Mental Health, Substance Use, and Physical Health’, 
Journal of Family Violence 28.2: 191–199, DOI: 10.1007/s10896-012-9474-9 (accessed 1 April 2022) 

HRW (2020) Myanmar: Hundreds Jailed for Covid-19 Violations, Human Rights Watch blog, 28 May 
(accessed 1 April 2022) 

Idris, I. (2020) Impact of COVID-19 on Child Labour in South Asia, K4D Helpdesk Report 819, Brighton: 
Institute of Development Studies (accessed 1 April 2022) 

ILO (2021a) Child Labour in Myanmar: A Legal Review, Geneva: International Labour Organization 
(accessed 1 April 2022) 

ILO (2021b) COVID-19 and Child Labour in Myanmar: Situational Assessment, Geneva: International 
Labour Organization (accessed 1 April 2022)  

ILO (2015) Rapid Assessment on Child Labour in Hlaing Thar Yar Industrial Zone in Yangon, 
Myanmar, Geneva: International Labour Organization (accessed 1 April 2022) 

ILO (1999) Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 182), Geneva, 1 June, Geneva: International 
Labour Organization (accessed 1 April 2022) 

ILO (1973) Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138), Geneva, 6 June, Geneva: International Labour 
Organization (accessed 1 April 2022) 

ILO and UNICEF (2021) Child Labour Global Estimates 2020, Trends and the Road Forward, New 
York NY: International Labour Organization and United Nations Children’s Fund (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Lwin, S.S. and Edwards, K.A. (2021) Myanmar Economic Monitor July 2021, Washington DC: World 
Bank Group (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Myanmar Ministry of Education (2020) Myanmar COVID-19 National Response and Recovery Plan for 
the Education Sector, Yangon: Ministry of Education, Government of the Republic of the Union of 
Myanmar (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Myanmar Ministry of Health and Sport (2022) Covid-19: Coronavirus, Yangon: Ministry of Health and 
Sport, Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Myanmar Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry (2020) Overcoming as One: COVID-19 Economic 
Relief Plan – CERP, Yangon: Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry, Government of the Republic of 
the Union of Myanmar (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Myanmar Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry, UNDP and World Bank Group (2020) Myanmar 
Living Conditions Survey 2017: Socio-Economic Report, Nay Pyi Taw and Yangon: Ministry of 
Planning, Finance and Industry, Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, United Nations 
Development Programme, and World Bank Group (accessed 1 April 2022) 

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2021/05/crd_childlabor0521_web.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2021/05/crd_childlabor0521_web.pdf
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/15422/CLARISSA_Emerging_Evidence_Report_2.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/15422/CLARISSA_Emerging_Evidence_Report_2.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0749-3797(98)00017-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0749-3797(98)00017-8
https://www.frontiermyanmar.net/en/covid-cover-up-third-wave-death-toll-may-be-in-hundreds-of-thousands/
https://doi.org/10.2499/p15738coll2.134144
https://doi.org/10.2499/p15738coll2.134144
https://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2Fs10896-012-9474-9
https://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2Fs10896-012-9474-9
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/28/myanmar-hundreds-jailed-covid-19-violations
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/15448/819_Impact_of_COVID-19_on_Child_Labour_in_South%20Asia.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---ilo-yangon/documents/publication/wcms_831308.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---ilo-yangon/documents/publication/wcms_831313.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/download.do?type=document&id=27439
https://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/download.do?type=document&id=27439
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C182
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C138
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---ipec/documents/publication/wcms_797515.pdf
https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/525471627057268984/Myanmar-Economic-Monitor-July-2021
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/myanmar_covid-19_national_response_recovery_plan_for_education_sector_may2020-oct2021.pdf
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/myanmar_covid-19_national_response_recovery_plan_for_education_sector_may2020-oct2021.pdf
https://mohs.gov.mm/Main/content/publication/2019-ncov
https://www.mopf.gov.mm/sites/default/files/COVID-19%20Economic%20Relief%20Plan(CERP)-Eng.pdf
https://www.mopf.gov.mm/sites/default/files/COVID-19%20Economic%20Relief%20Plan(CERP)-Eng.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/151001580754918086/myanmar-living-conditions-survey-2017-socio-economic-report
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/151001580754918086/myanmar-living-conditions-survey-2017-socio-economic-report


 

ids.ac.uk Funders Report 
The Impacts of Covid-19 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Myanmar 

79 
 

 

 

 

Myanmar Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security, Central Statistical Organization and ILO 
(2015) Myanmar Labour Force, Child Labour and School to Work Transition Survey 2014-2015: 
Executive Summary, Yangon: Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security and Central Statistical 
Organization, Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, and Geneva: International Labour 
Organization (accessed 1 April 2022) 

OHCHR (2022) Status of Ratification Interactive Dashboard, Geneva: Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (2019) Child Rights Law No. 22/2019, Yangon: Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, Government of 
the Republic of the Union of Myanmar (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Ramaswamy, S. and Seshadri, S. (2020) ‘Children on the Brink: Risks for Child Protection, Sexual 
Abuse, and Related Mental Health Problems in the COVID-19 Pandemic’, Indian Journal of Psychiatry 
62.3: S404-S413, DOI: 10.4103/psychiatry.IndianJPsychiatry_1032_20 (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Roggero, P.; Mangiaterra, V.; Bustreo, F. and Rosati, F. (2007) ‘The Health Impact of Child Labour in 
Developing Countries: Evidence from Cross-country Data’, American Journal of Public Health 97.2: 
271–275, DOI: 10.2105/AJPH.2005.066829 (accessed 1 April 2022) 

UNDP (2021) People’s Pulse: Socio-economic Impact of the Events Since 1st February 2021 on 
Households in Myanmar, Yangon: United Nations Development Programme (accessed 1 April 2022) 

UNDP (2020) Household Vulnerability Survey 2020, Yangon: United Nations Development Programme 
(accessed 1 April 2022) 

UN-Habitat (2021) The Impacts of COVID-19 in informal settlements in Yangon: Survey Report, 
Yangon: United Nations Human Settlements Programme (accessed 1 April 2022) 

UN-Habitat (2020) Housing at the Forefront of the Response to COVID-19, Discussion Paper on Policy 
Options for Myanmar, Yangon: United Nations Human Settlements Programme (accessed 1 April 2022) 

UNICEF (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child, Adopted and opened for signature, 
ratification and accession by General Assembly Resolution 44/25, 20 November, New York NY: 
United Nations Children's Fund (accessed 1 April 2022) 

Widom, C.S. (2014) ‘Long-term Consequences of Child Maltreatment’, in J.E. Korbin and R.D. Krugman 
(eds), Handbook of Child Maltreatment, 2nd Vol., Dordrecht: Springer (accessed 1 April 2022) 

World Bank (2020a) Rapid Information from Household High-Frequency Monitoring: Summary of 
Results from Round 1, Myanmar COVID-19 Monitoring No. 1, Washington DC: World Bank (accessed 1 
April 2022) 

World Bank (2020b) Rapid Information from Household High-Frequency Survey: Summary of 
Results from Round 3, Myanmar COVID-19 Monitoring No. 6, Washington DC: World Bank (accessed 1 
April 2022) 

 

http://themimu.info/node/23842
http://themimu.info/node/23842
https://indicators.ohchr.org/
https://www.myanmar-law-library.org/law-library/laws-and-regulations/laws/myanmar-laws-1988-until-now/national-league-for-democracy-2016/myanmar-laws-2019/pyidaungsu-hluttaw-law-no-22-2019-child-law-burmese.html
https://doi.org/10.4103/psychiatry.indianjpsychiatry_1032_20
https://doi.org/10.4103/psychiatry.indianjpsychiatry_1032_20
https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2005.066829
https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2005.066829
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/library/sustainable-development/myanmar-people-pulse-survey-report-2021.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/library/sustainable-development/myanmar-people-pulse-survey-report-2021.html
https://www.mm.undp.org/content/myanmar/en/home/library/poverty/household-vulnerability-survey-2020.html
https://themimu.info/sites/themimu.info/files/documents/Report_Impact_of_COVID-19_in_Informal_Settlements_in_Yangon_UNHabitat-Jica_Mar2021.pdf
https://unhabitat.org.mm/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/COVID-19-Discussion-Paper-on-Policy-Options-for-Myanmar_UN-Habitat.pdf
https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/unicef-convention-rights-child-uncrc.pdf
https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/unicef-convention-rights-child-uncrc.pdf
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-94-007-7208-3?noAccess=true
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/34634
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/34634
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/34745
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/34745


 

  80 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Delivering world-class research, learning and teaching that 
transforms the knowledge, action and leadership needed for 
more equitable and sustainable development globally. 

Institute of Development Studies 
Library Road  
Brighton, BN1 9RE 
United Kingdom 
+44 (0)1273 606261 
ids.ac.uk 

Charity Registration Number 306371 
Charitable Company Number 877338 
© Institute of Development Studies 2022 
 

https://www.ids.ac.uk/

	1. Introduction
	1.1 Background on child labour and its worst forms
	1.1 Child labour in Myanmar
	1.2 Timeline of Covid-19 in Myanmar
	1.3 Policy responses to Covid-19 in Myanmar

	2. Study context and rationale
	3. Methods
	3.1 Sampling and recruitment
	3.2 Ethical considerations
	3.3 Limitations
	3.4 Socio-demographic profiles of participants

	4. Impact of Covid-19 in Myanmar: Summary of the literature
	4.1.1 Household income
	4.1.2 Household debt
	4.1.3 Poverty
	4.1.4 Employment
	4.1.5 Access to healthcare
	4.1.6 Housing and security of tenure
	4.1.7 Food security
	4.1.8 Food and cash assistance
	4.1.9 Coping strategy
	4.1.10  Covid-19 awareness
	4.1.11  Child labour

	5. Results
	5.1 Experiences of Covid-19 and Covid-19 responses
	5.1.1 Income and livelihoods
	5.1.2 Working conditions
	5.1.3 Food insecurity
	5.1.4 Household debt
	5.1.5 Housing
	5.1.6 Education
	5.1.7 Physical and mental wellbeing
	5.1.8 Covid-19 and engagement in child labour

	5.2 Impact of Covid-19 on services and support systems
	5.2.1 Impacts on child protection systems and services for children
	5.2.2 Impact on communities and community responses


	6. Discussion
	6.1 Knowledge and policy gaps
	6.2 Recommendations


