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Concept Note for a Thematic Session on

Decent Work for Youth
at the 6th Global Conference on the Elimination of Child Labour, Marrakech, Morocco
Thursday, February 12, 2026 – 14.30 to 16.15
Background 
Children aged 14–17 constitute a distinct and highly vulnerable cohort situated at the intersection of child labour and youth employment agendas. Ideally, they should remain in school but the reality is that many are already engaged in work, often hazardous, making it essential to address their specific needs through targeted and protective responses. Despite their significance, they remain a critical yet often overlooked group in global efforts to eliminate child labour. The latest ILO–UNICEF global estimates indicate that the 15-17 aged group accounts for the largest share of children in child labour in regions such as Asia-Pacific and Latin America and the Caribbean. By definition, all children in child labour aged 15–17 are engaged in hazardous work, exposing them to elevated occupational safety and health (OSH) risks. Their physical, cognitive and emotional immaturity heightens susceptibility to injury and ill-health, with consequences that may be both immediate and long-term. In addition, access to tailored mental health and psychosocial support remains scarce.
Child labour among adolescents also carries a substantial educational cost. Global estimates show that 60 per cent of this age group are out of school, compared with just 14 per cent of their non–child labour peers, significantly undermining their skills development and future employability. Where work-based learning or apprenticeship opportunities exist, they are frequently informal, weakly regulated and of uneven quality, offering limited protection and few credible pathways toward decent work.
Adolescents of legal working age further face restricted access to social protection, workers’ organizations and social dialogue mechanisms, resulting in limited representation and weak collective voice. These challenges are compounded by the absence or incomplete operationalization of national hazardous work lists, which undermines prevention and enforcement by leaving dangerous tasks insufficiently identified and regulated.
Access to structured employment pathways is constrained and systemic gaps weaken safe transition pathways for this age group. Policies and programmes often fail to give adolescents of this group sufficient, targeted attention, leaving their specific needs and risks inadequately addressed. Youth employment opportunity assessments also tend to overlook this cohort’s realities, which limits the identification of viable alternatives to hazardous work. In addition, coordination among key stakeholders, including authorities (labour and employment, youth, TVET and skills, youth development and other sectoral institutions), employers’ and workers’ organizations, youth associations and development partners, remains insufficient and reduces the reach and impact of support measures. Consequently, there is a persistent mismatch between the skills provided and the evolving needs of the labour market, leaving many young people ill-prepared for available and emerging employment opportunities. It can apply to both wage and self-employment/entrepreneurship.
Finally, community-level efforts frequently fall short in addressing livelihood insecurity among vulnerable families, perpetuating reliance on child labour.
Against this backdrop, the panel session responds to the need for focused global dialogue on how to effectively move legal working-age children out of hazardous work and into safe, inclusive and productive pathways toward decent work.
Issues addressed 
The session will examine the interconnected challenges faced by adolescents of legal working age, including those exposed to hazardous work amid fragile school-to-work transitions. It will explore gaps in protection, regulation and enforcement, particularly around hazardous work lists, occupational safety and health (OSH) systems, as well as weaknesses in policy coherence between child labour, youth employment including entrepreneurship, which lead to unsafe, low-quality apprenticeships and poorly supported self-employment and enterprise pathways. Moreover, it will also highlight good practices, lessons learned and recommendations from existing integrated youth-support policies and mechanisms, combining social reintegration, rights protection, entrepreneurship support and continuous guidance from identification and training through to wage or self-employment and professional development. It will also address adolescents’ limited voice, rights awareness and access to referral and protection mechanisms, especially for girls, alongside the role of household poverty, community norms and livelihood vulnerabilities in pushing young people into hazardous work or survival-based self-employment.

Together, these issues frame how to build coherent, inclusive and protective safe transition pathways to decent work and sustainable entrepreneurship for adolescents of legal working age.
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