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Animal Nepal solicits support for a pilot project to support working children and 

donkeys in Lalitpur brick kilns.  

Objective: Improving the lives of working kids and donkeys in Laitpur brick kilns.  

Immediate objectives: To provide educational support to working children and first aid to 

working donkeys, as well as awareness raising regarding the welfare of donkeys among kiln 

owners and workers as well as government agencies. 

Target group: 300-500 children and 300-500 donkeys employed in Lalitpur brick kilns 

Duration:  Two seasons (December 2008-May 2009 & December 2009-May 2010) 

Responsible partners: Animal Nepal with Saathi Nepal, an experienced womenôs and childrenôs 

rights organisation 

   

¶ Both working kids and donkeys work relentlessly at Nepal brick kilns 

Facts and Figures  of Kathmandu Valley Brick kilns  

V 500 brick kilns 

V 60.000 child workers, 500-800 donkeys 

V Main source of air pollution in Kathmandu Valley 

V Children and donkeys work under extremely dangerous and unhealthy conditions 

V Children earn NRS 1200 (US$ 17) pm only 

V Donkeys are underfed, overloaded, overworked; 85% of donkeys have wounds 

V All donkeys suffer from dehydration and malnutrition 



V Any donkey that is injured and unwanted is left to fend for itself; some are left to 

die by the roadside 

V Pregnant donkeys work up to the day of delivery and are given only a few days to 

recover  

V All children suffer from respiratory problems and other health issues 

V Virtually none of the kids go to school while they work in Kathmandu Valley 

V No doctor or vet ever visits the kilns 

V Kids and donkeys are brought by Tekdars, contractors, from Terai and India 

V Children are in fact bonded labourers; parents work to pay of debts; single kids 

guardiansô are provided with one month salary when child is taken to kiln 

V Donkeys are usually sold after brick season to do other labour jobs 
V Some kilns offer one day holiday - others make the kids and donkeys work 7 days 

a week 
 

Introduction  

Brick kilns dot the Kathmandu Valley like solitary oaks, often on fire, belching black smoke as 

they have done for decades. But on closer inspection one can see an unsettling scene much more 

serious then the environmental catastrophe these necessary but ugly brick pits pose...a picture of 

startling torture and abuse emerges... 

Nepalôs brick kilns have once been called a ómedieval hellholeô. Anyone will pays a visit to one 

of the 500 brick kilns in Kathmandu Valley will agree. In the vicinity of the kiln, hundreds of 

people toll under a glaring sun. Among them one finds countless children. In addition to the child 

labor story that predominates these brick pits, is the untold story of donkeys and bricks, as these 

domestic animals are the backbone of brick production, working day and night hauling and 

heaving the heavy loads of materials that eventually become the foundation of the ever-expanding 

metropolis of Kathmandu. There are no laws that govern their treatment, and no labor party to 

represent their needs. 

The children and the donkeys often work together, with the children loading unfired bricks on the 

backs of donkeys and guiding them to the trench-shaped brick kiln. On the way back fired bricks 

are stacked on the donkeysô back. Both the children and the donkeys look wasted. None of the 

children go to school, and many suffer from malnutrition and ill-health. The donkeysô plight is no 

less severe. These bricks would wail with the whimpering of a donkey, unprofessionally tethered 

to palettes of bricks, with bounds rubbing on open and infested wounds that cover most of its 

malnourished body. Donkeys of the brick pits work themselves into a painful grave, receiving no 

medical attention and just enough sustenance to get the awful job done.  

Animal Nepal, understanding that addressing the needs of working donkeys alone will be 

unethical, aims to introduce a participatory programme addressing both the needs of child 

labourers and working donkeys.  

Background  

In Kathmandu Valley one finds more than 500 brick factories. Of these, more than 180 are 

traditional brick kilns. The traditional kiln is of an open brick firing structure, which consists of a 

temporary elliptical trench-shaped kiln and a pair of movable sheet metal chimneys. 

Most of the brick factories are not registered with local authorities. The number of factories has 

increased by 200 per cent since 2000. This has caused a strain on the local environment, including 

pollution of local farm land and rivers. Complaints about this pollution continue to be raised with 



employers and local authorities but without any monitoring mechanism this continues to be 

ineffective.  

The poorest of the poor join as daily wagers during the period November-May. This is when the 

land is dry and suitable for brick production. The bricks are modeled out of mud, to which some 

cement is added. The bricks are left in the sun to dry, after which they are carried to the kiln 

where they are fired. The workers are often bonded labourers who have an outstanding debt with 

a moneylender back in the village. Unable to repay their debts the moneylender or contractor 

forces them into bonded labour at the brick kiln. They arrive with their entire family. The children 

either look after the younger ones and take care of the household or join as labourers. The kilns 

do not provide for basic needs such as shelter, food, education or medical services. As a result the 

families live in makeshift shelters: small huts made out of unfired bricks or iron sheets. As brick 

kilns can usually be found in rural areas, with no proper road access, and far away from shops, 

schools, and hospitals, life at the kiln is a struggle for survival.  

Child labourers  

The conditions of migrant child labourers in brick kiln sector are severe. They arrive with their 

parents, often from remote, impoverished districts, in search of daily labour in order to support 

their hand-to-mouth existence. Among the children are countless babies and toddlers. Their work 

at the kiln dramatically interrupts their education, that is, if they went to school in their home 

town first of all.  

   

¶ Home of labourers; children as young as three carry bricks; cracked skulls have been reported 

Since many kilns are not registered and very little monitoring takes place, child labourers tend to face 

immense exploitation and feel their future is being compromised. Although a few NGOs have started to 

reach out to óbrick kidsô the vast majority of child labourers have never received any kind of help. As they 

work in unpopulated areas and are not part of nearby communities their suffering and donkey work goes 

unnoticed. Labour unions as yet have not addressed the issue of bonded child labourers successfully.  

They are the forgotten people who make sure Kathmanduôs ever growing middle class can live a 

comfortable life, in luxurious houses made out of óblood bricksô  

Aarti õs Wasted Childhood  

Aarti is a seven year old girl who has been working in a brick factory in the Kathmandu Valley 

ever since the death of her mother. While most children around the world begin school, learn the 

alphabet, color, and play with other children their age, Aarti wakes at sunrise for a 10 hour work 

day ðto make bricks, with her small, fragile hands. She moves quickly, sprinkling a little sand 



into the brick mold before filling the mold with a scoop full of mud. She uses a wire to remove the 

excess mud and then taps the mold against the earth so the brick can form. Finally, she flips the 

mold over, laying the brick on the ground for it to dry in the hot sun. Aarti does this about 1,500 

times a day. 

 In addition to her long work schedule, Aarti works in an area saturated with black smoke, dust, 

and germs. Aarti and the other children she works with run the risk of chronic respiratory and 

stomach problems, along with frequent cuts, bruises, and other injuries to various parts of their 

bodies.                                                                                                 Source: YAP International 

 

Working donkeys  

The employment of donkeys at brick kilns is a new phenomenon in Nepal. Brick producers, after 

facing trouble finding sufficient workers, started recruiting donkeys from the South of Nepal, the 

Terai, some five years ago. Now it is estimated at least 500 donkeys are transported to 

Kathmandu each season to carry bricks to and fro the kilns. According to our limited research the 

donkeys are provided by contractors who also provide labourers from Terai. The donkeys are 

either recruited locally and have worked as ótongaô/cart pullers, or general porters, or are taken 

from India.  

There is relentless pressure to over-work and overload animals. Life expectancy for these animals 

can be short: in Europe a donkey can comfortably live for 30 years; in the brick kilns, it may only 

last 18 months. 

During our research we found that the treatment of the working donkeys falls short in every area. 

The donkeys appear dehydrated and malnourished, suffer from infections, are not provided with 

proper shelter, resting time, or medical attention. We received different reports on deaths of 

donkeys (around 4 in every gabisha or village development committee) ï they literally dropped 

dead or were left to die on the Ring Road.
1
 No donkey has been taken to a vet nor do the 

contractors seem to apply any local herbal medicines.  

The donkeys remain the property of the contractors who are also responsible for their wellbeing. 

Owners and managers of brick kilns claim they have no say in this matter. 

Despite the labour shortage, some brick kiln owners refuse to employ donkeys. ñI have seen how 

they are treated at other places. They are beaten, starved, traumatised, and made to work till they 

drop dead. They too are living beings; itôs an offense to treat workers like that,ò says the manager 

of one brick kiln. Others, despite having reservations against the way the donkeys are treated, 

agree to employ canine labourers in order to produce more bricks.  

                                                 
1
 Two such donkeys were rescued by the Kathmandu Animal Treatment Centre, after local children called 

them by phone. One died, the other, now called Ashi, or Hope, survived and lives at the Kathmandu shelter.  



 

¶ �:�R�U�N�L�Q�J���G�R�Q�N�H�\�V�¶��lives are cut short through neglect and abuse 

Dying donkeys  

When we first started working with donkeys in Lalitpur brick kilns we did not know exactly 

�Z�K�D�W���W�R���H�[�S�H�F�W�����³�+�R�Z���P�X�F�K���G�U�H�V�V�L�Q�J���V�K�R�X�O�G���Z�H���E�X�\���I�R�U�����������G�R�Q�N�H�\�V�"�´���Z�H���D�V�N�H�G��Dr Sudip 

�.�R�L�U�D�O�D�����F�R�R�U�G�L�Q�D�W�R�U���R�I���W�K�H���P�R�E�L�O�H���F�O�L�Q�L�F�V�����³�%�X�\���D�V���P�X�F�K���D�V���\�R�X���F�D�Q�����L�W�¶�V���K�D�U�G���W�R���I�L�Q�G���D���G�R�Q�N�H�\��
�Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���Z�R�X�Q�G�V���´���K�H���V�D�L�G���� 

We found this hard to believe. The brick kiln season had recently started and the donkeys had 

only just arrived.  But Dr Koirala turned out to be right, more than right. The 150 donkeys we 

treated did not only suffer multiple wounds, including deep tissue injuries, they were 

malnourished, dehydrated, stressed, depressed, and they seemed unable to survive another five 

months of hard labour. At least five donkeys had already died from their injuries. One of them 

was so badly hurt during transportation from the Terai, her spine was broken. She was simply 

dropped by the side of the road to die a painful slow death. At Animal Nepal, in the past four 

years, we have seen unspeakable suffering among stray animals. The conditions of óbrick 

donkeysô are among the worst. No one pays any attention; the BLOOD BRICKS they carry are 

stained with the blood and tears of the donkeys.  

Working  area  

For this pilot programme we have selected 8-10 brick kilns employing kids and donkeys in four 

Village Development Committee areas in Lalitpur: Harshiddi, Godavari, Saruwarasi and 

Bungamati VDC. 

Outreach programme  for working d onkeys  

Animal Nepal plans to establish the following outreach activities: 

¶ Mobile camps visiting working donkeys as often as needed for general check up and 

supportive treatment 

¶ Provide First Aid Kits and feeding aids for donkeys to brick kilns 

¶ Organise education programmes for owners, contractors and labourers regarding welfare 

and treatment of working donkeys 

¶ Provide improved harnesses produced by impoverished local women 

¶ Establish Donkey Sanctuary for unwanted donkeys 

¶ Establish Donkey Adoption programme in which schools, childrenôs homes and 

individuals can adopt an unwanted donkey 


