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INTRODUCTION
1. More than 40% of Pakistan’s population—approximately 112 million individuals— is below the age of 18[footnoteRef:1]. Children across the country, and in particular children belonging to religious or belief minorities, continue to face structural vulnerabilities that limit their protection, development, and access to fundamental rights.  [1:  https://ncrc.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/State-of-Children-V2.pdf] 

2. Educational exclusion remains a major concern, with more than 25.37 million children aged 5–16 out of school.[footnoteRef:2] Child labor persists at scale, employing most of Pakistan’s 12.5 million child laborers[footnoteRef:3], where Pakistan’s child labor framework—one federal law (1991)[footnoteRef:4] and post-18th Amendment provincial statutes—remains fragmented and inconsistent. The 1991 Act set weak foundations: minimum age 14, bans limited to 18 hazardous occupations, low penalties, and major exemptions for family businesses, agriculture, and domestic work. Provincial laws diverge critically on age definitions: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa[footnoteRef:5] and Baluchistan[footnoteRef:6] define "child" as under 14 years while Punjab[footnoteRef:7] and Sindh[footnoteRef:8] raised it to under 15 years, creating cross-border inconsistencies.  [2:  Data collected from Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, ‘Literacy rate, enrollment and out of school population by sex and rural urban, census-2023.]  [3:  https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/pakistan/20532-20230928.pdf]  [4:  https://www.na.gov.pk/uploads/documents/1335242011_887.pdf]  [5:  https://kpcode.kp.gov.pk/uploads/2015_19_THE_KHYBER_PAKHTUNKHWA_PROHIBITION_OF_EMPLOYMENT_OF_CHILDREN_ACT_2015.pdf]  [6:  https://clr.org.pk/Labour-Laws/Balochistan/Balochistan-Employment-of-Children-Prohibition&Regulation-Act-2021.pdf]  [7:  http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/2668.html]  [8:  https://sindhlaws.gov.pk/setup/publications_SindhCode/PUB-NEW-18-000183.pdf] 

3. Core weaknesses persist nationwide: unverifiable family-business exemptions, unreliable age determination, vague vocational and “light work” provisions, and near-complete absence of regulation in agriculture and domestic work—except for Baluchistan’s symbolic domestic work listing without household enforcement mechanisms. Survey data from Punjab Child Labor Survey (2019-2020)[footnoteRef:9] indicates that 13.4% of children aged 5–14 and 16.9% of those aged 5–17 is engaged in child labor. Structural safeguards are missing: no rehabilitation or education mandates, no data systems, no compensation or debt relief, and unimplemented action plans. The laws also ignore emerging sectors (e-waste recycling, digital/gig labor) and mobile or home-based work patterns.  [9:  https://labour.punjab.gov.pk/system/files/CLS%20Punjab%20Main%20Report%20%281%29_compressed.pdf] 

4. Overall, the framework remains punitive and poorly enforced, failing to address the poverty and limited educational access that sustain widespread child labor. Only 42% of children under five are registered at birth[footnoteRef:10], leaving millions without legal identity. Similarly, as per the Child Labor Survey Punjab, the birth registration of children of age 5 to 14, who are in labor and not in labor accounts for only 23.5% and 32.9% respectively[footnoteRef:11] in Punjab Province.  [10:  https://www.unicef.org/pakistan/media/5841/file/Pakistan-2023-COAR.pdf.pdf]  [11:  https://labour.punjab.gov.pk/system/files/CLS%20Punjab%20Main%20Report%20%281%29_compressed.pdf] 

5. Harmful traditional practices also remain widespread, as nearly a quarter of women aged 20–49 was married before age 15, and 39% before age 18, as per the 2017-2018 Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey (PDHS)[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR354/FR354.pdf] 

6. These national indicators disproportionately affect children belonging to religious minority communities, where socioeconomic marginalization, discriminatory norms, and institutional biases reinforce structural inequalities. 
FORCED CONVERSIONS AND FORCED MARRIAGES OF CHILDREN BELONGING TO RELIGIOUS MINORITIES 
7. The trend of forced conversions and forced marriages of underage girls belonging to minorities has emerged as a grave human rights concern. Young Christian and Hindu girls have been particularly vulnerable to forced religious conversion, abduction, trafficking, child, early and forced marriage, domestic servitude and sexual violence. Forced marriages and religious conversions are then often validated by the courts, invoking religious law to justify keeping victims with their abductors rather than allowing them to return to their parents. 
8. Forced conversions (and linked abductions) have a serious impact on young girls from religious minority communities. The impacts of such events are felt not only by the victims themselves but also by all girls and young women who live with the threat of such events hanging over them, constraining their freedom to travel in safety and participate in education, business and political and social affairs in some cases.
9. Data compiled by the Association of Women for Awareness and Motivation (AWAM) Pakistan from 2019 to 2022 records 102 cases of forced conversions and forced marriages involving girls from the Hindu community and 92 cases involving Christian girls. Most victims are below 18 years of age; 87% of Christian girls and 58% of Hindu girls in these documented cases were minors. In Pakistan, these practices reflect coercive cycle in which abduction, religious conversion, and underage marriage intersect within an enabling environment characterized by legislative gaps and enforcement failures. At the Federal Level, the Child Marriage Restraint Act (1929)[footnoteRef:13] has been enacted but weak because it sets minimum marriage age at 16 for girls, 18 for boys with minimal penalties. Similarly, No Federal Law on Forced Conversion exists. At the Provincial Legislation, Sindh passed Criminal Law (Protection of Minorities) Act 2016[footnoteRef:14] - but it got Suspended following religious parties' opposition claiming it was "un-Islamic" and was never implemented. Sindh Child Marriage Restraint Act (2013)[footnoteRef:15] has been enacted that set the marriage age to 18 for both genders. In Punjab, the Punjab Marriage Restraint (Amendment) Bill[footnoteRef:16] 2019 got Rejected because it would have raised marriage age to 18 for both and got shelved after religious groups objected. Similarly, the Child Marriage Restraint (Punjab Amendment) Bill 2021[footnoteRef:17] got Rejected again. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, no specific forced conversion legislation and the KP Child Marriage Restraint Act (2017)[footnoteRef:18] enacted that prohibits marriage under 16. Baluchistan have no specific legislation on either issue. Criminal Law (Protection of Minorities) Bill (Multiple attempts 2016-2021) at federal level[footnoteRef:19] was introduced but never passed and Anti-Forced Conversion Bill (2021)[footnoteRef:20] also got rejected.  [13:  http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/147a.html]  [14:  https://openparliament.pk/app/tables/files/The_Criminal_Law_(Protection_of_Minorities)_Bill,_201-6.pdf]  [15:  https://wdd.sindh.gov.pk/files/wdd/THE%20SINDH%20CHILD%20MARRIAGES%20RESTRAINT%20ACT%2C%202013.pdf]  [16:  https://pcsw.punjab.gov.pk/child_marriage]  [17:  https://punjablaws.punjab.gov.pk/uploads/articles/PUNJAB_CHILD_MARRIAGE_RESTRAINT_%28AMENDMENT%29_ACT_2015.doc.pdf]  [18:  https://pakistan.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/child_marriage_kpk_book_1_0.pdf]  [19:  https://fafen.org/tracing-history-of-legislation-on-minority-rights-commission/#:~:text=Meanwhile%2C%20the%20government%20bill%20titled,Assembly%20on%20May%2012%2C%202025.]  [20:  https://www.dawn.com/news/1651813] 

10. This longstanding and serious challenge continues to this day. AWAM has documented and intervened in several recent cases, including in the forced conversion of a Christian girl (S.K) of age 15, in 2020, a Christian girl, S.K.G, of age 14, in 2021 and another girl, L.M of Age 10, in the year 2024. Such cases reveal consistent patterns: minority girls are abducted—often transported from Sindh to Punjab, where the minimum legal age for marriage is lower—limiting families’ ability to pursue legal action. Court proceedings frequently rely on manipulated documentation portraying minors as adults, while petitions for “protection” by perpetrators are used to counter parental First Information Report (FIRs). Victims are commonly isolated from their families and pressured to validate their coerced conversion and marriage in court[footnoteRef:21]. [21:  https://awampk.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/the-context-of-religious-conversation-of-minority-girls-in-Pakistan.pdf] 

ACCESS TO EDUCATION FOR MINORITY CHILDREN
11. Beyond forced conversion, minority children encounter significant barriers within the education system. Economic deprivation, discriminatory school environments, and systemic biases contribute to high rates of school dropout. According to census-aligned data compiled by AWAM in 2023, approximately 5.3 million children aged 5–16 is recorded as dropouts, and more than 20 million have never attended school[footnoteRef:22]. Field interventions of AWAM in Faisalabad and Chiniot identified a substantial proportion of religious minority children out of school due to poverty, early marriage, and institutional discrimination. Through targeted efforts, AWAM facilitated the enrolment of 250 minority girls into formal schools and 26 minority girls into technical and vocational institutes, while also assisting with the registration of B-Forms (Child Registration Certificate) for over 32 minority girls for their admissions in schools—highlighting chronic gaps in civil documentation among minority communities. The data further indicates that school dropout rates are 18.5% higher in rural areas compared to urban settings for the children in general. Cases identified by AWAM such as that of a student named D.M from Degree College, People’s Colony Faisalabad, and several cases involving the compulsory study of religious teachings against the minority religion illustrated the discriminatory school environments and curriculum directly contribute to exclusion and withdrawal from education. [22:  https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I5FJHOmJiyKeuV0z8m4KgEwa-i4rdgkU/view] 

12. Religious discrimination within educational settings remains a pervasive challenge for minority children, particularly Christians. AWAM’s baseline assessment across Faisalabad, Lahore, and Sargodha in October 2025—comprising 67 respondents (teachers, parents, and students)—found that 75% of participants had encountered compulsory teaching or practices that contradict their faith, i.e. compulsory participation in Islamic religious instruction and prayers (despite constitutional guarantees of separate religious education for minorities, which do not exist in inclusive schools that teach both Muslim and non-Muslims students together), along with curriculum content portraying non-Muslims negatively and inferior. More than half (51%) reported that such experiences occur very frequently in educational institutions, indicating systemic and repeated exposure. 
13. The consequences for refusal to participate in these activities, which include the study of Quranic education for all students irrespective of their religious affiliations, are severe: 53% of non-Muslim respondents reported high-intensity repercussions, including punishment for refusal to study the Quranic recitation lessons or Islamic studies at all levels of education that contradict their faith, and very often get excluded from classrooms, or leading to academic failure. Respondents further noted that religious persecution affects a broad spectrum of minority students, with 37% estimating that “nearly all children belonging to religious minorities” in their locality face some form of religious imposition or discrimination.  
14. AWAM documented moderate to high levels of religious intrusion in educational spaces, such as situations where students from minority faiths are compelled—directly or indirectly—to participate in, listen to, or engage with religious content that does not belong to their own faith tradition, having no other options or alternatives for their own religious teachings, underscoring the persistent violation of minority children’s right to inclusive and non-discriminatory education[footnoteRef:23].  [23:  https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rWdmuii1KvfKEEJc0qP5C7rqeBX6hqtl/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=113057347813429611504&rtpof=true&sd=true] 

15. Collectively, these findings reveal a deeply concerning landscape in which children belonging to religious minorities in Pakistan, in particular Christian and Hindu children, confront layered vulnerabilities rooted in structural inequalities, discriminatory norms, and weak institutional safeguards. Their challenges span exposure to forced conversions and early marriage, systemic educational discrimination, and limited access to safe and inclusive learning environments. 
16. Addressing these issues requires urgent and comprehensive action for Pakistan to uphold its obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, as well as the constitutional provisions of Pakistan which provide that all children[footnoteRef:24]—irrespective of religious identity—must be protected[footnoteRef:25], empowered[footnoteRef:26], and guaranteed equal opportunities to thrive[footnoteRef:27]. [24:  Article 20 of Pakistan Constitution — Freedom to Profess and Practice Religion
“Subject to law, public order and morality—
(a) every citizen shall have the right to profess, practice and propagate his religion; and
(b) every religious denomination and every sect thereof shall have the right to establish, maintain and manage its religious institutions.”]  [25:  Article 22(1) — Religious Instruction in Educational Institutions
“No person attending any educational institution shall be required to receive religious instruction, or take part in any religious ceremony, or attend religious worship, if such instruction, ceremony or worship relates to a religion other than his own.”]  [26:  Article 22(3)(b) — Admission Without Discrimination
“No citizen shall be denied admission to any educational institution receiving aid from public revenues on the ground only of race, religion, caste or place of birth.”]  [27:  Article 36 — Protection of Minorities
“The State shall safeguard the legitimate rights and interests of minorities, including their due representation in the Federal and Provincial services.”] 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
· Raise the minimum legal age of marriage to 18 years nationwide, including Punjab, to eliminate provincial disparities that facilitate the exploitation of minority girls.
· Standardize the legal minimum age by setting the minimum age for marriage, labor, and civil registration uniformly at 18 years across all provinces and territories.
· Mandate compulsory and free primary and secondary education for all children, with targeted subsidies and financial support for low-income families to reduce school dropout and curb child labor.
· Strengthen institutional mechanisms to prevent and respond to forced conversions, including the establishment of specialized district units, mandatory age verification procedures, and independent monitoring bodies.
· Ensure strict enforcement of birth registration laws, expand digital registration systems, and facilitate easy, free registration for marginalized communities.
· Reform educational curricula and monitoring systems to eliminate forced religious teaching and discriminatory practices in schools, ensuring full compliance with Article 28[footnoteRef:28] of the Constitution and CRC obligations. [28:  Article 28 of Pakistan constitution— Preservation of Language, Script, and Culture
Protects the rights of communities with distinct languages, scripts, or cultures (including religious minorities) to preserve and promote their identity.] 

· Provide teacher training on religious tolerance, child protection, and inclusive education, particularly in districts with sizeable minority populations.
· Establish safe reporting mechanisms—including child-sensitive helplines and protection units—for incidents of abduction, forced conversion, and school-based discrimination.
· Enact comprehensive federal legislation criminalizing forced conversion with robust procedural safeguards, while addressing religious opposition through inclusive consultation.
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