


Poverty to Rag picking: an Unfolding Facts about Child Rag Pickers in Malda, West Bengal


ABSTRACT
Rag picking is considered one of the most hazardous occupations in the world. Rag pickers serve society by managing waste, yet they remain among the most vulnerable and marginalized groups. It’s Needless to say, child rag pickers live in extremely precarious conditions due to the nature of their work. In addition to unhygienic living and working environments, these children are morally and socially exploited because of their occupation. The lack of basic amenities, excessive work pressure, social neglect, and persistent restlessness contribute to the development of various psychological disorders among them. These children are born into poverty and die with poverty.
This paper has studied mainly livelihood issues of the child rag pickers in Malda district of West Bengal. A total of 15 child rag pickers as well as 15 parents of child ragpickers were studied in depth through an analysis of their social and demographic backgrounds. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews and systematic observation over a long duration, from 2020 to 2025.
Keywords: vulnerable, amenities demographical, hazardous.
INTRODUCTION 
In India many children are deprive form education due to their social and economically background. Apart from their schooling they compiled to go earning for run their families. Poverty is one of the harshest realities of the modern world, and its most painful expression is seen in the lives of child rag pickers. These children, instead of holding books and dreams, are forced to search through heaps of garbage for survival. Rag picking is not a choice for them; it is a consequence of hunger, homelessness, and social neglect.
Poverty to rag picking: 
Poverty and child work are deeply interconnected social problems. When families struggle to survive, children often become the first victims. Instead of going to school and enjoying their childhood, millions of children are forced to work to support their families. Child labour is not a choice; it is a result of economic hardship and social inequality. The main cause of child labour is poverty. Families with low income depend on their children’s earnings to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, and healthcare. Unemployment, migration, lack of education, and large family size further push children into labour. Many poor parents are unaware of the long-term harm caused by child labour and see it as a means of survival. Child rag picking has severe physical, mental, and emotional consequences. Children work in unsafe conditions such as factories, construction sites, farms, and homes. They are exposed to injuries, diseases, exploitation, and abuse. Working at a young age deprives them of education, limiting their future opportunities and trapping them in the cycle of poverty.
The problem of child rag picking is a serious violation of child rights. Every child has the right to education, protection, and a dignified life. Governments must strictly enforce child labour laws and ensure free and compulsory education. Poverty reduction programs, employment for adults, and social welfare schemes are essential to prevent child rag picking.
Poverty and child rag picking are two sides of the same coin. Eliminating child labour is impossible without addressing poverty. A society that protects its children protects its future. By ensuring education, economic support, and awareness, we can break the cycle of poverty and give children the childhood they deserve.

Roots of Child Rag Picking
The primary cause of child rag picking is extreme poverty. Families living below the poverty line struggle to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, and clothing. Migration from rural areas to cities in search of work often worsens the situation. When parents fail to find stable employment, children are pushed into informal labor like rag picking to support the family income. Lack of education also plays a major role. Many of these children have never attended school or have dropped out due to financial pressure. Without education, they remain trapped in a cycle of poverty and exploitation.
Harsh Living and Working Conditions
Child rag pickers work in extremely unhygienic and dangerous conditions. They roam streets, garbage dumps, and landfills, exposing themselves to sharp objects, toxic waste, infections, and diseases. Without gloves, masks, or shoes, their health is constantly at risk. Malnutrition, skin diseases, respiratory problems, and injuries are common among them. Socially, these children face discrimination and isolation. They are often ignored, abused, or treated as invisible by society. Childhood, which should be a time of learning and joy, is stolen from them. Due to their nature of work, rag-pickers mostly find themselves in unsanitary, polluted and unsafe surroundings, often full of hazardous toxic chemicals or sharp objects. The challenging and hazardous environmental conditions that the rag-pickers work in can play a significant role in their mental health (Pandey & Rani, 2024).

Violation of Child Rights
Child rag picking is a clear violation of child rights. Every child has the right to education, protection, health, and a dignified life. Forced labor at an early age robs children of their physical, emotional, and intellectual development. It also violates national laws and international conventions aimed at protecting children from exploitation.
Role of Society and Government
Eradicating child rag picking requires collective effort. Governments must enforce child labor laws strictly and ensure free, quality education for all children. Poverty alleviation programs, employment opportunities for parents, and rehabilitation schemes for street children are essential. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) play a crucial role by providing shelter, education, healthcare, and vocational training. Society, too, must change its attitude by recognizing these children not as waste collectors but as future citizens deserving care and respect. Child rag picking is not just a social problem; it is a moral failure of society. Poverty should never force a child to trade education for survival. By addressing the root causes of poverty, ensuring education, and protecting child rights, we can transform the lives of these children. Every child deserves a childhood filled with hope, dignity, and opportunity—not a life spent in garbage dumps.
Methodology and sample: 
Malda, West Bengal, has chosen because it is the population in West Bengal has been collected from the child rag picker, and while qualitative data has been collected throuth semi structure inters views with the child rag picker and their parents. Observation of child rag pickers on their workplaces and facilitating zone like tea stalls, rest areas junk dealers, as well as assembly points or dumping yards where the municipal dumping trucks were unloaded the rags. In addition distance observation and focus group discussion.
In Sujapur, Minorities are of Malda district most of Rag pickers were afraid of even telling their names and address. Even when I started to talk to them they are ashamed and so nervous many times due to their work and some of the reason. After that I stared to build repot of them and some of day later they become friendly with me and started to share their personal issues and other thing. 
The district of Malda, once the capital of Gour Empire, lies to the southern fringe of North Bengal. The district Malda lies between 25°32’08” North and 24°40’20” North Latitude and in between 88°28’10” East & 87°45’50” East longitude. To the south is Murshidabad district, to the north are Uttar Dinajpur district and Dakshin Dinajpur district, to the east is the international border of 165.5 km. with Bangladesh and to the west is Santhal Paragonas of Jharkhand and Purnea of Bihar. In 1935, the total area of the district was 1,987 sq. miles as per report on the survey and settlement operations. Malda is called the gateway of North Bengal. It was once the capital of Gour-Banga with its 3,733 square kilometers (1,441 sq mi) lay of the land classified into Tal, Diara, and Barind. To the south is Murshidabad district, to the north are North Dinajpur district and South Dinajpur district. To the east is the international border of Bangladesh. To the west is Santhal Paragonas of Jharkhand and Purnea of Bihar.(District Survey Report of Malda, 2020).
Most Child rag pickers live in the slum areas of Kaliackak and Sujapur in Malda. Due to no available pilot testing, it has also been done many times for identified the ragpickers and their particular areas where they found most. It is noticed that the child rag pickers gather at the particular places of Malda district, English Bazar, the dumping yard Jodupur, and the mango trees surrounding the middle area, where they start their day.
Sample size: 30 rag pickers were selected fro the city of mango Maldsa and  15 child and 15 parents of child rag pickers and self made semi- structure interview schedule has been used. 

Result & Discussion
Quantitative facts, rag pickers:
Demographic point of the child rag pickers the 73.33 percent of rag pickers are belongs to Minorities communities and belongs to Sujapur and Kaliachak. Where Hindu are very less 13.33% were doing this heinous job. 
Table – 1 Communities of rag pickers 
 

	Community name 
	Numbers of rag pickers 
	Percentage 

	Minorities 
	22
	73.3333333

	Hindu 
	4
	13.3333333

	ST
	2
	6.66666667

	Others
	2
	6.66666667



	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	







	
	




Table – 2 Housing condition of rag pickers
	Type of house 
	Numbers 
	Total 
	Percentage 

	Puckka 
	3
	30
	10

	Semi puckka
	5
	30
	16.66667

	Mede by polithen and bumbu
	15
	30
	50

	Made by soil 
	7
	30
	23.33333


Source: Field Survey 2021-2024

Source: Field Survey 2021-2024

Table  no 2 described that, Majorities of child rag pickers were belongs to low level of the family and maximum are belongs to rural inter areas. There houses are not so well and 50% of them have no basic facilities, modern facilities are dream of every child parents. Reluctance of parents to sent their children to school. 
[bookmark: _Hlk218938159]Table – 3 Reasons for low level of Education among rag pickers Children
	Factors
	Numbers of child 
	Total
	Percentage

	Not interested to go to school
	1
	12
	8.333333

	Parents did not sent to school
	3
	12
	25

	Household poverty
	4
	12
	33.33333

	Classmate teasing or abusing
	2
	12
	16.66667

	Coercion by teacher 
	1
	12
	8.333333

	Bad peer group 
	1
	12
	8.333333




[bookmark: _Hlk218938168]Fig 3. Causes for the low level of Education among rag picker Children

Table no 3 shows that, they are not too aware from education and 33% are house hold poverty and 25% of child’s parents are not sent them to school instead they forced to collect the garbage’s and rags for earning. The areas where they belongs to the society also not so educated they are equally responsible for ill literacy. 

[bookmark: _Hlk218938186]Table – 4 Educational statuses 
	Variables 
	Numbers 
	Percentages 

	School going 
	8
	66.6666667

	Drop out 
	2
	16.66666667

	Never gone to school 
	2
	16.66666667


Source: Field survey 2020 - 2025 

[bookmark: _Hlk218938197]Fig 4. Educational statuses of rag pickers
Overall survey reported that, maximum of the child ragpickers are not interested to learn or go to schooling 66% of them are going to school bur have not time to regularities of classes or studies . they have no study habits in their home as well as their parents has also not time to guided them or help them for the study as a result 16% of them drop- out from school. Majorities of the ragpickers not only india but also the world have drop- out or out of the school or study. 
[bookmark: _Hlk218938204] Table – 5 Waste Materials of Rag pickers collected since past by Years 
	COLLECTED YEARS 
	NUMBERS 
	PERCENTAGE
	

	1-5
	4
	13.33333333
	

	5-10
	16
	53.33333333
	

	10-15
	5
	16.6666667
	

	15-20
	3
	10
	

	More than 20
	2
	6.66666667
	


Source: Field survey 2020 - 2025 
The result show very disappointment that, almost every child ragpickers are working at 5-10 hours per day, to run their families. They move from railway track, platforms, dumping yard and roadside or municipals areas for collecting the waste materials for earning. 10% of them working 15 to 20 hours they have no time to rest or study or other thing. 

Child as Earning Sources:  the very child ragpickers has their own issues, no one have free from poverty stricken. They run their family for doing this heinous job. According to the parent they are also complied to send their child as rag picking, because they have no choice. 
[bookmark: _Hlk218938212] Table -6 Income of child rag pickers per day 
	Income 
	Numbers 
	Percentages 

	40 -50
	8
	26.66667

	50-100
	12
	40

	100-150
	5
	16.66667

	150-200
	3
	10

	200-250
	1
	3.333333

	250-300
	1
	3.333333


Source: Field Survey 2021-2024
Table no 6 indicate that, 40% of child ragpickers do not gets proper pries as par their actual ret of pries, that means that they are victim of the exploitation by the junk deals or shops keepers. They are earns only 50-100rupes per day, which is very low for run their families. 10% are gets 150-200 which is also very low for them. In fact child ragpickers not only deprived socially, but also economically. 
Health issues of child rag pickers:  waste picking encumbers of time ni a day of months of years in beard hand or unsafely way.40% of the ragpickers (as per table no 7) has injured by irons or broken materials in dumping yards apart from this 20% of them are baited by the animals or other species. Most of them are consumes unhealthy habits like tobacco gutka, smoking or alcohol etc. the adverse condition force them to ill or get physically unfits. 
[bookmark: _Hlk218938217]Table – 7 Injuries and health hazards
	Causes 
	Numbers 
	percentage

	Iron or broken glass
	12
	40

	Bitten by animals or insects 
	6
	20

	Tobacco or gutka
	7
	23.3333333

	Bacteria’s 
	2
	6.66666667

	Hermfull gasses 
	2
	6.66666667

	Intoxicants 
	1
	3.33333333


Source: Field Survey 2021-2024
Due to collecting beard hand numbers of times iron or broken materials the rag pickers children cuts their legs and hands most of time   40% of child rag pickers are have injuries and 20% of them are bitten by the dogs and others animals. 

Working 

[bookmark: _Hlk218938231][bookmark: _GoBack]Table – 8 WORKING HOURS PER DAY OF RAGPICKING CHILDERN 
	Working Hours per day
	Numbers 

	4-6
	7

	6-8
	18

	8-10
	4

	Above 10
	1

	Total child rag pickers 
	30


Source: Field Survey 2021-2024
Works vs. leisure:   
Table no 8 shows that there is no time to rest for the rag pickers in life, maximum of them are working 8 to 10 hours per day. But it’s a time to enjoy their life and lighters.  but apart from this they force to work. Instead of holding school bags they hold garbage’s bags it’s the real image of every child ragpickers and of the world. Where other child gets full basic facilities and care and love from families and others these children has neglected by the society for many ways. Tthey no time to study or schooling, some of them confess that, they went to school but its no so regularities even they working as child labour for this chorusing unite.  
Some qualitative facts of child rag pickers: 
Living Conditions and Mental Stress
Child rag pickers work in extremely unsafe and degrading environments. Daily exposure to filth, sharp objects, toxic waste, and dead animals creates constant fear and stress. Most of these children are working long hours without rest, proper nutrition, or adult protection. Such conditions severely impact their emotional and psychological development. Due to chaotic life of rag pickers, these children belong to either single parent or are orphan and belong to broken families or even live on the streets. Rare families of rag pickers run a harmonious life and rearing of children in such conditions is negatively affected. (Ritu & Singh, 2017)..
Reasons of engaging in rag picking
Chart 1: interlinking poverty, rag pickers, mental health 
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Common Psychological Disorders
Several psychological disorders are commonly observed among child rag pickers:
Depression:
Feelings of hopelessness, sadness, low self-esteem, and emotional withdrawal are widespread. The lack of opportunities and constant struggle for survival make many children believe their situation will never change.
Anxiety: 
Fear of police harassment, abuse by employers, street violence, and uncertainty about food and shelter lead to chronic anxiety. Many children remain in a constant state of alertness, affecting their sleep and concentration.
Post traumatic stress Disorder: 
Child rag pickers are frequently exposed to physical abuse, sexual exploitation, accidents, and death. Repeated trauma can result in nightmares, flashbacks, aggression, and emotional numbness.
Abuse
from escape hunger, fatigue, and emotional pain, many rag pickers children turn to substances such as glue, solvents, tobacco, or alcohol. Substance abuse further damages brain development and worsens mental health problems. They sometimes feel lack confidents due to lacks of education and social skills. 
Behavioral issues: It is observed that child ragpickers maximum of them has aggressive behavior, impulsivity, stealing, and difficulty forming relationships are common. These behaviors are often survival mechanisms rather than deliberate misconduct. They never receive respect from the society and other of the social surroundings. These child has their own world, where has only survival for existence day to night they are searching from hope for the families. 
Social Stigma and Isolation
Society often views child rag pickers with contempt, treating them as criminals or nuisances. This stigma reinforces feelings of worthlessness and exclusion. Repeated discrimination damages self-identity and prevents healthy social development. in education system they are also neglected with other child or peers groups, maximum of child ragpickers express their feeling about education system. 
Lack of Mental Health Support
Most child rag pickers have no access to psychological counseling or mental health services. Government programs and NGOs primarily focus on food, shelter, and education, while mental health remains neglected. Without intervention, psychological disorders persist into adulthood, trapping individuals in a cycle of poverty and social exclusion.
Role of Government and Society
Societies members and Schools, social workers, NGOs, and mental health professionals must work together to restore dignity, confidence, and hope in these children.
Reason of engaging rag picking: 
The children could not be in school instead of willingness because the adult members of the families or societies are having not current source of income. Children’s are engaging rag picking only for survival. Many of them express their exactnesses or reluctance to gets tiredness of these types of hazards activities.  However it is needless to say some of them are enjoying this works because it makes them financially independent and it’s an essayist’s way to earning money. 
Conclusion
The absence of a stable home, parental care and schooling deprives them of a sense of security and belonging. Continuous neglect and social rejection often lead to emotional trauma at an early age Psychological disorders among child rag pickers are a silent crisis. These children are not born with mental health problems; they develop them due to neglect, abuse, and harsh living conditions. Protecting their mental well-being is not just a moral responsibility but a necessary step toward building a just and humane society. Every child deserves safety, dignity, and a healthy mind. Due to poverty they are in reversible problems of the society. The poverty and the ragpickers child are they tow opposite side of the same coin, one is complimentary with others. Having no chose of their life and livelihood they are in the victim of modern society, post independent to at present lots of indicatives have been by the government but the ground level has no result. Addressing various issues of education disorders among child rag pickers requires a holistic approach:
· Rescue and rehabilitation programs
· Access to education and safe shelter
· Psychological counseling and trauma care
· Family reunification and social protection
· Public awareness to reduce stigma
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