Thank you for that introduction Nina...

I’m pleased to be here tonight to honor Senator Harkin… I am also pleased to be joined by two of my dearest friends, Pharis Harvey and Kailash Sathiarty, who have both led and inspired me...

As we gather on this 10th anniversary of ILO 182, the convention against the worst forms of child labor, I feel compelled to mention that though progress has been made, there are still more than 200 million children engaged in the worst forms of child labor. 

And to this day, in carpet looms across India, Pakistan and Nepal, up to (half) a million children fed the 2.5 billion dollar retail carpet industry in the US and Western Europe. Here bonded child laborers continue work 12-16 hours a day and in many cases are chained to the looms. Often they are beaten for ‘poor’ performance and have their debt increased so that they may never escape their bondage. Some try to run away, but most of them are caught and returned to the looms, sometimes by the local authorities.  

Nina Smith has asked me to say a few words about my photography and involvement in children’s rights and on this tenth anniversary of ILO 182 and I think it only appropriate that we remember Iqbal Masih, a young carpet slave in Pakistan, whose cause many in this room, including Senator Harkin, championed. I began my reporting on children’s rights, when I was sent to Pakistan dozen years ago to solve the murder of Iqbal Masih.

Iqbal’s life first came to our attention in a film called The Carpet; which was the first major international film that dealt head on with the issue of child labor in the carpet industry. Iqbal had been sold into slavery at the age of seven to work in the carpet looms north of Lahore. After numerous failed attempts he finally escaped and found freedom, education, and a childhood with the help of a brave local activist by the name of Eshan Ullah Khan. Eshan was the founder of the Bonded Labor Liberation Front in Lahore and ran a school and shelter for freed bonded (slave) laborers.  

Over the next few years, Iqbal became a hero to many and a problem to others. A remarkable and courageous young man, Iqbal lead raids that rescued hundreds of children. Eventually, Iqbal gained international notice, being named ABC’s person of the week by Peter Jennings and winning the Reebok Youth in Action Award.  It was at that awards dinner that he gave his famous speech that ended with his holding up a pencil in one hand and then a carpet knife in the other and stating boldly; This (the pencil) is what belongs in children’s hands, not this (the carpet knife). He was given a standing ovation. 

However, this tale, like many others in this world, does not end happily. Upon Iqbal’s return from the United States he was assassinated on Easter Sunday. And Eshan Ullah Khan, the man who had helped to free him, was charged with economic sedition and was forced to flee the country. A vast cover-up ensued and I was asked to make a documentary film investigation into that murder and subsequent cover up. That film, Death of the Slave Boy, took two and a half years to shoot, requiring extended stays in Pakistan for me. I was kidnapped, beaten, put under house arrest and continually on the run. But the real costs that were suffered are that Iqbal is dead, Eshan still lives in exile in Sweden, a broken man, and the Bonded Labor Liberation Front, one of the leading Pakistani Children’s’ and Human Rights groups was permanently crippled leaving many without protection or hope. It is this bitter reminder that I will always carry as I continue my work: that Iqbal’s death was the beginning of my complete dedication to children’s rights around the world. 

But Iqbal’s death was not in vain.  It created enormous outrage in the international community and re-ignited the modern child labor movement. It led to a significant drop in the export of carpets from Pakistan and ultimately the creation and acceptance of an innovative labeling initiative called RUGMARK that assures that every carpet that bears the RUGMARK Label is certified child labor free. 

In a time when we recognize that our citizenship is often compromised by rampant consumerism, Rugmark offers us a chance and a choice to be better citizens by being better, more responsible consumers. You see: choices do have consequences. 

I close by saying that this evening is not just a celebration of ILO 182, RUGMARK and Senator Harkin; it is a testament to the possibility of a better world. Let us remember as we move forward that financial poverty does not need to equate with moral poverty.

Thank you.
