
Sierra Leone

Government Policies and Programs to Eliminate the Worst Forms of Child Labor

The Government of Sierra Leone has started a program to introduce universal free primary

education (classes 1 to 6) in all government-owned and government-assisted schools and is receiv-

ing assistance for the program from the World Bank and other donors.2259  UNICEF is engaged in

projects to renovate schools, distribute teaching material, and provide equipment for schools.2260

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2000, UNICEF estimated that 71.6 percent of children between ages 5 and 14 in Sierra

Leone were working.2261  The same survey estimated that 2 percent of children between ages 5 and

14 perform paid work, while 48 percent of children in Sierra Leone perform unpaid work for

someone other than a household member.2262  Teenage prostitution has reportedly become a

significant problem because of migration from rural areas to Freetown during the civil war.2263

Other children in Sierra Leone work on a seasonal basis on family subsistence farms, in family

businesses, and as petty vendors.2264

Rebel forces of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and other military groups have

forced children into their ranks, where they have served as porters, soldiers, sexual slaves, or have

been forced to dig for diamonds in mines.2265  In 2000 the ILO estimated that 5,400 children served
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as soldiers.2266  Child soldiers forced into military service by the RUF were given cocaine

and amphetamines; were armed with pistols, rifles, and machetes; and were forced to engage in

combat, massacres, and other acts of brutality.2267  In May 2001, following reconciliation talks

between the Government and the RUF, the RUF began to release child soldiers.2268

The law requires mandatory primary school education, but a shortage of schools and

teachers has made implementation impossible.2269  According to the International Monetary Fund,

the civil war resulted in the destruction of 1,270 primary schools, and 67 percent of all school-age

children are currently out of school.2270

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

Sierra Leone sets the minimum age for employment at age 18, although children between

the ages of 12 and 18 may be employed in some non-hazardous occupations with the consent of

their parents. The law is not enforced in practice, as there is no government agency charged with

enforcement.2271  The Constitution prohibits forced and bonded labor, including that performed by

children; however, under the Chiefdom’s Council Act, individual chiefs may impose compulsory

labor and may require village members to work to improve common areas. This practice exists

only in rural areas.2272  Sierra Leone has not ratified ILO Convention No. 138 on the Minimum Age

for Employment or ILO Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labor.2273
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