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Nearly 4 million Syrian refugees, including more than 1.8 million Syrian children, fled to Turkey during the Syrian war, where they face many challenges to rebuild their lives. They are confronted with restrictions on their residence status and access to the labor market, limiting their formal employment opportunities. Poverty and labor exploitation are widespread consequences, and to make ends meet, children are driven into the workforce. In Turkey, child labor among Turkish nationals is also widespread as follows from the Turkish national child labor survey from 2019, creating a fertile ground for Syrian children to take up work. Although child labor among the Syrian refugee population is gaining increasing attention among scholars and humanitarian actors, knowledge about its extent or characteristics remains limited. Drawing on a survey conducted in late 2020, this paper contributes to a deeper and more numerically based understanding of the current situation of Syrian minor workers in Turkey. The quantitative results of our research are compared with the Turkish national child labor survey, highlighting the differences and commonalities between Syrian and Turkish children working in the country and looking into the impact of the lack of permanent residency on the prevalence of child labor. Our findings suggest that Syrian children enter the labor force at a younger age and have less access to education while working very long hours and earning low wages. The study thus demonstrates the specific vulnerabilities of Syrian children to labor exploitation.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the outbreak of war in Syria in 2011, more than 6.6 million Syrians have been forced to leave their country in search of safety and international protection (UNHCR, 2021). As a neighboring state, Turkey served as a transit and destination country for many of these refugees, offering a pathway to Europe (Simşek, 2017). At the same time and especially after the EU-Turkey statement in 2016, around 3.6 million Syrians stayed in Turkey, where they have now been for many years and have rebuilt their lives (Kaya, 2020; Simşek, 2020). More than 1.8 million Syrian children have come to Turkey since 2011. Although safe from war, the new life in Turkey brings its insecurities and vulnerabilities, and restrictions on refugees' residence status and labor rights limit their employment opportunities (Baban et al., 2017; Kaya, 2020). Consequently, poverty and labor exploitation are a widespread reality—not only for adults but also for children (Yalçin, 2016). As many families struggle to make ends meet, children are increasingly relied upon to contribute to the household income. Therefore, child labor1 has become a widely established phenomenon among Syrian refugees in Turkey (Yalçin, 2016). However, knowledge about the extent or characteristics of the Syrian child labor force is limited. While a recent survey by the Turkish Statistical Institute (TurkStat) provided valuable numbers on child labor among Turkish children, it did not cover children with Syrian nationality (Özbek, 2020). There are no official data on Syrian children in the workforce, nor their enrolment in Turkish schools (Lordoglu and Aslan, 2019). In recent years, different studies were conducted on child labor among Syrian refugees in Turkey (Yalçin, 2016; Lordoglu and Aslan, 2019) or on the difficulties for Syrian children in obtaining an education (Uyan-Semerci and Erdogan, 2018). These studies were mostly based on qualitative data, and statistical analyses on the matter remain scarce. This paper aims to contribute to a deeper and more numerically based understanding of the current situation of Syrian minor workers in Turkey. It discusses the characteristics and conditions of child labor among Syrian refugees in Turkey, drawing on a survey conducted in late 2020. Hereby, our quantitative results are compared with the national child labor survey from 2019, highlighting the differences and commonalities between child labor among Syrian and Turkish children in the country, and demonstrating the specific vulnerabilities of Syrian children to labor exploitation.

After a brief discussion of the data and methodology, the analysis starts by examining structural factors that explain the prevalence of child labor among Syrian refugees in Turkey. For this, restrictions on their residence status and labor rights are analyzed, and the context of the Turkish labor market and education system is taken into closer consideration. This section illustrates how child labor is a major cause of concern among the refugee population, but beyond that also a problem deeply rooted in Turkish society. In the next step, the legal framework on child labor in Turkey is explored. Hereby, relevant legal provisions for the combat of child labor both on the international and domestic level are discussed, while also considering the limitations of the legal framework that add to the persistence of child labor in Turkey. Against this background, results from the 2019 national survey on child labor in Turkey are compared to our survey. The differences and commonalities between child labor among Syrian and Turkish children are discussed, touching upon the age of the working children, the education rate, the most common work sectors, and the reasons for child labor. In a final step, we present additional characteristics of child labor among Syrian refugees that could not be compared with the Turkish child labor force due to the different thematic coverage of the two surveys, but which provide a deeper understanding of the realities of life for Syrian underage workers in Turkey.



DATA AND METHODOLOGY

This analysis is based on quantitative data collected in collaboration with Upinion2. Through an online network among Syrian refugees in Turkey using mobile technology and social media, we had real-time conversations via messaging apps. In this way, 684 Syrian refugees residing in Turkey participated in an online survey, where they were asked about their knowledge of the subject of child labor in Turkey. For ethical reasons and because we wanted to include questions related to the broader context of child labor, we only selected respondents above the age of 18 who had a working child within their household, or who knew of a working child. If the respondent stated that he or she has one working child within the household, the respondent was asked about this particular child. In the case of several working children within the household, the respondent was asked about the youngest working child. If a respondent indicated that he or she knew about a working child outside his or her household, the respondent was asked about that respective child.

According to this design of the survey, there are two groups of respondents with knowledge of child labor: the ones with working children in their household and the ones with knowledge of child labor outside their household. To a large extent, the two groups were asked the same questions. However, the respondents with working children within their household were asked some additional questions compared to the other group. They were expected to have some specific knowledge based on the close relationship to the child, for example regarding wages and the impact of having a working child in the household. Another consequence of the survey design is that, in addition to information on children within the respondent's household, information on child labor is collected indirectly through respondents who are not themselves affected by child labor, but who provide information on the issue. The questions were thus directed at the respondents and addressed the working children. Accordingly, the count of observations is indicated in “number of respondents” and indicates whether it includes only respondents with working children in their households, only respondents that know of child labor outside their households, or both.

This data collection method and the collaboration with Upinion brought great advantages to the study. First and foremost, access to the target population was enormously facilitated as Upinion had already built an online community with Syrian refugees in Turkey. Hereby, the fact that the participants had already been in contact with Upinion before was perceived to reduce reservations about the survey and to increase the response rate. Thus, in a short duration of 8 days, a sample with 684 respondents could be generated. Also, as the data could be collected online, there was no need for physical presence in the field, which would have been very challenging at the time due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, this study was confronted with several limitations and challenges. For one thing, the applied data collection method could only reach people with access to mobile technologies. This can result in the exclusion of those people lacking basic infrastructure or affected by severe poverty, whose voices would be even more important to hear. Furthermore, as the data collection took place online, strict measures to ensure data security had to be taken. For this purpose, a data management plan was established and ethical clearance for the research was received. To further comply with the do no harm principle and to make the survey as mutually beneficial an experience as possible, a flyer with information from (I)NGOs who have programs on child protection was built into the conversation and shared with the participants. It included vocational trainings and educational programs. Finally, the respondents received some airtime credit to their phones as a token of appreciation.



UNDERSTANDING THE PREVALENCE OF CHILD LABOR AMONG THE SYRIAN REFUGEE POPULATION


Restrictions on Residence Status and Labor Rights

Since 2011, more than 3.6 million Syrian refugees have settled in Turkey (Erdogan and Uyan Semerci, 2018). At first, Turkish authorities pursued an “open door” policy, where Syrian refugees were generally granted to stay in the country, although as “guests” and without any formal legal status (Özden, 2013; Ahmet and Simşek, 2016; Koca, 2016; Kaya, 2020). Although Turkey is a party to the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, it only signed them with a geographic limitation, according to which full refugee status can only be granted to Europeans (Özden, 2013; Kaya, 2020)3. In 2014, the Turkish government introduced a new Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP, No. 6458), where the conditions for international protection were redefined (Ahmet and Simşek, 2016; Kaya, 2020) and the geographical limitation to full refugee status was upheld (Koca, 2016). Also, in 2014 Turkey introduced the Temporary Protection Regulation based on the LFIP. Consequently, most Syrians in Turkey are now registered under the formal status of “temporary protection,” and not as “refugees” (Koca, 2016)4, and they do not enjoy the rights set forth in the Refugee Convention (Simşek, 2017). The status of temporary protection, however, does not grant Syrians a regular residence permit envisaged for legal stay in Turkey, but exempts them from the residence permit requirement (AIDA, 2021a, see art. 20(1)(g) LFIP, citing art. 83 LFIP; Kaya, 2020). While this exemption rule also authorizes legal stay in Turkey, it only does so for an undefined duration until terminated by the authorities, creating a situation of limbo and unpredictability. Furthermore, this status cannot lead to a regular long-term residence, and the time spent in Turkey under this status cannot contribute toward the attainment of the 5-year legal residence requirement for naturalization (AIDA, 2021a). Following the implementation of the Temporary Protection Regulation, the Turkish government announced in July 2016 that Syrian refugees could eventually receive Turkish citizenship and work permits (Ahmet and Simşek, 2016, p. 62; Kaya, 2020, p. 35). So far, this has not been put into established practice, and naturalization for Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey is mostly granted only under exceptional circumstances, for example, for Syrians with economic and cultural capital or through marriage to a Turkish citizen (Kaya, 2020; AIDA, 2021b). In the same year, Turkey adopted the Regulation on Work Permits for Foreigners under Temporary Protection (AIDA, 2021c), based on which it became possible for Syrian refugees who have been in the country for more than 6 months to apply for work permits (art. 5). Obtaining such permits, however, comes with several challenges: It is only the employers who can apply for them, and the applicants must fulfill certain residency, registration, and health requirements (Ahmet and Simşek, 2016). Also, the number of foreigners under temporary protection in a given workplace may not exceed 10 percent of the number of Turkish employees, and employers must pay them at least the official minimum wage (Ahmet and Simşek, 2016, p. 64). Because of these challenges, many Syrian refugees have not obtained such permits: As of March 2019, it was only about 1.5 percent of the 2.2 million working-age Syrians in Turkey who had received official work permits (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2019). The rest continues to work in the informal labor market in low-paid positions (Yalçin, 2016; Simşek, 2017).

Turkey's approach to dealing with its Syrian refugee population has been further determined by the EU-Turkey statement, which was signed in 2016. The agreement constitutes a statement of cooperation between the EU member states and Turkey to control and reduce the number of migrants from Turkey arriving in Europe (Simşek, 2017, p. 162). More specifically, it includes that all irregular migrants crossing the sea from Turkey to the Greek islands will be returned to Turkey. For every Syrian being returned, another Syrian will be resettled from Turkey to the EU (Haferlach and Kurban, 2017, p. 87)5. The EU-Turkey statement has been subject to severe and repeated criticism by scholars and humanitarian actors, such as Human Rights Watch or Amnesty International, emphasizing the negative repercussions it has on the protection of Syrian refugees (Haferlach and Kurban, 2017, p. 67). Hereby, one of the main concerns lies in the de facto recognition of Turkey as a “safe third country” (Simşek, 2017, p. 163; Haferlach and Kurban, 2017, p. 86). Since the statement came into effect, the number of sea crossings from Turkey to the Greek islands has drastically decreased (Simşek, 2017, p. 164), although many continue to risk their lives while trying to do so. For those Syrians still in Turkey, this means that the chances to reach Europe have diminished even further.



Syrian Children in the Informal Labor Market in Turkey

More than half of the Syrian refugees in Turkey are under the age of 18 (Erdogan and Uyan Semerci, 2018). Many of these children are either involved in child labor or vulnerable to becoming minor workers (Lordoglu and Aslan, 2019). In order to understand the risk of them engaging in child labor, one first needs to address the broader context in Turkey, especially the conditions of the labor market and the education system. Turkey features one of the highest informal economy rates among the OECD countries (Yalçin, 2016, p. 92) and ranks the seventh place among the OECD countries with the highest child poverty rates (OECD, 2021). Child labor is deeply rooted in Turkish society and results from a variety of societal and economic factors. These include poverty, a distorted income distribution, limited employment opportunities in the formal labor market, a lack of social protection mechanisms, population growth, urban migration, and low levels of education (Akin, 2009, p. 55). Against this background, scholars see the informal and insecure nature of the labor market as a fertile ground for child labor, also among Syrian refugees (Yalçin, 2016, p. 92). In addition, factors that specifically apply to the refugee population include difficulties in acquiring employment permits and obstacles in obtaining an education. For instance, many Syrian refugees face obstacles when enrolling their children in the public school system (Yalçin, 2016). These arise mainly due to lacking regulatory procedures, language barriers, or insufficient infrastructure (Ahmet and Simşek, 2016, p. 66). Consequently, many Syrian children in Turkey do not go to school,6 which increases their chances of becoming minor workers.

Child labor among Syrian refugees in Turkey can thus be viewed as a multilayered problem (Yalçin, 2016, p. 96; Thévenon and Edmonds, 2019). Considering that both Turkish and Syrian children are heavily affected by this issue, it is crucial to approach it as an established risk for exploitation in the broader context of the labor market and social inequality in Turkey (Yalçin, 2016, p. 90). It would be inadequate to discuss the issue of child labor among Syrian refugees as an isolated problem among this group that has only arisen due to the increased entry into the country after the war in Syria (Yalçin, 2016, p. 90). Child labor in Turkey stems from multifaceted, structural factors and labor market-immanent characteristics and has been a problem long before the arrival of Syrian refugees in the last decade (Lordoglu and Aslan, 2019, p. 59). Nevertheless, it needs to be recognized that Syrian families are confronted with additional burdens and insecurities compared to Turkish nationals and that Syrian children are particularly vulnerable to being exploited in the informal labor market.




THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON CHILD LABOR IN TURKEY

Given the widespread prevalence of child labor in Turkey, this section explores and questions the legal framework in place to combat child labor in the country. Since the 1990s—at a time when Turkey had the largest population of working children in Europe according to estimations of the Council of Europe (Bakirci, 2002, p. 55) –, several measures to combat child labor have been introduced. In 1994, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) was ratified, and its core principles have been integrated into national legislation (Yalçin, 2016). Regarding child labor, art. 32 CRC states that every child should “be protected from economic exploitation and from 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.” In addition, Turkey signed the ILO Convention 138 regarding the Minimum Age of Workers in 1998, where the minimum age to work has been set at 15 years of age in general, and 18 years of age for hazardous work (Ozgun and Gungordu, 2021). In 2001, Turkey signed the ILO Convention 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labor, defining it in art. 3 para. 1 lit. d as “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” (Yalçin, 2016; Kanun and Kayaoglu, 2019). These three conventions constitute the main international legal framework regarding child labor (Ozgun and Gungordu, 2021). Through the ratification of these international treaties, Turkey committed itself to introducing policies and legislation to combat child labor, guaranteeing the enshrined rights to all children under its jurisdiction (see for example art. 2 CRC), and thus covering not only children with Turkish citizenship but also Syrian children living in Turkey.

In addition to these international legal norms, the national legal framework also holds several provisions dedicated to the combat of child labor. Hereby, the Turkish Constitution lays out the legal basis prohibiting work that is unsuited to one's age (art. 50 para. 1) and further states that children must enjoy special protection with regard to working conditions (art. 50 para. 2) (Bakirci, 2002; Akin, 2009). Furthermore, art. 41 of the Constitution sets forth that every child has the right to protection and care (para. 3) and that the state shall protect children against all kinds of abuse and violence (para. 4) (Yalçin, 2016, p. 96). Based on these constitutional provisions, several Turkish laws address issues linked to child labor, including the Child Protection Law (No. 5395), the Criminal (No. 5237) and Civil (No. 4721) Codes, the Labor Act (No. 4857), the General Hygiene Law (No. 1593), the Occupational Health and Safety Act (No. 6331), the Code of Obligations (No. 6098), and the Trade Union Act (Nr. 6356) (Bakirci, 2002; Yalçin, 2016). Furthermore, there are various regulations on the decree level, for example, the Regulation on Heavy and Dangerous Work or the Ordinance on the Procedures and Principles of Employing Child and Young Workers, which sets out the principles for work involving children to avoid their economic exploitation. In light of this variety of relevant legal sources, different issues related to child labor such as minimum age, working conditions, or compulsory education are regulated separately and across different laws and regulations, as the next sections will demonstrate.


Provisions on Compulsory Education and the Minimum Age for Work

According to the Turkish Constitution, every child in Turkey has the right to education (art. 42 para. 1), whereby primary education is both compulsory and free of charge for all citizens (art. 42 para. 5) (Akin, 2009, p. 57). This is not in line with art. 28 of the CRC which requires primary education to be compulsory and available free of charge for all children within their jurisdiction. However, art. 90 para. 5 of the Turkish Constitution provides for the hierarchy of norms and determines that “International agreements duly put into effect have the force of law. [...] In the case of a conflict [...] the provisions of international agreements shall prevail.” Thus, in practice, also many Syrian children can attend school in Turkey (Kaya, 2020, p. 49). The duration of compulsory education has been gradually increased, from 5 to 8 years in 1997, and then to 12 years in 2012 (Kanun and Kayaoglu, 2019, p. 1994). This increase in mandatory education has inter alia been delineated as a measure targeted to combat child labor. Regarding the minimum age for work, the Labor Act (No. 4857) prohibits the employment of children who have not completed the age of 15 (art. 71 para. 1). Children 14 years of age may be exempted, provided they are employed in light work that will not adversely affect their physical, mental, and moral development, and which does not conflict with their education—in case they are still attending school (art. 71 para. 1 Labor Act). Also, 16 is the minimum age for arduous or dangerous work (art. 85 para. 1 Labor Act), and children under the age of 18 are prohibited from hazardous work, including underground and underwater work (art. 72 Labor Act), or industrial work at night (art. 73 Labor Act). However, the Labor Act does not cover all types of workers, for example, workers without an employment contract (art. 1), and certain work sectors, such as domestic work (art. 4 para. 1 lit. e), agricultural work in establishments with a maximum of 50 employees (art. 4 para. 1 lit. b), family enterprises (art. 4 para. 1 lit. c and d), and small enterprises employing less than three workers (art. 4 para. 1 lit. i) are excluded. In establishments processing agricultural products (e.g., making cheese, drying fruits, etc.), art. 4 para. 2 lit. c provides for an exception to the exclusion, meaning that even if this work is performed in undertakings having <50 employees, the Labor Act, including its provisions on child labor, applies. As many Syrian minors work in the informal economy and assumingly without an employment contract, a large portion of these minor workers may not be protected by the Labor Act (Bakirci, 2002, p. 61). The General Health Law (No. 1593) covers some work sectors excluded by the Labor Act and prohibits the employment of children under the age of 12 in mining and industrial work (Bakirci, 2002, p. 62). This conflicts with art. 85 para. 1 Labor Act, which sets the minimum age at 16 for such work. Consequently, the Turkish labor legislation contains inconsistent regulations regarding the minimum age for work, depending on the respective law and work sector (Bakirci, 2002, p. 62).



Provisions on Working Hours, Employment Conditions, and Minimum Wage

According to the Labor Act, the working hours for children who completed their basic education and do no longer attend school may not exceed 7 h a day and 35 h per week, whereby this may be increased up to 8 h daily and 40 h per week for children who have completed the age of 15 (art. 71. para. 4) (Akin, 2009, p. 63). For those children still attending school, the maximum working time is 2 h a day and 10 h per week, whereby the work may not take place during school hours (art. 71 para. 5). However, as outlined above, the Labor Act does not cover all workers and work sectors, and situations of child labor are often excluded from these regulations. For those situations which are further covered by the General Health Act, the rule applies that individuals between the ages of 12 and 16 must not work for more than 8 h a day (Bakirci, 2002, p. 63).

Concerning employment conditions, the Turkish constitution establishes a legal foundation by stating that every person is entitled to a healthy environment (art. 56 para. 1) and to have their well-being safeguarded (art. 17 para. 1). The Labor Act further holds in art. 77 that employers must ensure occupational health and safety at the workplace. This includes that employers must inform their employees about any occupational risks and the measures taken against these risks. Additionally, workers under the age of 18 must be examined by a medical practitioner and certified as being fit for the job before starting any employment, and thereafter every 6 months (art. 87 Labor Act). Furthermore, the Occupational Health and Safety Law (No. 6331) also guarantees the safety and health of workers (art. 4), whereby the employers are obliged to take measures against occupational risks (para. 1) and monitor their implementation (para. 2). In contrast to the Labor Act, this law covers all employees regardless of the work sector or the company size, except for domestic services, persons producing goods in their name, the Armed Forces, the Police Department, and certain employees in civil defense services (art. 2), and is thus far more comprehensive (Bilir, 2016, p. 13). Moreover, the Ordinance on the Principles and Procedures for the Employment of Children and Young Persons specifically protects minor workers against every type of occupational risk and obliges employees to ensure their health and safety (art. 5) (Akin, 2009, p. 61).

Regarding the minimum wage, the Turkish Constitution establishes that the state must take the necessary measures to ensure that workers earn a fair wage and that they enjoy social benefits (art. 55) (Bakirci, 2002, p. 64). The Labor Act specifies in art. 39 that the minimum wage for all workers with an employment contract shall be determined every 2 years by the Ministry of Labor and Social security. The minimum monthly wage of 2020 (the year of the data collection) was set at 2,324.70 Turkish lira net and 2,943 Turkish lira gross7. However, as mentioned above, many workers are not covered by the Labor Act, such as children working in the informal sector for example, who are therefore deprived of this right to a minimum wage and other services, despite guarantees in international instruments.



Limitations of the Legal Framework

As of today, there are thus various legal norms anchored in national and international law that serve the combat of child labor in Turkey. Yet in spite of this, the number of children working in exploitative and hazardous circumstances is continuously high, and the working conditions have been reported to be worsening in many respects (Yalçin, 2016; Erdogan and Uyan Semerci, 2018; Lordoglu and Aslan, 2019). Although the legal framework provides some guarantees against child labor, in practice these provisions are not adhered to and leave many gaps, especially because the majority of the children work in the informal labor market. As mentioned above, child labor is a multilayered problem, and prohibition in legislation is only one facet of an effective response. It was also against this background that in 2018, the Turkish Prime Minister officially declared the year to be the “year of battle against child labor” (Erdogan and Uyan Semerci, 2018, p. 193), emphasizing the continuous need for action. One issue that has been found to hinder adequate prevention of child labor lies in the fragmentation and inconsistencies of the regulatory framework, and scholars argue that child labor constitutes a legislative gray area (Yalçin, 2016; Ozgun and Gungordu, 2021). Hereby, the fact that the Labor Act—the main legislative instrument regarding employment—does not cover the informal sector and other areas with high degrees of child labor, must be considered a major shortcoming since working children do not benefit from any of its protective measures (Ozgun and Gungordu, 2021). This also means that the Labor Inspectorate Agency, which is responsible for the implementation of the Labor Act, only rarely examines those sectors which employ children (Bakirci, 2002), making it easier for child labor to remain undetected. A further inconsistency has been observed regarding the combination of work and education: Since compulsory education has been extended to 12 years, children usually complete mandatory education when they are 18 years old. At the same time, light work which is allowed from the age of 14 onwards, is only permitted if a child has terminated primary education (Ozgun and Gungordu, 2021). Furthermore, the lacking implementation and enforcement of the law has been criticized to prevent effective protection against child labor (Bakirci, 2002, p. 61). Therefore, prohibited child labor will remain a problem as long as there are no structured mechanisms for the proper implementation of the law (Yalçin, 2016, p. 97). Yalçin (2016, p. 97) highlights the inspections conducted by the Ministry of Labor and Social Security, criticizing them to be a failed attempt to implement the Labor Act. The penalties available for sanctioning prohibited child labor have been further disapproved for being too lenient (Bakirci, 2002, p. 61), and scholars call for more serious instruments to sanction prohibited child labor, along with improved monitoring of their implementation (Erdogan and Uyan Semerci, 2018, p. 139). On this note, Ozgun and Gungordu (2021) criticize that employers are not immediately fined when a breach of labor legislation has been detected, but that they enjoy a correction period. The authors argue that this “flexible approach creates a regulatory gap and encourages breaches of child labor regulations.” Although a firm legal response is important in combating child labor, a more comprehensive approach that also addresses root causes of child labor, supports families in making ends meet, and invests in the prevention of prohibited child labor is required.




SYRIAN CHILD LABOR AND THE 2019 NATIONAL SURVEY

According to the child labor survey conducted by the Turkish Statistical Institute in 2019, there were 720'000 children aged 5–17 who were engaged in economic activities in Turkey (TurkStat, 2020). With an estimated total of 16 million 457 thousand children, this accounts for an employment rate of more than 4 percent (TurkStat, 2020). However, this number has been criticized for severely underestimating the issue for several reasons, but mostly because Syrian children working in Turkey were excluded from the survey (Özbek, 2020; Ozgun and Gungordu, 2021). As already mentioned above, more than 1.8 million Syrian children have come to the country since 2011, of which many are believed to be working. Our survey confirmed a high number of working Syrian children: 41 percent of the Syrian respondents have indicated knowledge of child labor in Turkey, either within their own household (26 percent) or outside their household (15 percent), as Figure 1 shows.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Extent of child labor across sample.


Hereby, the respondents with working children in their households were further asked how many children work within their household. The results in Figure 2 show that 31 percent of the households have only one working child, whereas 53 percent have several children that work. In every fifth household, there are more than three working children. If one adds these cases up, this amounts to at least 351 working children within the respondents' households8. Taken together with the 101 children that are known to be working outside of the respondents' households, this gives a total of 452 working children. However, in our questionnaire, the participants were asked about one specific working child, namely the youngest child known to be working either within or outside the household. Therefore, the further analyses will focus on the 181 (youngest) working children within the respondents' households and the 101 working children referred to by respondents who know of child labor outside of their households. The total of the 282 respective children will be referred to as “all working children” or “all cases of child labor” in the sample. When indicated, a specific focus is put on the 181 working children within the respondents' households.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Number of working children among respondents with child labor in household.


In the following, the results of our survey conducted among Syrian refugees in Turkey are compared to the 2019 national survey on child labor to determine the extent to which children of Syrian refugees are more vulnerable to child labor. Hereby, the differences and commonalities in the characteristics and conditions of child labor among Syrian and Turkish children are discussed. Among the working children included in the 2019 national survey, the vast majority were aged 15–17, whereas only 4.4 percent were reported to be 5–12 years old (TurkStat, 2020). This finding stands in stark contrast to our survey, where it becomes apparent how prevalent child labor is among young Syrian children, see Figure 3. Almost half (48 percent) of the working children included in this sample are between 5 and 12 years old, and children aged 13–15 also make up a considerable share (33 percent) of the Syrian child labor force. It needs to be considered, however, that the survey asks the age of the youngest child known to be working and, consequently, this age distribution is expected to overrepresent the youngest age group.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3. Age distribution among all cases of child labor.


Furthermore, our survey revealed that the education rate among Syrian working children is drastically lower compared to the Turkish children included in the 2019 child labor survey. Whereas, only 21 percent of the respondents in our survey stated that the Syrian working children go to school, the 2019 national survey reported that 66 percent of the working children continue their education (TurkStat, 2020). Hereby, the education rate among Syrian working children is low across all age groups, as Figure 4 demonstrates. Whereas, the schooling rate among the 5–14 years old Turkish minor workers is 72 percent, only 24 percent of the working Syrian children aged 5–12 go to school. And while 64 percent of the 15–17 years old Turkish working children go to school, this rate is only 17 percent among the 13–15 years old Syrian minor workers and 16 percent among those aged 16–18. This finding is not particularly surprising, as previous studies have demonstrated that Syrian children are confronted with severe challenges in obtaining education in Turkey (Uyan-Semerci and Erdogan, 2018).


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4. Education according to age among all cases of child labor.


Regarding the work sectors the children are most involved in, our sample revealed that child labor among Syrian refugees is most common in sewing workshops (28 percent), followed by selling in the street (10 percent), factories (8 percent), and agriculture (6 percent), as shown in Figure 59. In comparison, the sectoral distribution among Turkish children shows a greater share of children in the service sector (46 percent) and agriculture (31 percent), along with a share of 24 percent in industry (TurkStat, 2020). At first sight, these results suggest that Syrian children work much less in agriculture than Turkish children, but instead find work more often in sewing workshops. On one hand, this stands in line with existing research demonstrating the prevalence of Syrian children working in the textile industry (Yalçin, 2016, p. 91). On the other hand, it needs to be considered that the work sector's predominance may vary by region, whereby agriculture is expected to be more prevalent in rural areas, and industry or service jobs seem more common in urban areas. And as the survey on child labor among Syrian refugees did not cover all regions of Turkey, and certain places of residence such as Istanbul, Gaziantep, or Hatay were more represented among the respondents, the results need to be interpreted accordingly. Indeed, the numbers show that sewing workshops are by far the most common work sector in Istanbul and Gaziantep—two regions which together account for more than a third of the respondents. Therefore, the regional distribution of the survey participants needs to be taken into account when discussing the high share of Syrian children in sewing workshops and the low proportion in agriculture, especially considering recent studies that show the high number of Syrian refugees working as seasonal workers in Turkish agriculture (Kavak, 2016).


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5. Work sectors among all cases of child labor.


When it comes to the reasons for child labor, the 2019 national survey and the survey among Syrian refugees show similar results. Both Turkish and Syrian children seem to work primarily out of financial needs to contribute to the household income. More specifically, the 2019 national survey revealed that 59 percent of the Turkish children work to help the household's economic activity and income, and 6 percent work to support their needs (TurkStat, 2020). In the survey among Syrian refugees, the respondents with working children within their households were asked what consequence they see if the respective child stopped working. Similarly, the results show that financial distress is by far the most frequent concern. More specifically, the respondents mentioned the inability to cover daily expenses, in particular food, clothes, water, or electricity. This goes so far that many of them mentioned hunger or starvation as a consequence if the child stopped working. Also, the inability to pay rent and the risk of homelessness represent further common concerns. Several respondents stated that the loss of income would make it impossible to live or to live in dignity. From this, it can be concluded that it is often out of basic needs that children of Syrian refugees go to work, and that child labor is needed as a financial contribution to the household income. This finding also stands in line with previous studies (Lordoglu and Aslan, 2019, p. 59). Apart from financial motives, another 34 percent of Turkish children were reported to work to learn a profession and to gain skills for a job (TurkStat, 2020). This seems to differ from children of Syrian nationality, for whom learning a profession or gaining relevant skills was only mentioned as a benefit of child labor in very few cases. Also, only 9 percent of the respondents stated that the work performed by the respective child is part of vocational training.



FURTHER CHARACTERISTICS OF CHILD LABOR AMONG SYRIAN REFUGEES

Apart from the statistics discussed above, the Turkish national survey and the questionnaire conducted in the scope of our research covered different topics related to child labor. Whereas the first asked additional questions regarding children's employment status, working conditions, and household chores, we collected further data on the working hours, wages, duration, and impact of child labor, along with the influence of the residence status and the household size on the prevalence of child labor. In the following, these aspects regarding child labor among Syrian refugees in Turkey are analyzed more in-depth, yet without a comparison to the Turkish minor workforce.

Regarding the working hours of the Syrian children, the analysis revealed that the biggest share of the children included in the sample (41 percent) work 9–12 h per day. Also, 5 percent work more than 12 h daily. This means that around half of the Syrian child laborers in our survey work more than the legal limit of 7 h per day10. In contrast, only every fifth Syrian child works 5–8 h, and every twentieth works <4 h a day. These high working hours can be observed among all age groups. “9–12 h per day” constitute the most common working hours in every age segment, including those as young as 5–12 years old, as Figure 6 shows.


[image: Figure 6]
FIGURE 6. Working hours according to age among all cases of child labor.


Furthermore, high working hours are predominant in all common work sectors. “9–12 h per day” was indicated most often for children working in sewing workshops, factories, or in agricultural work. Only for children that are selling in the street, daily working hours of 5–8 h were mentioned a few times more often than those of 9–12 h.

Concerning the children's wages, the survey disclosed that 80 percent of the working children within the respondents' households are paid <100 Turkish liras (TL) (which corresponds to 11.14 Euro) per day. Only 5 percent of the working children receive daily wages that are higher than 100TL. This shows that the great majority does not earn the official minimum wage of 108TL per day11.

Furthermore, our survey revealed that around 40 percent of the working children within the respondents' households had been working for <1 year at the time of data collection. 16 percent of the respective children had been working between 1 and 2 years, and 14 percent had been working for more than 3 years. This shows that many of the concerned children had only recently joined the workforce. However, a third of the respondents did not provide an answer regarding the duration of child labor, especially when children from the youngest age group (5–12 years) were concerned.

What is more, the survey demonstrated that most respondents (42 percent) observed a negative impact of child labor (at a non-response rate of 54 percent). The most common reason for this is that children are deprived of education, but also the loss of childhood and negative health effects were mentioned several times. Yet despite the negative impact, the respondents mentioned that they depend on child labor mostly because of financial needs. In contrast, only 2 percent stated that child labor has a positive impact, such as the possibility to learn a profession and to afford education, the chance to increase the child's independence and self-reliance, and distraction from negative influences. Another 2 percent indicated that there are both positive and negative effects.

In addition, we examined the role of the residence status with regard to the prevalence of child labor. As already mentioned above, Syrian refugees in Turkey have the option to apply for the official status of “temporary protection.” In our sample, around half of the respondents indicated to have such a status12, whereas 23 percent stated that the process of obtaining an official status is still ongoing, or that they have not yet applied for it. The remaining 26 percent did not provide an answer to this question or indicated “Other,” as illustrated in Figure 7.


[image: Figure 7]
FIGURE 7. Possession of a residence permit across sample.


Against this background, we investigated whether there is a correlation between the possession of a residence permit and the existence of child labor in the household. For this, we only looked at those respondents who are either in possession of a residence permit or not, meaning that those who responded “Other” or did not provide an answer were excluded from this particular analysis. The answers “Permit is still in process” and “Not yet applied for a residence permit” were taken together to “Not in possession of a residence permit,” and this new binary variable was then compared between those respondents who do have child labor in their household and those who do not. As Figure 8 shows, the share of “Not in possession of a residence permit” is proportionally larger among those who do have child labor in their household compared to the respondents who do not. Our statistical analysis using a Pearson's Chi-squared test confirmed with a p-value of 0.006101 that the lack of an official residence status indeed correlates with child labor in the household of the respondent.


[image: Figure 8]
FIGURE 8. Possession of a residence permit among respondents with and without child labor in household.


Finally, we examined the influence of the household size on the prevalence of child labor in the household. When comparing the household size between those respondents who do have child labor and those who do not, one can observe that the relative share of medium-sized households (4–6 people) is much higher where there is no child labor in the household, whereas the relative share of big households (more than 10 people) is much higher where there is child labor in the household, as Figure 9 shows. Using a Pearson's Chi-squared test, we found with a p-value of 0.0001643 that there is a statistically significant correlation between the household size and the existence of child labor in the household13.


[image: Figure 9]
FIGURE 9. Household size among respondents with and without child labor in household.




DISCUSSION

Similar to Syrian children, many Turkish children are driven into the labor force. Nevertheless, it needs to be recognized that Syrian refugees are confronted with additional burdens and insecurities compared to Turkish nationals, for example regarding accessing education and working in the informal sector (Kaya, 2020). The current possibilities to obtain work permits or citizenship comes with many hurdles and most Syrians continue to work in the informal labor market, often for low wages and in jobs considered undesirable by the local population, for instance in the sewing industry. Considering that more than half of the Syrian refugees in Turkey are under the age of 18, many children are driven into the labor force. Our analysis illustrated that these children find themselves in an environment with one of the highest informal economies and child poverty rates among the OECD countries. It is generally understood that child labor is inextricably linked to poverty and low economic development (Thévenon and Edmonds, 2019), but as recognized by Thévenon and Edmonds (2019), other factors beyond the level of economic development are also relevant. In this study, we have defined child labor as labor performed by persons under the age of 18. The ILO's Minimum Age Convention, which allows child labor from the age of 15 or even 14 if it is light work, sets a minimum age for children to perform work. The underlying question here is whether child labor that is permitted by the ILO needs to be eradicated, or if the focus must be on the eradication of exploitative and harmful practices. According to the sustainable development goal target 8.7, all forms of child labor must be eradicated by 2025. In contrast, the ILO takes a two-step approach to child labor, aiming at the abolishment of all forms of child labor while starting with the worst forms of child labor (Van Daalen and Hanson, 2019). With 10 percent of all children engaged in child labor worldwide and half of them working in hazardous and health and safety precarious work—whereby 48 percent of these working children are between 5 and 11 years old (Thévenon and Edmonds, 2019, p. 8)—complete eradication is far away and maybe illusive. At the same time, these figures and our research show that international conventions and national legal frameworks based thereon have a limited impact on the eradication of child labor, and therefore a more comprehensive approach is needed (Thévenon and Edmonds, 2019; Van Daalen and Hanson, 2019). Our research has shown that child labor among Syrian refugees is often needed to make ends meet and until alternative survival strategies and financial means are available, it is unlikely the situation will change (Thévenon and Edmonds, 2019, p. 47–71). The high prevalence of young children at work, including in difficult and hazardous conditions, and the low wages received by them justifies the prioritization to combat these practices, as they are most harmful to children. We refer to these practices as child labor exploitation, defined as work performed by children below the age of 15 years, work that is dangerous and harmful to children, and work that interferes with their schooling e.g., work during school and night hours, thereby connecting these practices with the ILO Minimum Age Convention and the ILO Convention on Worst Forms of Child Labor. Others make a similar distinction but qualify non-harmful work by children as “children in employment” and other forms as “child labor” (Thévenon and Edmonds, 2019, p. 17). Confusingly, child labor then only refers to “work that deprives children of their childhood, their potential and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development” (ILO definition)14. We think that distinguishing between child labor exploitation and child labor better reflects the different realities and the differences between permitted and prohibited child labor, while at the same time recognizing the advantages of child labor if performed in line with international conventions (Anker, 2000). What follows from our data is that both child labor exploitation and child labor are highly prevalent among Syrian refugees in Turkey. Although progress has been made in admitting children to schools and providing work permits, the problem remains pregnant. The burdens to make use of these services are manifold and it has been reported that applying for a work permit would deteriorate one's financial situation because one then cannot apply for financial schemes anymore, thus keeping these persons contained in the informal labor market and precarious work situations (Kaya, 2020). This too has negative repercussions on child labor because working in the informal labor market is more insecure, wages are lower, and risks for not being paid or for underpayment are omnipresent, increasing the need for additional financial means including through child labor (Kaya, 2020).



CONCLUSION

As a neighboring state of war-torn Syria, Turkey served as a transit and destination country for many people seeking safety and international protection in Europe. At the same time, and especially since the EU-Turkey statement, Turkey became the new home for around 3.6 million Syrians. This paper discussed the restrictions on residence status and labor rights that the Syrian refugee population faces in the new residence country, along with the resulting vulnerabilities in the informal labor market. The analysis demonstrated that Turkey's geographical limitation to the 1951 Geneva Convention and the subsequent recognition of Syrians as “temporary protection holders” but not as “refugees,” does not guarantee a safe and regular residency, but rather a situation of limbo and unpredictability. Furthermore, it has been shown that in Turkey, child labor is not only a cause of concern among the Syrian refugee population but an established practice in the broader context of the labor market and social inequality. In light of the structural nature of child labor in Turkey, this article examined the Turkish legal framework in place to combat child labor, along with its limitations. Hereby, it has been found that through the ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the ILO Conventions 138 and 182, Turkey is committed under international law to combat child labor and to guarantee the enshrined rights. On the constitutional level, there are further obligations to combat child labor. However, they have been found to translate only fragmentarily and inconsistently into national laws and regulations. Although there are provisions on compulsory education, the minimum age for work, working conditions, and working hours, there seem to be several legislative gray areas and shortcomings. Most prominently, the Labor Act, which constitutes the main legislative instrument regarding employment, does not cover the informal sector and other areas with high degrees of child labor, rendering many minor workers without legal protection. Additionally, the insufficient implementation of the existing laws and law enforcement, in general, has been repeatedly criticized to contribute to the widespread prevalence of child labor. This research provided empirical insight into the situation of child labor among Syrian refugees in Turkey and exposed their particular vulnerability to labor exploitation. In comparison to the Turkish minor workers mapped in the 2019 national child labor survey, Syrian children appear to be involved in child labor at a much younger age and have less access to education. Moreover, Syrian children have been reported to work very long working hours, most of them between 9 and 12 h daily, and earn wages lower than 100 Turkish lira per day. These results demonstrate the detrimental human costs of Turkey's approach to dealing with the Syrian refugees living in its territory, where thousands of children are exploited in the labor market, deprived of education, and where many lose their childhoods. Also, the survey results illustrate the precariousness in which many Syrian families find themselves in Turkey, where child labor presents the last resort to make ends meet and to escape severe poverty, hunger, or homelessness. Given the normality of child labor in Turkey and in line with ILO's approach, priority should be given to eradicate child labor exploitation or prohibited child labor and worst forms of child labor, equally addressing Syrian and Turkish children while taking into account the specific vulnerabilities of Syrian children as highlighted in this article.
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FOOTNOTES

1For the sake of comparability, child labor in this article refers to children below 18 years who perform work. Similarly, the Turkish survey also considers child labor to be economic activities performed by persons under 18 years (TurkStat, 2020). However, not all work done by children below the age of 18 is to be eliminated. Similar to the approach adopted by the ILO, we consider work performed by children below the age of 15 years, work that is dangerous and harmful to children, and work that interferes with their schooling e.g., work during school and night hours, to be undesirable for children. In this article and in accordance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, these forms of child labor are considered a form of labor exploitation or economic exploitation. Extreme forms of such labor or economic exploitation are referred to as the ‘worst forms of child labor' as defined in ILO Convention 182, which include, among other practices, slavery or practices similar to slavery, child trafficking, debt bondage, forced labor, and prostitution.

2Upinion is an organization dedicated to amplifying people's voices in crisis situations. By gathering instant insights and stories from affected populations, Upinion promotes inclusiveness and effectiveness of humanitarian support, see: www.upinion.com (accessed January 23, 2022).

3Initially, Turkey signed the Convention both with a geographic and a time limitation, but the latter was lifted when signing the 1967 Protocol (Kirişçi, 1996, p. 293).

4In this article, Syrian citizens residing in Turkey in search of safety and international protection are nonetheless referred to as “refugees,” even though they do not carry this official status in Turkey.

5In return, the EU committed to increase its financial contribution toward improving the humanitarian situation of Syrian refugees in Turkey, to accelerate the lifting of visa requirements for Turkish citizens traveling to the Schengen area, and to re-energize Turkey's EU membership negotiation process (Baban et al., 2017; Haferlach and Kurban, 2017; Simşek, 2017).

6Although there are no exact numbers on the enrolment of Syrian children in Turkey, UNICEF estimates that more than 500,000 out of the 850,000 school-aged Syrian children in Turkey have no access to education (Yalçin, 2016, p. 93).

7See: https://ikamet.com/blog/turkey-raises-minimum-wages-for-2020 (accessed January 21, 2022).

8Whereby “More than 3” was counted as 4 children per household that work.

9However, as 31 percent of the respondents did not provide an answer on the work sector of the working child, these numbers should be interpreted with caution and should not be mistaken to depict a full picture.

10Or 8 h for children over 15, respectively. As explained above, this limitation of legal working hours is based on the Labor Act, and accordingly, does not legally protect the children working in the informal labor market or in the other sectors mentioned above.

11Calculation based on monthly net minimum wage of 2'324.70TL and 21.4 average working days per month (average working days according to workday calculator, reference year 2020; https://turkey.workingdays.org/workingdays_holidays_2021.htm).

12Whereby, the survey asked for “possession of a residence permit”.

13For this test, we excluded those respondents who either live alone (as they cannot have child labor in the household) and those who did not indicate their household size.

14See: https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang–en/index.htm (accessed January 23, 2022).
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