4 SSA

ove!
arch 10
‘ pour AEO® Rese
o \®

Asie
N
‘ \/ AR th &sout\\ﬁ“\e
10 SOU
xion i

RESEARCH AND EVIDENCE PAPER 17

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF
A WORKING CHILD IN
KATHMANDU, NEPAL:
A SYNTHESIS OF

20 STORIES ABOUT
CHILDREN'’S DAYS

Jody Aked, Danny Burns, Kriti Bhattarai, Durlav Rayamajhi and Amit Timilsina

June 2024

>\



ABOUT THIS RESEARCH AND EVIDENCE PAPER

This synthesis paper summarises patterns in the lived experience of

20 children in Kathmandu who went about a typical day in their lives.
Combining use of Global Positioning System (GPS) technology, a survey
children completed via a mobile phone app, and ethnographic observations,
children and adult researchers recorded locations, times of day, activities,
and feelings.

This paper brings into view the challenges that children in worst forms of
child labour navigate before, after, and between work. The findings illustrate
how children struggle to combine work and school. It surfaces the fears
that the children have getting to and from work. The paper shows how

they navigate both stigma and harassment. The children work long hours
into the night in unsafe locations, for low wages, which makes it difficult to
survive. They work through sickness, and their work makes them sick. They
have to work with men who are drunk and, in some venues, are required

to drink alcohol themselves. On commission-based earning structures, the
children’s survival depends on it. Aside from the immediate and long-term
effects of alcohol consumption, children struggle to navigate the dangers at
work and in their neighbourhoods under its influence. Some of the actions
that government actors, non-governmental organisations, businesses,

and the children themselves could take to improve safety and wellbeing in
workplaces and on journeys to and from work are discussed.

Eighteen of the 20 stories that inform this paper are published in English and
Nepali with photographs and maps on the Hard Labour website.

This paper contains material

of a highly sensitive nature,
including accounts of sexual,
physical and mental abuse, and

other forms of violence, as well
as accounts of exploitative and
hazardous working conditions,
which may be triggering.

Child Labour: Action-Research-Innovation in South and South-Eastern Asia (CLARISSA) is
a consortium of organisations committed to building a participatory evidence base and generating
innovative solutions to the worst forms of child labour in Bangladesh and Nepal.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

AES In Nepal, the term ‘adult entertainment sector’ (AES)
is used to describe a diverse range of businesses that
include dance bars, massage and spa parlours, and
folk-dance bars (known as dohoris). The term has been
further expanded to include establishments from the wider
hospitality industry (including the food and beverage
sector), such as khaja ghars (snack shops). Within some
venues associated with the AES, the commercial sale

of sex and the sexual exploitation of children is known

to take place. However, our research with business
owners and child workers has helped us appreciate the
varied nature of the work that is undertaken in venues
associated with this sector. It is important to note that not
all establishments typically associated with the AES are
involved in the commercial sale of sex, sexual activity, or
the commercial sexual exploitation of children (considered
one of the WFCL).

While we understand that AES is not necessarily a term
used by child workers (or local businesses) to refer to
the sector they work in, the term is commonly used

by practitioners and researchers at the local level. In
practice, when referring to the AES, this paper refers to

cabin/hostess restaurants, dance bars, massage and spa
parlours, dohoris, and khaja ghars.

Cabin/hostess restaurant or bar A small restaurant

or bar with partitions that create small private ‘cabins’

for customers to be entertained in private by waiting

staff. Food and drinks are usually sold at inflated prices

— waiting staff or hostesses may sit with customers and
increase the table bill by ordering drinks. Staff often earn
commission from the beverages sold at the table they are
serving. There may be indirect sexual activity (e.g. flirting,
touching, and kissing) or direct sexual activity.

Dance bar Customers are entertained by dancers who
perform to music and sit with customers to increase the
amount of the drinks bill. Staff often earn commission
from the beverages sold at the table they are serving.
There may be indirect sexual activity (e.g. flirting,
touching, and kissing). Customers may arrange to ‘go out’
(outside the venue) with dance bar employees for more
direct sexual activity. Dance bars are generally more
expensive than cabin restaurants and attract a more
affluent clientele.
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Dohori A venue that offers traditional folk music and
dancing. Most dohoris serve alcohol and food. Staff often
earn commission from the beverages sold at the table
they are serving. There is variation between dohoris —
some offer a family environment, whereas others may
have a sexually charged atmosphere. Although sexual
services are not usually provided on the premises,
arrangements may be made with waiting staff to ‘go out’
for more direct sexual activity after work hours.

Guest Customers are often described as ‘guests’ by
employees working in AES venues.

Khaja ghar/hotel The terms ‘khaja ghar' (snack shop)
and ‘hotel’ are used interchangeably. Both describe a

small-scale eatery where food and alcohol are available at
affordable prices. Khaja ghars are ubiquitous in Kathmandu
in AES areas. They may have employees who provide
sexual services or be places where this can be arranged.

Massage and spa parlour In AES locations, massage
parlours may have employees who provide sexual
services in addition to massage therapy in small private
rooms.

Party palace Usually, a large venue that caters for events
such as weddings and ceremonies. Party palaces hire
catering and waiting staff on a ‘per event’ basis by liaising
with a ‘team leader’ (usually a more senior member of the
catering/waiting staff team) who procures a team of staff.

ASSESSING THE QUALITY OF
CLARISSA’S EVIDENCE IN THIS

PAPER

The CLARISSA programme is committed to producing
high-quality research, and to explaining the robustness
and credibility of the methods that underpin the production
of evidence. CLARISSA has developed criteria to

assess the quality of its evidence along four dimensions:
representativeness, triangulation, transparency, and new
knowledge. A summary of these dimensions is included

in Table 1. A separate paper (CLARISSA 2023) describes

Table 1: Quality of evidence in this paper

the difference ina 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 assessment for each
dimension.

Three researchers from the Institute of Development
Studies (IDS) gathered to discuss the quality of
evidence in this paper in relation to the research design,
process, insights, and analysis. Table 1 documents the
assessments and the reasoning behind the assessment.

m Hm Reasoning behind the assessment

Representativeness
Representativeness refers to the
extent to which the voices of those
affected by the issue are central in
the evidence that is presented. This
includes how critical actors have
participated in the different parts of
the process that has generated the
evidence (design, data gathering,
analysis, presenting) and how the
nuance of their experiences and
perspectives is expressed in the
evidence claims.

CLARISSA researchers have assessed this paper
as 4 for representativeness. The voice of children in
worst forms of child labour (WFCL) is present in the
findings and the children played an active role in the
design, data gathering, and analysis. There is some
researcher reflection and analysis, but the children
lead the researcher through their day and were part
of the practical decision-making about the design, the
ethics, and safeguarding. They were also involved in
analysis of their days.

To score a 5 for representativeness, all the children
would have been directly involved in the design
conversation with technical experts about data
visualisations, beyond technical orientations and
feedback.

Research and Evidence Paper 17
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Dimension HHHH P p—

Triangulation
Triangulation helps ensure a degree
of consistency and bias control.
Given that all sources of evidence
have some degree of bias, it is
important that researchers have
sought multiple perspectives from
different stakeholders, corroboration
across multiple data sources and/or
triangulation across different studies,
and tools to check for consistency of
findings.
* ‘Multiple data sources’ refers to
the person(s) who provided the
evidence.
* ‘Multiple lines of evidence'’ refers to
different methods by which data is
generated.

Transparency

Transparency entails that we know
as much as possible about where
the evidence comes from, who

collected it, and how it was collected.

For this, some details should be
provided on what the sources of
data are, the methods used, results
achieved, and any key limitations in
the data or conclusions.

New knowledge

The methods that we use in
CLARISSA aim to uncover new
insights and underlying patterns

in the system. We aim to gather
evidence on patterns that we, or
other stakeholders, are aware of,
but for which there is less evidence
or which does not currently exist as
‘common’ knowledge in ‘the field'.

Source: Authors’ own.

CLARISSA researchers assessed this paper as

3 for triangulation. The children’s experiences
were triangulated with adult researcher observations
and the adult’s direct embodied experience of the
neighbourhood environment and the nature of the
work. The adult researchers were able to experience
what it is like to navigate public transport over

long distances and to be in hot, loud, and smoky
venues. In this sense, the findings were examined
from two sources of data, i.e. the child and the

adult researcher. The evidence claims were not
triangulated with data derived from other methods in
this paper.

CLARISSA researchers assessed this paper as 5
for transparency. The paper is based on the stories
of children’s days, most of which are published

on the Hard Labour website. All the stories are
recoverable, along with the photographs and the GPS
traces of the journeys.

CLARISSA researchers assessed this paper

as 3.5 for new knowledge. This paper plugs a
specific knowledge gap on spatial and temporal
understandings of children’s experiences in WFCL.
Often research looks at children’s experiences while
at work, but this research looked at children’s days
end-to-end, and how the children navigate urban
landscapes around work, revealing the cumulative
nature of the stressors and challenges that the
children face.

The evidence supports conceptualisations of WFCL
that are holistic and multidimensional, situating an
understanding of hazardous work in the context of
the rest of a child’s life. The paper also generated a
lot of experiential knowledge which provides extra
depth in understanding issues including poor health,
poor treatment at work, sexual harassment in the
neighbourhood, etc.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The CLARISSA (Child Labour: Action-Research-
Innovation in South and South-Eastern Asia) research
programme set out to understand how children working
in the adult entertainment sector (AES) in Kathmandu
experience the city in which they live. There are growing
concerns about child welfare in urbanised areas (Zaman
2023; UNICEF 2012) and welfare is a particular concern
for children who have been integrated into adult worlds
and night-time economies, through routine exposure to
sexualised environments, sexual exploitation, and sexual
violence (Dank et al. 2019; Cecchetti et al. 2012).

The influence of urban poverty on child outcomes is of
interest to international non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) (Cecchetti et al. 2012) in recognition that

the demands of urban living (e.g. reliance on cash,
disconnection from ‘traditional’ norms, loss of status)
shape parental and family behaviour (e.g. addiction,
violence, parenting, decisions to work). Earlier in the
programme, CLARISSA researchers collected 400 'life
stories’, focusing on the whole life of each child, including
how they had transitioned into working in hazardous jobs
in Kathmandu (Bhattarai et al. 2024).

However, the details of how the urban environment
intersects with worst forms of child labour (WFCL)*

on a daily basis remained little explored. Although it is
understood by the research community that children
interpret their environments in different ways to adults
(Wilson et al. 2018), and that human action can be closely

A Day in the Life of a Working Child in Kathmandu, Nepal:
A Synthesis of 20 Stories about Children’s Days

tied to the physical spaces in which it unfolds (Kytta et al.
2018), little is known about how working children navigate
the streets, transport systems, and adult entertainment
venues of Kathmandu. With a view to identifying points

of intervention that could reduce wider harms faced by
children in WFCL, CLARISSA researchers were keen

to examine interrelationships between where children

are, what they do, and how they feel, paying particular
attention to how children interact with the city at different
times of the day.

The stories of children’s days accompanying this paper
record a single day in the lives of 20 children. The
research process encouraged children to share daily
experiences and challenges, so that researchers and
policymakers can be more connected to the detail of
what a day looks like for working children. Eighteen of
the most comprehensive accounts of children’s working
days have been published on the Hard Labour website,?
but all 20 stories from children’s recorded days informed
this paper. (All the children’s names have been changed.)

The aim of this paper is to draw together some of the
common experiences in the stories, while paying attention
to the particularities of the social and physical work
environments that children at different types of AES
venue encounter. In the details of children’s experiences
of self and city, opportunities emerge to identify new
points of intervention to reduce some of the harms
associated with working in the AES.

1 The ILO convention No. 182 definition of worst forms of child labour includes slavery, debt bondage, compulsory labour, armed
conflict, child prostitution, hazardous labour, illicit activities, and any other work likely to damage the health, safety, and morals of
children. Child labour can automatically become the worst form according to the sector — for example, the sex industry and other
industries categorised as hazardous, including the leather industry. It is also possible for employment in any industry to become
a worst form of child labour by virtue of the precarious nature of the work activity (e.g. use of dangerous chemicals, equipment),
the conditions of work (e.g. long hours, exposure to abuse), and the impact of the work, including damage to physical and

psychological health.
2 See
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2 METHODOLOGY

2.1 A MIXED-METHODS DESIGN

To record a single day in the lives of 20 children,

the CLARISSA programme used ‘journey mapping/,

an adaptation of previous mixed-method studies of
children’s everyday mobility in a city (Christensen et al.
2011). Working in a participatory way with children, the
programme combined Global Positioning System (GPS)
technology, a survey children completed via mobile phone,
and ethnographic observations to spatially and temporally
construct the movements and experiences of children.

Most of the stories about children’s days® comprise time
at home, time on the way to and from work, and time at
the workplace. In some of the stories, children also spend
time at school, in medical centres seeking treatment and,
in one story, a place of natural beauty to meditate. In most
cases, the child’s day is typical of their everyday routines,
and where it is different from a normal day the child
pointed out those differences in reflection and analysis
sessions (described below), when making sense of their
experiences.

A detailed account of the methodology is presented in a
process learning note (Bhattarai et al. 2024, forthcoming).
In summary, the research team worked with a technology
partner, Kathmandu Living Labs,* to create base maps of
our study area, design data entry forms in a mobile app,
complete data quality checks, and design visualisation

3 See Hard Labour website.
4 See Kathmandu Living Labs website.
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layers and filters to spatially and temporally analyse
children’s activities and experiences alongside adult
observations. The journey mapping took place over two
days — the first accompanied by an adult researcher

and the second by themselves. Following a pilot phase,
children working in night-time venues reflected on how
the process was easier for them when not accompanied
by an adult researcher. In the AES, discretion is a valued
attribute, and many of the children lead quite private lives
to lessen the impact of stigmatisation. When on their own,
they worried less that a supervisor, colleague, friend,
acquaintance, or family member would become suspicious,
and they appreciated the autonomy to answer survey
guestions when they wished, without feeling observed.

The first day with the researcher remained important

for ensuring the children were comfortable using the
technology and had the opportunity to put what they had
learned about the mobile apps and safeguarding into
practice. While the central source of data of this research
was the child’s day, their journey and their feelings, the
lived experience of children was complemented by adult
observations, which were also spatially plotted onto the
digital maps. It was easier to accompany the children in
some types of venues, such as small snack bars, than

it was to spend long periods of time in massage and
spa parlours, where a researcher’s presence could alter
customer behaviour, as is documented in a CLARISSA
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story about a massage business.® In one case, CLARISSA
researchers went to a dance bar posing as customers

to observe the child while at work. As outsiders to the
child's lived experience, adult researchers were able to
take note of things that may have become normalised

by the child. Perhaps more importantly, as it turned out,
the researchers were able to experience the child's life in
an embodied way, making note of how the journeys and
workplaces made them feel.

Children co-developed safeguarding plans and were
involved in the spatial analysis of their data, which entailed
looking at traces of their journey on a digital map, with

all the activities and experiences they recorded over the
course of the research days. The purpose of the analysis
sessions was to understand the meanings children

gave their individual and collective mobility patterns and
experiences. This work provided the underpinning for

two of 13 Action Research Groups which were initiatives
within the CLARISSA programme (Burns and Apgar 2024,
forthcoming). The child-led Action Research Groups
focused on journeys to work and home (Nepal group
nine) and mental health and wellbeing (Nepal group five).

2.2 WHO ARE THE CHILDREN
AND WHY ARE THEY WORKING?

The CLARISSA children’s research group in Nepal
was involved in randomly selecting children through
purposive sampling. The sampling was purposive

because the children were selected based on the
relationship they had with the programme and their work
in the AES. Sometimes the research team worked with
community-based organisations to identify potential
children before approaching the children themselves to
invite them into the research. The team was purposive
about sampling boys as well as girls, but we only worked
with four boys out of 20 children.

CLARISSA analysis of 400 life stories of children in
Kathmandu provides a detailed and nuanced account of
all the reasons children work (Bhattarai et al. 2024). To
contextualise what we learned about children’s days for
this paper, we collected some biographical information
about the 20 children, including their age, gender, type of
work, and the age they started working (Table 2). The table
includes the pseudonyms used in this paper, so the reader
can look up biographical information to contextualise the
quotes used here to illustrate common experiences.

Most of the stories about children’s days relate to children
aged 14-17 working in the AES. Of the 20 children who
took part, four were male and 16 were female.® Three
children work in dohoris (folk-dance bars), five in dance
bars, and three in party palaces (events catering for
weddings, birthdays, and work celebrations), which all
form part of the night-time economy in Kathmandu. Four
children work in khaja ghars (small snack restaurants)
and five work in massage and spa venues. These venues
tend to stay open late, but they also open early in the day.
Any of these venues can be sites for adult sex work and

5 See ‘The Business Behind the Curtain’ on the Hard Labour website.
6 This gender difference in the data reflects the gender divide in the AES, where venues employ a higher number of girls —
approximately 90 per cent female to 10 per cent male (Dank et al. 2019).

A massage and spa parlour

A party palace

12
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child sexual exploitation. ” Many are working long hours
in highly sexualised work environments where they are
exposed to or at direct risk of child sexual exploitation.

about the child's life. Given the nature of the methodology,
and the relationships between adult researcher and

child that were built over the course of the research, the
While the focus of this work has been on a typical day, the children were often more candid than if, for example,

accounts do provide more extensive biographical detail they were giving an interview. For instance, we learned

Table 2: Basic biographical information about the 20 children who took part in the CLARISSA study

to record a single day in their lives’

Age started

working

Preeti Girl Dohori Singer 13

Rekha 17 Girl Dance bar Waitress 15

Tisha 17 Girl Khaja ghar Waitress and cook 13

Batsa 16 Boy Dohori Kitchen worker 12

Megha 16 Girl Dohori Singer Not known
Samita 14 Girl Massage and spa Masseuse Not known
Bidisha 17 Girl Khaja ghar Waitress and cook 16

Simi 17 Girl Massage and spa Masseuse 8

Mona 17 Girl Dance bar Dancer 12

Rinku 15 Girl Dance bar Dancer 12

Nisha 16 Girl Khaja ghar Waitress and cook 13
Sushma 17 Girl Massage and spa Masseuse 14

Arpita 16 Girl Massage and spa Masseuse 8

Khem 17 Boy Khaja ghar Waiter and chef 10

Pema 15 Girl Party palace Waitress Not known
Supriya 16 Girl Party palace Dish collector 10
Ganesh 17 Boy Dance bar Kitchen worker Not known
Dawa 17 Boy Party palace Kitchen worker and waiter 10

Rama 17 Girl Dance bar Dancer Not known
Yakthumma 17 Girl Massage and spa Masseuse 15

Notes: * The stories of an additional five children’s days were excluded from analysis because they had turned 18 years of age during
the research process and before they mapped their journey. ** The children’s real names have not been used. Dohori — folk-dance
bar; Khaja ghar — snack shop.

Source: Authors’ own.

7 We have followed ECPAT guidelines on language by using the phrase ‘child sexual exploitation’ to describe child sexual activities
in these workplaces (ECPAT Interagency Working Group on Sexual Exploitation of Children 2016).

Research and Evidence Paper 17 13
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just how young many of these children were when they
started work, often in party palaces, as domestic workers,
on construction sites, or as conductors on the micro
buses. Simi says that she worked in a hotel from the

age of eight. Batsa says he has been working since the
age of 12. Mona has been working in a dance bar since
she was 12 years old. The same goes for Rinku, who has
used dance bar earnings since the age of 12 to be the
breadwinner of her family. Rinku has an ID card saying
that she is 19. Fake ID cards are common amongst this
cohort of children. Supriya started working before she
was ten years old. She has worked on a construction site
and as a domestic worker.

Children commonly begin work because of a financial
crisis in the family. Some children like Dawa, who began
work as a labourer at age ten, came to Kathmandu alone.
Ganesh came without family to complete his studies but
instead he works in a dance bar until 3am. All four children
working in khaja ghars are working for a relative in
exchange for education, food, or somewhere to live. Some
children are working to pay for their siblings’ education
(Preeti, Rinku) and the health bills of parents (Mona). Simi
(age 17) is responsible for her three-year-old daughter
and also her younger brother who lives with them.

Some of the children are ‘new’ to work in the AES, while
others have become professionally networked with their
own client and customer base. Even khaja ghars are

A dohori

reliant on returning customers. Sexual exploitation from
clients is a particular feature of massage, dohori, and
dance bar work. As a researcher recounts, Arpita ‘even
said that if we wanted any girl below 17, we can contact
her and she will support us in finding them'. The stories
reveal how some children are disturbed by the realities
and stigma of work in the AES (Rama, Yakthumma,
Batsa), struggling with peer pressure (Samita), and
eager to think of work as a short-term fix. Other children,
who have been working for longer, including dance bar
workers Mona and Rinku, are drinking heavily and are

in debt. They are more honest about how constrained
they feel. Many of the children are determined to develop
careers in graphic design, beauty parlours, computing,
or music, and others dream of higher education and jobs
abroad; but they are struggling to sustain their education
(Ganesh) and save earnings to create a new reality for
themselves (Khem).

2.3 ETHICS

The study was conducted in compliance with all human
rights and ethical standards developed by the CLARISSA
programme as per the Institute of Development Studies
(IDS) ethical protocol. Risk mitigation planning work

was supported by a CLARISSA safeguarding expert in
partnership with children and local connectors. A series
of conversations and planning documents informed

A dance bar

14
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the research design, piloting, data collection, analysis,
and writing phases. The process is discussed in detail

in a CLARISSA learning note (Bhattarai et al. 2024,
forthcoming) but the main innovation was to make ethics
and safeguarding a participatory exercise.

For example, at the design stage children were involved
in thinking through potential risks and coming up with
solutions. Through exploring the different technological
solutions with children, we chose to use mobile phones
as opposed to tablets as the phones would invite less
curiosity as most people in Kathmandu have a mobile
phone. We became mobile phone-led in the apps we
chose to support data collection. We worked with our
technical experts to make the devices safe for children
and trained the children in online safety and digital
literacy, including how to take photos that captured the
essence of what they wanted to show without revealing
people and locations. We took the decision to differentiate
the GPS tracker (which collected information about the
child’s location) from the data entry form (which collected
information about child’s activities and feelings), so these
data flows could not be put together by anyone who
erroneously obtained the phone.

By openly discussing risks, the children were encouraged
to make their own choices about what aspects of their
day they captured. For example, if they felt it was unsafe
to record their experiences while their employer was
around, or while on a street at night, they did not do so.
Based on the feedback of the children who carried out
piloting, we created a feature on the mobile app where
children and adult researchers could use data entry
forms retrospectively to add a safety rating, a feeling,

an observation, a voice note, or photograph, once they
had reached their safe place. The decision to trade real-
time data with a lower risk profile proved important, as
most children made some use of the retrospective data
entry feature.

8 See
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We worked with each individual child to identify the day
and the 12-hour period within their 24-hour day when

it would be best for an adult researcher to accompany
them. Safe spaces were identified around risky locations
on a child’s projected route. Adults and children had a list
of emergency contacts they trusted, and members of the
wider research team were in the locality to be on hand in
case of an issue.

Data was visually represented on maps by our technical
partner, Kathmandu Living Labs, on private servers.
Codes were used in the data collection and analysis
phases, and pseudonyms utilised in place of the
children’s real names in report writing. We edited out
specific place names and workplace names, and worked
with an illustrator to capture each child’s portrait and
biography. The children answered some questions
about their journey to analyse their own data, and this
provided them with space to correct, deepen, or redact
information they had added to the map during the data
collection period. The children also worked in pairs to
explore similarities and differences in their journeys,
their experiences, and their feelings, before discussing
in plenary the main learnings from collective data points
presented on a map of their neighbourhood. Researchers
used the children’s reflections on the maps and in the
analysis workshops to co-author their contributions to
the stories.

In the biggest departure from our initial conceptualisation,
we primarily represented children’s days temporally, not
spatially, in the individual accounts on the Hard Labour
website. The GPS tracking was too location-specific to
ensure anonymisation, so we presented an illustrative
journey on an illustrated map. The written account was
constructed around the sequencing of activities and
experiences children recorded, from when they woke up
to when they went to bed.®
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3 FINDINGS

Each child’s story reveals something about their home
life, the way they navigate the city, and their work. Even
though the children provided personal details about how
they were feeling, and why, at specific moments and
locations in time, some clear patterns emerged across the
story collection. This section explores the most reported
experiences that boys and girls documented in the mobile
app as they went about their days, as well as some of the
more pertinent researcher observations.

3.1 HOME LIFE

3.1.1 Living far from work

Children working in dance bars, dohoris, and massage
and spa venues are not typically living in the same
neighbourhoods that they work in. In lots of the stories
of children’s days, the children talk about not wanting
to bring the researcher to their home. Work in the AES
is stigmatised, so friends and acquaintances do not
know what work the children are doing. The researcher
accompanying Yakthumma explains: ‘She [the child] was
fearful that by accompanying her, her work would be
disclosed among her family and community, so we kept
our distance.’

The children may share a room with a sibling or a
co-worker, or they may rent a room by themselves. They
are often disconnected geographically and emotionally
from their parents. The children do not want their family
or neighbours to know what work they are doing. All this
means that they move around the city independently.

3.1.2 Living close to work

In contrast, children working in khaja ghar venues tend
to live with their families, close by, because they work

for relatives. It is often the children’s job to open the
khaja ghar or close it at the end of the day. There is

little separation between work life and home life. Khem
(age 17) sleeps where he works, and his living conditions
are not considered untypical:

We meet Khem at his khaja ghar. He shows us
the room where he sleeps. His room is actually
meant for storage. Khem has one storage space
while another two similar rooms are rented out
to customers. The room is cramped and is very
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minimalist with no furniture other than three beds.
(Researcher accompanying Khem)

Sometimes customers also sleep along with me as
there are two more beds in the room. | don’t mind
sharing the room, but I really don't like to share my
own bed with others, thankfully | haven't had to do
that yet.

(Khem, boy, 17)

Bidisha lives with her brother and his family in one small
room. Many children working in khaja ghars look after
young child relatives around their work responsibilities,
taking younger siblings, nieces, or nephews to and

from childcare settings. Family iliness places extra
responsibilities on these children, often to the point of
overwhelming them.

Sometimes when my aunt goes to the hospital,
that time | feel uncomfortable because | have to
do multiple tasks at the same time. | have to go for
shopping and have to cook food items and serve
customers simultaneously.

(Tisha, girl, 17)

Bidisha runs the family khaja ghar while her sister-in-law
attends a training course. Most of the 2—3km travelled
each day by children working in khaja ghars is to attend
school and run errands that include going to the market
to collect food or delivering food on takeaway orders.
Children working in party palaces also tend to work close
to where they live.

Other children live with acquaintances and work
colleagues, often disconnected from parents and family.
Dawa (age 17) has four room-mates and they live in an
unsafe part of the city, in a tin roof structure close to lots
of butchers.

3.1.3 Spending little time at home

Most of the children spend little time at home. Many of
the activities one associates with home — getting ready,
eating, relaxing — take place in the workplace, when
preparing for a shift to begin or when the footfall of
customers is low.

Many of the children say that they do not eat at home,
including Mona and Ganesh. While preparing to sing for
a video shoot (before she begins work in the evening at a
dohori), Megha says:
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| ask my brother to bring me some breakfast, as
there will be no time for lunch, but it is early in the
morning and no restaurants are open. | just drink
some water before leaving for work.

(Megha, girl, 16)

Samita also says that she has ‘hardly any food at home'.
She rarely has dinner, and instead relies on whatever she
eats as snacks in the massage and spa parlour, which

is sometimes provided by customers. In the dance bars
and dohoris, it is common for children to have a meal
prepared by the cook late in the evening. In section 3.3,
we learn that it is part of the venue’s business model for
girls to eat and drink with customers, because it increases
what they spend.

When at home, children are often running a household,
shopping for groceries, and cleaning. Any downtime at the
end of the day — typically after they have completed their
studies — is spent on social media.

Social media, including TikTok and Facebook, are a
big part of these children’s lives. They spend the little
free time they have on social media for entertainment,

Sixteen-year-old Megha puts on her make-up at the
dohori, after she has spent the day at a video shoot
without having had breakfast

and even to facilitate their education through chat
groups. Yakthumma reported that she got to know the
intermediary who found her work in the AES through
TikTok. Samita (age 14) does not have friends and pretty
much lives in a TikTok world outside of her work.

3.2 THE NEIGHBOURHOOD,
AND THE JOURNEY TO AND
FROM WORK

3.2.1 Covering large distances

The children who live far from where they work cover
large distances each day, especially when they go to
school and run errands. A quarter of the children travelled
over 15km on the day of the journey mapping: they work
in dance bars and massage and spa venues. They travel
independently either by pathao (ride-sharing) motorbikes
ordered through a ride-sharing app or by public bus. The
time they have between school and work is short and
often the motorbikes and buses arrive late. Traffic can
also make the children late for work and they worry about
how their supervisors will react.

It is cheaper to go by public bus (Preeti), but the bus
rarely drops children at their home or venue, so they have
to walk, often in the dark. This is problematic because the
children do not always live in safe neighbourhoods.

| feel uncomfortable during the night-time while
going to my room, sometimes | get teased by
unknown people. That time | felt insecure. But now
| feel insecure when | see drunk people and when |
have to pass through the back street lane and there
is no electricity line.

(Tisha, girl, 17)

The children also find the public bus exhausting as even
short distances of a few kilometres can take 45 minutes,
and they often cannot get a seat. Simi says: ‘| am more
tired when | have travelled in a crowded bus. | feel very
sluggish by the time | reach work.’ Although Mona prefers
the 30-minute walk home after a shift to save money, if
she receives ‘good tips’ she will split the cost of a taxi
home with a friend.

Yakthumma says that she stopped walking to work
because she was sexually harassed. Yet public transport
is not comfortable and is also a source of sexual
harassment: ‘When Bidisha was travelling in a crowded
micro bus, we could see how another passenger was
pushing her intentionally’, says one of the researchers.

18
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| feel very uncomfortable while travelling in public
vehicle because | get touched inappropriately when
there is a lot of crowds. And the bus is crowded
most of the time.

(Preeti, girl, 14)

Preeti feels safer when her supervisor allows a male
colleague to accompany her home. Some of the children
feel afraid on narrow paths. Others, like Ganesh, are
afraid of street dogs: ‘When there are lots of street dogs,
| feel scared.’

Bidisha walks along a dark alleyway, accompanied
by an adult researcher. There are no people around
aside from some boys who are smoking marijuana.
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3.2.2 Returning home late

For the children who work in the dance bars and dohoris,
one of the biggest issues is coming home late at night.
Many of them work until 2am or 3am. There is little
protection for these children on their journeys. A few are
given lifts by their employers, and some are able to get
taxis or pathao motorbikes, but even then, they struggle
to get from the vehicle to their room safely. The children
report that they are scared on their journey:

I am walking alone and there are lots of dogs on

the street that is making me really scared. At times,
there are boys who come to smoke marijuana in
this place and they tease girls like me. | feel very
uncomfortable and unsafe walking through this lane.
(Bidisha, girl, 17)

Some of the children’s journeys home are seen as
dangerous:

When we reached the Dallu riverside area we ran
for around 500 metre stretch like our life depended
on it. It is very dangerous because of the presence
of bushes and trees along the riverside. Crime is
also high around this area from a way back. Just a
month ago, a mother and her daughter were killed
on their way back home at around 7pm or 8pm
Dallu riverside.

(Supriya, girl, 16)

Boys are also affected:

I am quite afraid while walking back. Today, as |
return back quite early, | am less afraid, but when it is
late at night I either find a friend to get back to or run
while | am crossing a short stretch by the Bisnumati
river. | have heard most of the crimes happen here.
Many cases of robberies have also happened there
in the past; fortunately, | haven't been robbed yet.
Just recently, there was a rape near Bisnumati river
where | walk while travelling to home. | have heard
cases of murders have happened here.

(Dawa, boy, 17)

3.3 WORK

3.3.1 Working long hours, often
through the night

There is a clear pattern of very long workdays. Pema
starts her day at 5.45am when she goes to school, then
works from 2—-8pm at a party palace, after which she
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comes home and does housework. Similarly, Nisha goes
to school at 6am, her work in the khaja ghar ends at
9.30pm, and then she does housework. Bidisha gets up
at 4.30am to go to school and does not return home until
9pm. Ganesh returns home at 3.30am.

Long working hours are also a reality for children who do
not go to school. Rama works from 10am to 1.30am: she
gets up at 9am, which means she is pretty much working
every waking hour. Long hours can also be a result of
early marriage and resulting childcare responsibilities.
Simi, who is 17 years old with a three-year-old daughter,
works in a massage and spa venue: she wakes at

7am, returns from work at 8pm, and then cooks dinner
and does housework. Batsa says, ‘When | don't have
work, | sleep,’ and, as a result, he often misses out on
seeing friends.

3.3.2 The prevalence of alcohol

The prevalence of alcohol consumption is a big issue
for children working in the AES. Some of the children

A child dances on stage in provocative clothes and
high heels

are working because of alcoholism in their family,

and most have to deal with the drunken behaviour of
customers. It becomes a serious issue for the children
when they experience pressure to drink, or when alcohol
consumption makes customers more forthright in their
sexual advances. Rama, who works in her own beauty
parlour during the day and then in a dance bar at night,
describes the problem:

I don't like the fact that drinking here is considered
natural and it is expected of us. | get annoyed when
a guest offers drink and cigarette to me. Most of
my colleagues at the dance bar negotiate with the
guests and go to spend night with them after the
duty hour and it is also expected of me too. Some
of the guests come and ask me if | will go out with
them. Some drunken guests are more forceful in
their approach — once a guest even held my hand
and pulled me. | really don't like such behaviour
from the guests; however, | feel helpless as | don't
have anyone to support me.

(Rama, girl, 17)
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