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What has made child labor so common in least-developed and developing countries? The general answer is that due to poor socio-economic conditions, children have to join labor work to earn money at an early age, depriving them of knowledge and skills through formal education. Many households, because of their poor socio-economic status, force their children to go to work instead of going to school. This disrupts the productive life of numerous children, reduces their opportunities of improving their lives, and limits their chances of finding alternative employment.

Bangladesh, in the transformation from least-developed to developing country, has progressed amazingly in reducing child labor but not at an expected level. In this changeover, compulsory primary school studies have made a clear contribution. Compulsory primary education from classes 1 to 5 providing free tuition, text books, subsidiary stipend, and complementary meal blessed the country with 97% primary literacy rate and reduced child labor (till 10 years age) to nearly 0% (Quattri and Watkins, 2019). Although secondary schools (classes 6–10) provide free textbooks and provide stipends only for girls, half of the children drop out for the obligation to pay tuition fees (Khandker et al., 2013; Quattri and Watkins, 2019). These drop-out children work as low-paid workers or as unpaid workers in their own families because of poor family status or lack of access to any further vocational education. A few years back, an estimation showed that there are 5.0 million child laborers in Bangladesh (Khan and Lyon, 2015), of whom 4.6 million were enrolled in junior and secondary schools (BBS, 2015).

Due to the effect of COVID-19, the schools are closed for a long time in Bangladesh, and because of non-receipt of monthly stipend, the poor school-going children are not able to eat as much as they need. At the same time, most of the earning members of the family are struggling to make a living as they do not have the opportunity to earn during the epidemic. For the scarcity of resources to make a living in households, COVID-19 forced both school-going and non-school-going children to look for work. However, because of the economic crisis caused by COVID-19, middle-aged child laborers are receiving lower wages than before, when there is no alternative to earning.

In this crisis, the children of southwest Bangladesh, particularly of Khulna Division, developed an entrepreneurial innovation in shrimp value chain. In the case of formal work and daily labor, it is common for children to experience a variety of adverse conditions, including physical, emotional, or even sexual abuse (Ahad et al., 2021). However, the shrimp value chain provides a potential atmosphere for children which gives them the opportunity to work with shrimp raw materials and by-products at a specific time of the day in a congenial workplace with very little labor. This enables small entrepreneurs to make a living and contribute to the family by avoiding forced labor. Child entrepreneurs find jobs as the end actor in the shrimp value chain and are able to reach services directly to the consumer. In just 15 shrimp and freshwater prawn markets in southwest Bangladesh, about 300 child entrepreneurs, aged 8–15 years, were found to be involved in marketing various shrimp and prawn products. These children spend 3–5 h a day on their business, including participating in tenders for product purchases (Figure 1A), grading according to species and size (Figure 1B), selling the purchased undersized shrimps and prawn, by-products like prawn hepatopancreas (Figure 1D), and fleshy chelate legs which are thrown after initial processing. They prefer to trade cheap finfishes like Oreochromis niloticus, Hypophthalmichthys molitrix, Ctenopharyngodon idella, Labeo bata, and some other small indigenous species (Figure 1C) for making a higher profit margin. One of the main advantages of these child entrepreneurs is that they make it easier for consumers to get fresh fish products than conventional fish traders.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Child entrepreneur contrivance in shrimp value chain of southwest Bangladesh: (A) Active engagement in auction process; (B) grading according to size, species, and/or quality; (C) selling purchased remnant (after grading) shrimp or prawn and other low-cost finfish to the consumers; (D) interacting with consumers to sell by-products (prawn hepatopancreas).


Child entrepreneurs often face operational risks while they unload heavy containers of purchased shrimp, prawn, and other fishes. They also suffer from economic risks for imperceptible competition with existing adult wholesalers during the auction process (see the Supplementary Video) and disturbance of regular retailers in vending. Even for any unwanted situation in the market (such as missing any stuff or any inconsistency in product volume/number) adult people find it easy to complain against these children. After all, according to children, they were comfortable in fish marketing because their involvement in the value chain was making money to contribute to their livelihoods. Swapan, a 12-year-old child, said “I need money for my family, and this business (marketing of shrimp by-products) is doing just that. There are always some difficulties, and I have to overcome them to survive.” In response to the question of continuing this business after the reopening of the school, most of the children were in favor of continuing their entrepreneurial job without giving any importance to schooling. Children who have been admitted to high school have shown a reluctance to continue their education as it demands 6 h a day in school. However, primary school-going children found the schooling compatible with the shrimp business as it consumes only 3 h a day without hampering their entrepreneurial activities. Mamun, a junior school student, said, “By investing very little time, I can bear a lot of expenses for my family members. Business enables me to enjoy leisure time. I must continue school with this business.” Concerns regarding the sustainability of education arose when Mr. Anwar (father of Mamun) was also found feeling more secure to keep his child earning from the fish business. Since the government is working diligently to ensure 100% primary and secondary literacy as part of the sustainable development goals (SDGs), keeping these poor children away from school by the shrimp business will act as a potential barrier to achieving that goal. “Kidpreneur,” a new concept with less promotion as many confuse the word with child labor, can foster SDGs making a way to send back children to the schools. The word “kidpreneur” is a portmanteau of “kids” and “entrepreneur.” These are the young people who start business at an early age with their own idea and are considered as the next-generation entrepreneurs. Developed countries (e.g., Australia) created “Club Kidpreneur” a not-for-profit social entrepreneurship organization with a policy to promote entrepreneurial thinking among primary school children by providing experiential learning, business literacy, and an opportunity to learn and develop business skills. Therefore, in the long-term uncertainties of the negative impacts of COVID-19, the concerned authorities should take steps to institutionalize the “Kidpreneur Policy” with special focus on preventing temporary child entrepreneurs working in the shrimp value chain of southwest Bangladesh from dropping out of school.
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