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The Bitter Cry of the Children 

Work in the coal breakers is exceedingly hard and dangerous. Crouched over the chutes, the boys sit 

hour after hour, picking out the pieces of slate and other refuse from the coal as it rushes past to the 

washers. From the cramped position they have to assume, most of them become more or less 

deformed and bent-backed like old men. The coal is hard, and accidents to the hands, such as cut, 

broken, or crushed fingers, are common among the boys. Sometimes there is a worse accident: a 

terrified shriek is heard, and a boy is mangled and torn in the machinery, or disappears in the chute 

to be picked out later smothered and dead. Clouds of dust fill the breakers and are inhaled by the 

boys, laying the foundations for asthma and miners' consumption. 

If you are feeling sorry for the misfortune of these young boys for whom this kind of fate is being 

stamped upon continuously, let me politely emphasise upon you on the fact that exactly this kind of 

tragedy is happening with more than 70k young boys in the coal mines of the Jaintia Hills District of 

Meghalaya. Though this figure is private & put forward by an NGO in a meeting with a team of 

National Commission for the Protection of Child Rights(NCPCR)  led by Dr. Yogesh Dube on 17th 

October,2011 this has never been denied by the government!  

The Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act of 1986 clearly prohibits employment of children 

under 14 in mines or any other hazardous processes. The Mines Act of 1952 (updated to 1983) goes 

further, prohibiting the employment of those under 18 in mines, unless working as an apprentice 

under the supervision of a manager, in which case they must be 16. The Mines Rules of 1955 also 

has a similar clause. Yet so many children have been illegally & inhumanly being employed taking 

advantage of their poverty & helplessness, while the government presenting itself as a mute 

spectator. Is it so that the State government is unaware of the fact? If they claim so that would be a 

blatant lie. The government is fully aware of the situation; how? Well, for that explanation please 

read on.  

A team of National Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) led by Dr. Yogesh Dube visited 

Meghalaya during 16th to 19th October, 2011 when the NCPCR received formal complaints from 

various agencies and they needed to discuss 

and review the child labour situation in 

Jaintia Hills district, as this has been in news.  

They had been highly concerned about the 

situation of child labour in the coal mines of 

Meghalaya in general and Jaintia Hills in 

particular. Almost all the child labourers 

engaged in the coalmines and coal depots are 

the migrant/trafficked children from the 

neighbouring states as well as Nepal and 

Bangladesh.  

During the meeting with representatives of 

civil society groups with regard to the child 

labour in coalmines of Rymbai area in Jaintia 
1 Dr. Yogesh Dube, Member, NCPCR in a meeting with the 
representatives of civil society groups in Shillong to discuss on 
child rights situation. 



 

Compiled for CRY by Manisit Das 
 

Hills district, the civil society groups stated that it is an open secret and government wants to save its 

face by concealing and suppressing the facts and figures. The team leader and founder of Impulse 

NGO Network happened to be the complainant on the issue of child labour in the coalmines of 

Jaintia Hills. She reiterated that the report and the figures presented are the outcome of the 

intensive study/research and GIS study by the IPULSE in collaboration with other agencies like Tata 

Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), Human Right Now (Japan), cross border issue of UN Programme, 

etc. She also cited that the survey report of Health Department puts the figure as more than 70,000 

children as well as the Census report 2001 of the Lad Rymbai region. She stated that they have done 

the mapping of five thousand mines. She also made it clear that her organisation does not want to 

discredit the State or Government rather wants to co-operate them to address the burning issue for 

the betterment of the children. 

Later on 18th October, the team met with the Chief Secretary to the Govt. of Meghalaya in presence 

of representatives of various departments/ministries.  The visiting team was discontented over the 

presence of large number of child labours in the coal mines areas, though there is no consensus over 

the figure. Dr. Dube stated that figure is immaterial for the Commission but the objective shall be 

total abolition of child labour in all forms not only in coalmines but also in other sectors like hotels, 

restaurants and market places. They were also shocked to learn about the pathetic situation of the 

street, disable and HIV/AIDS affected children in the State.  

The Commission expressed its displeasure over the status of child labours in the State and directed 

the respective departments/authorities to initiate immediate action on the relevant issues and 

concerns. I tabulate underneath some of those suggestions which are directly related with this Coal 

mine issue. 

That the Govt. will:  

 Undertake mapping of schools in the coalmine and coal depot areas of Lad-Rymbai and 

Rymbai in Jaintia Hills district and may consider the relocation of schools. 

 The Annual Work Plan under SSA must take into account the gaps in terms of primary 

school, secondary school etc. in the coal mines areas. 

 Draw complete action plan/guidelines on mining practices, environmental clearances and 

the safety standards in the State as applicable to mining under the Mines Act, 1952. 

 Ensure regulation of labour in mines, to prohibit employment of children under 18 in mines. 

 Ensure compliance of regulations of the Mines Act, protection of children and records 

keeping of Mines about employees, including their age, name, and father or husband‘s name 

if applicable, and complete information on each employee is required before they may begin 

work. 

 Submit a status report of the children identified and rescued in the coal mines area and 

cases filed against the erring employers within two weeks to the Commission. 

 Mapping of the areas of high potential and initiate remedial and preventives measures to 

make the State a child labour free State in every sector, including hotels, restaurants and 

market places; 

At the end of the meeting, the Chief Secretary on behalf of his team promised to address on the 

same and sent an action taken report (ATR) to the Commission. 
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CUT TO 

Case I:  Sundar Tamang, 16, ran away from his home in the Dorkha district of Nepal. A stranger from 

Meghalaya had come for visiting and told him that thebJaintia hills were a beautiful place where he 

could earn a lot of money. So he packedbhis bag and ran. But nothing had prepared him for what lay 

ahead. The stranger hadbnot told him that the money he dreamt of would lie at the bottom of 

steep, sheerbholes — chutes — punctured 100-180 feet deep into the ground. Didn’t tell him that he 

would have to climb down precarious ladders, coiled like snakes, slimy withbmoss and rain, where a 

mere slip of foot would mean plunging to a certain death. Didn’t tell him that at the end of these 

precarious ladders he would have to crawl like a mole into dark, horizontal, claustrophobic burrows, 

two feet high and often 1,500 feet long, to scratch coal out of hard stone with nothing but a pickaxe 

and a torch for company. Didn’t tell him that sudden rain, a tipped cart, a falling rock — just about 

anything could mean death in those hostile pits. But even if he had been told, nothing could have 

prepared Sundar Tamang for the rat mines of Meghalaya because these mines beggar the average 

imagination. Barely a hundred kilometers from Shillong, are the otherwise picturesque Jaintia Hills 

pockmarked with sudden, unannounced holes, angry interruptions in the sloping green. 

Case II: “Life is very hard here. In fact life has no value at all,” said Zakir Hussain, a boy from 

Karimganj district of Assam who has been working in the coal mines of Jaintia for the past two years. 

“Extracting coal is a tough job and in addition I face harassment from local boys and also ‘sardar’ 

(leader of group of labourers). About food items, Zakir said, “Food is very expensive. Simple rice 

sometimes cost more than 30 rupees per kilo. Vegetables are also very expensive.”  

It’s humid and very hot. One cannot work for more than four hours at a stretch inside the mine and 

it causes suffocation. Children can work 2 and half hours. After that they have to come out for fresh 

oxygen. Children are usually trained informally by seniors or relatives for 10-15 days before they 

start extracting coal by themselves”. In spite of all this, he added that there was no emergency 

health facility available nearby. 

The Jaintia Hills have always been known for 

their illegal, unscientific mining, but 

shockingly, as the frenzy for coal is shooting 

up, these mines are increasingly being 

served by a workforce of children — mostly 

minors ranging from age 7 to 17. NGOs 

estimate that a staggering 70,000 children 

from Nepal, Bangladesh, Assam, Bihar and 

Jharkhand are working in these private 

mines. There is no official survey but the 

government does not contradict the figures. 

Instead, they admit a frustrating 

helplessness. Mine owners assert there are almost one lakh quarries in the region. 

Arindam Som, Secretary, Mines, says he can neither confirm nor deny this, “Mining is a private 

enterprise so the government has no control over it.” Meghalaya Director General of Police, SB 

Kakati says, “We don’t even know how many labourers are working in these mines, leave alone how 

2 The infamous rat holes Photo courtesy- Tehelka 
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many child labourers.” This absence of regulation and information only adds to the horror of 

Meghalaya’s death chambers and the lives of the children working in them. 

On a normal day, Tamang would not have been found in his hut. He usually enters the rat holes at 5 

am and comes out after 8-10 hours. But it’s been raining non-stop for a few days. The quarries have 

filled with water; the rat-holes are flooded as well. Tamang is depressed. “The first few months were 

really tough,” he says. “I was scared to enter those dark pits.” His parents asked him to return but he 

didn’t have the money, so he continued working. After six months, he still hasn’t saved enough to go 

home. 

For every cart of coal the boys manage to fill, they get Rs 800. But it takes a team to fill them and the 

money has to be shared. On a good day, the children in these mines can earn Rs 300 to 400. But this 

gets them nowhere.  

Days spent alone in dark, low tunnels. Nights spent in more isolation, far away from family. Add to 

this the limbo of relentless rain and little money. And the hopelessness of Meghalaya’s rat mines 

seeps in.  

At Soo Kilo, four kilometers 

from Ladrymbai, Purna Tamang, 

who has a contract for nine 

quarries, admits that many 

children have died in the rat 

holes. “There is no 

compensation to the family. In 

many cases they are not even 

informed. Sometimes if the 

sardars are good, they give the 

families Rs 10,000 to 50,000.” 

The good sardars will not, of 

course, compensate for the 

health hazards that come with 

mining — typically, respiratory 

problems and damage to the 

nervous system! 

“There are a huge number of Bangladeshi labourers in Jaintia Hills but they don’t want to be 

identified,” says a friend of Tamang. “They are scared of being deported.” Unlike the Nepalese, 

Bangladeshis cannot work in India without proper work permits. Circumstantial evidence, however, 

clearly points to their presence. “We never had diseases like brain malaria in Jaintia before,” says Dr 

Kynjing. “This has certainly come from Bangladesh.” He also points out there has been an increase in 

sexually transmitted diseases like HIV/AIDS due to the presence of trucker drivers and young boys. 

The Shillong based human rights organization Impulse NGO Network reported that about 70,000 

children were working as bonded labourers in the coal mines in the Jaintia hills. They were mostly 

from Bangladesh and Nepal. The ‘Impulse’ research also shows that according to the 2001 Census of 
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India, there were 1, 22, 992 children below 18 years of age in the Jaintia Hills, out of which 90,368 

children were in the age group 5-14. Also, 77.5% of the children in the Jaintia Hills have been 

categorized as Main Workers (i.e. working full-time) in the Census of India, 2001, however another 

source claims that main workers to be comprised of all kinds of workers including adults & so the 

actual figure is being shown exaggerated. The organisation conducted a research study in which they 

claimed to have personally interviewed, in two phases, a total of 979 children who were found 

working in the hazardous coal mines in the Jaintia Hills. 

Last but not the least though the government doesn’t accept 70k cases, but yet in its annual plan of 

2011-12 it accepts 220 cases being revealed in a joint survey by the state which even solely be 

considered is an alarming figure itself. However we consider the NGO’s claim to be correct 

considering the trend we can see from reports of 1991 & 2001 census. Of the total population of the 

state in 2001, 0.575 lakh (7.10 per cent) are Main Workers, 0.488 lakh (6.03 per cent) Marginal 

Workers and the remaining 7.027 lakh (86.87 per cent) are Non-Workers. The share of workers aged 

5-17 years in the total workforce of the State works out to be 10.95 per cent.  

 

So considering this trend of child workers, it’s not a very absurd figure placed by Impulse regarding 

the number of Child Workers in those areas. However as stated by Dr. Dube of NCPCR earlier, it 

doesn’t matter what is the number of labourers but the fact at the end of the day is that not a single 

child should serve as a labour & guillotine their life & childhood for the sake of occupation. We wish 

the government must take immediate measures so that the helpless children don’t get trapped like 

mouse in those ‘rat’ holes & die for the want of money to support their family. Amen! 
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