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Eritrea
The Government of Eritrea supported programs 
intended to reduce the worst forms of child labor, such as 
providing services to street children; however, these were 
not adequate to address the scope of Eritrea’s child labor 
problem and omitted the numerous children working 
in agriculture and domestic service.  The Government 
forcibly recruits children during the school break to plant 
trees, pick cotton, and work as domestic servants.

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Percent

Working Unavailable 

Attending School Unavailable

Combining Work and School Unavailable

Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor1736

Children are exploited in the worst forms of child 
labor in Eritrea, many of them in agriculture.  Children 
in rural areas of Eritrea work on farms producing 
corn, wheat, sorghum, and other grains, and in fields 
gathering firewood, hauling water, and herding 
livestock.  Children’s work in agriculture commonly 
involves use of potentially dangerous machinery and 
tools, carrying of heavy loads, and the application of 
harmful pesticides.1737  Children are also engaged in 
domestic labor where they may face long hours of work 
and exposure to physical and sexual exploitation by 
their employers.1738

In urban areas, children repair vehicles and work 
on the streets as vendors.1739  Children also work in 
garages and workshops making household utensils 
and furniture.1740  In Asmara, some children engage 
in commercial sexual exploitation and street begging.  
Children working on the streets are exposed to a 
variety of dangers, which may include severe weather, 
accidents caused by proximity to vehicles, and 
vulnerability to criminal elements.1741  

The Government of Eritrea imposes compulsory labor 
on secondary-level schoolchildren.  Children in the 
ninth grade and above are forced to work for 2 months 

during the school break for a national program called 
Mahtot.  They are required to work on farms, provide 
domestic service, plant trees, and pick cotton.1742

In addition, the Government requires all secondary 
school students to complete their final, 12th year of 
schooling and military training at the Sawa Military 
Training Camp in remote western Eritrea in order 
to graduate.1743  Students who do not attend are 
not eligible to take their final examinations or to 
graduate.1744  Young persons are required to register for 
military service by the age of 17.  Students who avoid 
military service are often victims of torture and poor 
treatment.1745  Some students may be under the age 
of 18 while attending Sawa.  Since children may leave 
school at age 13, they may receive military training 
at this age.1746  After the 6 months of compulsory 
military training, national service conscripts, who may 
be under age 18, are either drafted into the military, 
deployed to work in mines and on agriculture and 
construction projects, or assigned to a technical college 
for further training.1747

Eritrea is a country of origin for children trafficked 
for forced labor, including commercial sexual 
exploitation.1748  In rare instances, children are 
trafficked to the Middle East to serve as camel 
jockeys.1749
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Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 
of Child Labor

The Labor Proclamation sets the minimum age for 
employment at 14 and the minimum age for hazardous 
work at 18.  Under this law, hazardous work includes 
transporting goods and passengers, heavy lifting, 
working with toxic chemicals and dangerous machines, 
and working underground, such as in mines, quarries, 
sewers, and tunnel digging.1750  However, the Labor 
Proclamation does not include penalties for employers 
of children in hazardous work or children under the 
minimum age.1751

In addition, children in apprenticeships may engage in 
hazardous work if supervised by a competent authority.  
This includes dangerous and health-threatening 
tasks such as working in mines, quarries, and sewers.  
It is unclear at what age a child may become an 
apprentice.1752

C138, Minimum Age

C182, Worst Forms of Child Labor No

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 
Conflict

CRC Optional Protocol on the Sale of 
Children, Child Prostitution, and Child 
Pornography

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in 
Persons No

Minimum Age for Work 14

Minimum Age for Hazardous Work 18

Compulsory Education Age 13

Free Public Education No

Slavery, servitude, and forced labor are prohibited by 
the Constitution.1753  The Penal Code prohibits and 
provides penalties for trafficking in persons for sexual 

exploitation, child rape, and child prostitution.1754  
There is no legislation to prohibit trafficking for labor 
exploitation.1755  Children under 18 are prohibited from 
being recruited into the armed forces by Proclamation 
11/1991.1756  However, children under age 18 may 
receive military training.

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 
and Enforcement

Research found no evidence that the Government of 
Eritrea has established a coordinating mechanism to 
combat the worst forms of child labor.1757  

The Ministry of Labor and Human Welfare is the 
primary federal agency designated to enforce child 
labor laws, including criminal violations of the worst 
forms of child labor, such as trafficking.  Information 
on inspectors and complaint mechanisms was 
unavailable.1758

During the reporting period, the Eritrean Government 
prosecuted persons for human trafficking, although it 
is unknown how many were prosecuted and whether 
the victims were children.1759  Information was not 
available on other investigations, prosecutions, or 
convictions for other worst forms of child labor. 

Government Policies on the Worst Forms of 
Child Labor

The National Plan of Action on Child Labor and 
National Program of Action on Children are the 
primary government instruments to prevent and 
eliminate child labor in Eritrea.  These policies aim 
to prevent child labor and rehabilitate children by 
reintegrating them with families, communities, and 
schools.1760

Child labor concerns are also mainstreamed into the 
Education Sectoral Development Plan and the UN 
Development Assistance Framework.  However, these 
two development policies do not have budgets, detailed 
action plans, or targets related to the worst forms 
of child labor, and they do not appear to have been 
implemented to any significant degree.1761
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In addition, the Government’s compulsory labor and 
military training requirements for schoolchildren may 
diminish the impact of Eritrea’s policies to combat the 
worst forms of child labor.1762  Further, the Government 
has not provided information during the reporting 
period that it collects information on the worst forms 
of child labor, limiting their ability to inform policy.1763

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor 

In the past, the Government supported child-centered 
social programs aimed to assist street children or 
reintegrate orphaned children with their extended 
families.1764  In 2009, the Government, through its 
partnership with UNICEF, provided 4,426 street 
children with educational materials and cash subsidies 
to cover the cost of uniforms.1765

Current efforts to eliminate the worst forms of child 
labor also focus on anti-trafficking interventions.  For 
instance, during the reporting period the Government 
conducted awareness-raising campaigns on human 
trafficking and participated in the Regional Program 
for Eastern Africa (2009-2012) to counter the 
trafficking of children.1766  Eritrea also sponsored 
numerous youth and worker unions’ anti-trafficking in 
persons education outreach programs.1767  Other efforts 
to combat the worst forms of child labor include the 
Government’s program to identify children engaged in 
commercial sexual exploitation and reintegrate them 
with their families.1768

Despite the initiatives described here, Eritrea’s social 
programs are limited in scope and do not protect self-
employed children or target areas where the majority 
of children work, such as agriculture, domestic service, 
and street vending.1769

Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the worst 
forms of child labor in Eritrea:  

IN THE AREA OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Provide penalties for employers of children in hazardous work and children under the legal minimum age. 

Establish a minimum age for apprenticeships and prohibit children in supervised vocational training 
programs from engaging in hazardous work.

Enact legislation to prohibit all forms of trafficking.

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

Establish a formal coordinating mechanism to monitor the worst forms of child labor.

Publish data on inspections, criminal investigations, prosecutions, and other steps taken to enforce laws. 

IN THE AREA OF POLICIES:

Implement child labor objectives in national policies and development plans by including budgets, 
detailed action plans, and targets related to the worst forms of child labor.

Cease the forced recruitment of children during the school break to plant trees, pick cotton, and work as 
domestic servants.

Develop procedures to ensure that children under the age of 18 are not recruited into the national 
military program.

Conduct a national labor force survey to improve the availability of data on all forms of child labor, 
including the worst forms. 

IN THE AREA OF PROGRAMS:

Develop appropriate social protection programs to protect self-employed children and children working 
in agriculture, domestic service, and street vending.
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1736 Data provided in the chart at the beginning of this 
country report are not available from the data sources that 
are used by USDOL.  Reliable data on the worst forms 
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more information on sources used for these statistics, the 
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