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part one consideration and respect for children's rights

In 1990, Bhutan signed the Convention on the Rights of the Child, pledging to respect, ensure and promote the rights of all children living in Bhutan, without economic, social, ethnic or gender discrimination. Nonetheless, this commitment, in its modes of action and effects, does not appear to be total and remains open to improvement. Challenges remain as regards the consideration given to the legal protection of children.

Indeed, from a specifically legal point of view, the status of children in Bhutan has a number of shortcomings, which have been highlighted by Bhutan itself. Juvenile justice remains to be developed, as it is highly inadequate in its constituent bodies. Many Bhutanese legal professionals are still not trained in the fundamentals of juvenile justice, and a large part of the Bhutanese population is unaware of this subject. 

If we look at respect for children's fundamental rights, this is a major issue, particularly in relation to two scourges that persist illegally, namely child labor and child marriage. Education is a necessity for all children, not just Bhutanese youth. This is why, when it fails to meet certain fundamental expectations, it is logically a source of questioning.

However, Bhutan's relationship with its youth is far from being an entirely negative notion. Indeed, the country has made many efforts and progresses in favor of children, their rights and their education, so it's natural to underline them and encourage their reiteration and even evolution.

part two major violations of children's rights and the endangerment of childhood in bhutan

Bhutanese law is far from ignoring children. On the contrary, it seeks to provide appropriate protection. Nevertheless, children are still threatened by illegal actions that can leave lasting scars on the population. Among these challenges, we distinguish three main ones that are interconnected: child marriage, child labor and child violence.

Major problems and direct consequences :

First of all, child marriage is a major scourge which, although prohibited by Bhutanese law, affects an alarming proportion of Bhutanese youth, particularly those living in rural areas and ethnic minorities. 
Under-age marriage affects over 14% of Bhutanese girls and 8% of boys, meaning that around one in ten children in Bhutan has entered into an illegal marriage. This is a clear violation of the fundamental rights accorded to children, and jeopardizes both their community and individual development, both physically and psychologically. Bhutan's female youth suffer even more from the fallout of these illegal practices, with girls in the majority of cases exposed to additional risks compared to male youth. Early marriage deprives them of some of their freedom and rights. 

Their right to education is de facto restricted, as they are generally forced to take on marital and matrimonial responsibilities that are incompatible with a basic education. This is detrimental not only to their emancipation and affirmation as free women, but also to their economic independence, health and other obvious necessities.

On the other hand, illegal child labor must also be taken into consideration to better understand the risks to children's rights in Bhutan. In a country where 12% of the population lives below the poverty line, children are often forced to work in order to support their families. This leads to an unsustainable situation, with nearly 8% of children aged 5 to 17 working illegally.

This system of forced child labor is a national problem. Nevertheless, this process is mostly observed in rural areas. Indeed, children from families living in remote areas have no choice but to work illegally to help their families. This is due to a vicious circle that links the lack of sufficient economic opportunities with a forced disinterest in education. 

The education system is therefore neglected by rural populations, who prefer their children to provide for their families' primary needs. This principle is directly detrimental to Bhutanese children, who are denied the opportunity of a sufficient education and are forced to endure an unsuitable work mechanism.
In addition, child victims of forced labor are often exposed to forms of violence, including human trafficking and sexual abuse. 

Nearly 15% of child victims of forced labor in Bhutan have been subjected to sexual abuse, with devastating repercussions on their physical, mental and emotional well-being. 

Childhood violence in general remains a major concern in Bhutan. In 2020, almost 70% of children aged between 13 and 17 admitted to having been victims of physical, psychological or sexual violence in their lifetime.

Government measures and general progress on these issues :

As societies evolve and awareness grows at different levels, it would be absurd to imagine that Bhutan would remain blind to this situation and, above all, inactive. The country has made considerable progress in protecting children's rights, both from a legal point of view, by strengthening the law, and through concrete initiatives.

In 2016, Bhutan adopted a new law on the protection of children's rights. This has the enduring aim of ensuring that children's rights are respected, whether directly or indirectly, actively or passively. Supported by UNICEF, the law aims to protect children against all forms of violence, exploitation and discrimination. It also provides for the establishment of an active and passive protection system, including support, rehabilitation and justice services for child victims, witnesses and perpetrators. These advances can be seen both directly and indirectly, but in all cases they have a lasting and unalterable aspect thanks to their legal scope.

To support the effects of this new jurisdiction, Bhutan has introduced concrete awareness-raising, promotion and protection initiatives, focusing mainly on the issues of child labor and violence.

Bhutan's 2015 ratification of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child has been the driving force behind actions targeting areas more prone to the challenges of forced labor. Numerous initiatives have therefore been taken in rural areas that are more sensitive to child labor. The primary objective is to raise awareness among the rural Bhutanese population, promote children's rights and highlight the risks of child labor. These information campaigns, aimed directly at families, have encouraged them to opt for comprehensive education rather than the scourge of illegal work. As a result, 80% of households living in rural areas have been reached by this mass awareness campaign, which has helped to raise awareness of the disadvantages and risks of child labor.

The issue of child violence has also been addressed, thanks to the "Childhood without Violence" program initiated in partnership with UNICEF. Indeed, awareness-raising is a key measure taken by the Bhutanese government. Information campaigns on child violence have reached 50,000 children and parents.

Secondly, in both processes, Bhutan has strengthened the whistle-blowing principle as a means of combating these challenges internally. Last year, for example, 200 cases of forced child labor were identified and punished by law. 
As for child violence, there was a 30% increase in the number of cases reported in 2020, thanks to the "Violence-free childhood" awareness-raising program.

Finally, what's particularly noteworthy about the initiatives taken by Bhutan to address these internal issues is that they are not unilateral. In fact, Bhutan has been able to develop this process through strategic partnerships, both local and international, such as with the International Labour Organization (ILO).

Measures that can be continued or initiated :

Bhutan's progress in respecting children's rights is to be commended. However, there is still plenty of room for improvement.
The country has highlighted the cessation of certain awareness-raising campaigns on children's rights for a variety of reasons. We therefore need to think about reintroducing awareness-raising campaigns on a long-term basis, as children's rights are not an ephemeral issue. 

These systems should be intensified to reach a wider population. This would multiply the proven benefits for all concerned. One of the main thrusts of this promotion of children's rights is the active involvement of all players in civil society, children and parents alike, and even third parties to the families concerned. This involvement involves the media and a clear, public statement of the Bhutanese government's objectives in managing the issues raised.

In order to succeed in this process, investment in systems to promote and protect children's rights should be increased wherever possible. In the case of forced labor, to combat this problem, it would be preferable to invest in the promotion of education, especially in rural areas.

To ensure the objectivity of these actions, Bhutan needs to work with different types of players, from civil society to international partners.

part three difficulties of access to education

The social construction of a child, both communal and individual, regardless of gender, ethnicity or economic situation, is inexorably linked to education. However, access to it and its quality are not guaranteed in the land of gross happiness. Inequalities persist, giving cause for alarm about the situation of Bhutan's youth.

Bhutan's Ministry of Education states that the net primary school enrolment rate is 88%, which means that more than one child in 10 has no access to basic education. This lack of access to education is exacerbated in rural areas, where only 60% of children attend primary school. This situation reflects not only inequality of access to education, but also inequality in terms of infrastructure and investment in education. 

Five percent of Bhutan's GDP is spent on education. This percentage is well below the world average. Bhutan thus suffers from a lack of consideration for the education system.

Causes and consequences of unequal education :

To understand this unequal education and prioritize its treatment, we need to study the population that suffers most.
These are people living in rural areas. They suffer from inadequate infrastructure, both in terms of quality and quantity.

Looking at the purely academic situation, we can see that classrooms, the essential place for education, are lacking in over 30% of schools. In general, school infrastructure is a major problem, preventing children from rural areas from accessing an adequate education. 40% of rural schools are not hygienically compliant, as they do not offer access to functional toilets. What's more, only 30% of secondary schools in rural areas in Bhutan are able to provide their students with drinking water.

In addition to these primary needs, which the education system is failing to meet, many schools lack Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and electricity more generally. These infrastructures and equipment, essential to a certain extent for a good education, are, due to their inadequacy, a clear failure in the establishment of an education system beneficial to all. Bhutanese children are the first victims. They are also victims of an unequal distribution of funds dedicated to school infrastructures. This inequality can be seen by comparing the financial resources allocated to rural and urban areas.

This disparity also has a direct impact on children's access to education. Indeed, just as the unequal situation applies to infrastructure, many inconsistencies and inequalities remain in other areas. Socio-economic and ethnic factors exacerbate these problems, constraining Bhutanese children in their desire to enjoy an adequate education.

In Bhutan, 19 dialects coexist, creating a barrier between communities when it comes to education. Indeed, these linguistic differences can lead to the marginalization of ethnic minorities, reducing their educational and professional opportunities in the future. 

Finally, as inequality of access to education leads to inequality in terms of social and economic emancipation, it is necessary to focus on the disparity in schooling between girls and boys, whose enrolment rates are 85% and 91% respectively.

Government measures and recent advances :

Despite these persistent challenges, Bhutan has nevertheless managed to make progress on these issues, establishing wider access to education.
Bold policies and projects contribute to education through their implementation. One such key initiative is the "Education for All" program launched in 2015. Designed to ensure equal access to quality education for all children, this ambitious initiative aims to bridge the gap between rural and urban areas. In addition to investing in infrastructure, the "Education for All" program includes measures to reduce financial barriers to education.

In addition to infrastructure improvements, over 10,000 scholarships have been distributed to underprivileged children, financing their education, clothing and school supplies. At the same time, Bhutan has taken concrete steps to promote gender equality in education. Aware of the difficulties girls face in accessing education, the government has launched targeted programs to encourage their enrolment. Since 2015, the enrolment rate for girls has risen from 82% to 85%, thanks to initiatives such as specific program funding and mentoring programs to support their holistic education.

In order to ensure a comprehensive education thanks to modern assets, Bhutan has also invested in filling one of the main gaps in the education system: digital technology.

The government has adopted a proactive approach to promoting the use of ICTE in education. In 2019, Bhutan launched the "Digital Education for All" initiative, which aims to integrate ICTE into the education system and promote digital learning throughout the country. As part of this program, over 100,000 laptops have been distributed to teachers and students across the country. Hundreds of computer classrooms have also been set up in schools to offer students new-style learning opportunities, in addition to online platforms such as EduTech Bhutan.

Additional measures and recommendations :

Despite these advances, further measures are essential to further reduce inequality of access to education in Bhutan. It is essential to step up investment in education, allocating more funds to improve educational infrastructure in rural areas. 

In addition, it is essential to implement an inclusive approach to education, including education programs that take gender and culture into account in educational policies, and actively involving communities in promoting diversity through schooling for all.

part four sources

Sources of information: major violations of children's rights and the endangerment of Bhutanese children:

monitoring report on children's rights in Bhutan (UNICEF, 2023) ;
National survey on violence against children in Bhutan (National Health Centre and Bhutan National Bureau of Statistics, 2022);
data from Bhutan's National Bureau of Statistics;
survey on child labor in Bhutan (ILO, 2021);
Bhutan Child Protection Act (2016);
Childhood Without Violence" program (UNICEF Bhutan, 2015);
survey on child labor in Bhutan (ILO, 2021);
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography (Bhutan, 2015);
national reports on the situation of forced child labor (Government of Bhutan) ;
programs to raise awareness and prevent forced child labor (Bhutan Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs);
collaboration with international organizations (ILO, UNICEF);

Sources of information: difficulties linked to access to education :

survey on child labor in Bhutan (ILO, 2021);
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Bhutan, 2015);
national reports on the situation of forced child labor (Government of Bhutan) ;
programs to raise awareness and prevent forced child labor (Bhutan Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs);

collaboration with international organizations (ILO, UNICEF);
Bhutan Ministry of Education;
Bhutan National Bureau of Statistics ;
report on educational infrastructure in Bhutan (UNICEF);
Bhutan Education Survey (Bhutan National Bureau of Statistics) ;
Education for All program (Bhutanese Ministry of Education);
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