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

The Ministry of Labor and Human Welfare (MOLHW) is working in cooperation with

UNICEF to implement community sensitization activities on children’s rights.916  UNICEF is also

promoting access to education in war-affected areas by providing learning materials to displaced

children, establishing makeshift classrooms, and training teachers.917  The government is in the

process of evaluating the quality of primary education, although the country’s weak national

economy and lack of institutions and expertise limit reform efforts.918  From 1993 to 1997, govern-

ment expenditure on education as a percentage of the gross national product increased from 2.1

percent to 4 percent.919

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 1999, the ILO estimated that 38.6 percent of children between the ages of 10 and 14 in

Eritrea were working.920  Children work as street vendors, in domestic services, in small-scale

manufacturing, and on family farms.921

Children as young as 12 years of age are reportedly involved in prostitution on the streets

of Massawa and Asmara, as well as in hotels and bars.922  A 1999 MOLHW survey on commercial

sex workers revealed that 5 percent of prostitutes surveyed in Eritrea were between the ages of 14

and 17 years.923  In addition, children fight as soldiers with the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front.

Insufficient birth registrations make it difficult to verify the ages of recruited soldiers.924
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Education is free and compulsory from the ages of 7 to 13, or through grade seven.925  In

1996, the gross primary enrollment rate was 53.4 percent, with 58.7 percent of boys enrolled,

compared to 48.1 percent of girls. The net primary enrollment rate was 30.4 percent.926  The

Ministry of Education estimates that only 37 to 38 percent of children attend school.927  In rural

areas, girls often leave school early to work at home.928

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

The Transitional Labor Law No. 8/91 sets the minimum age for employment at 18 years,

but allows for the employment of apprentices starting at the age of 14 years.929  The 1996 Constitu-

tion prohibits forced labor, but the National Service Proclamation obligates that all citizens com-

plete compulsory service in the national armed forces.930  The National Service Proclamation sets

the minimum age for military service at 18 years and requires 18 months of duty.931  The Penal

Code prohibits the procurement, seduction, or trafficking of children under the age of 18, and also

bans sexual relations with children under 18 years old.932

Labor inspectors in the MOLHW enforce child labor laws, but inspections are infrequent

due to the small number of inspectors.933  Eritrea ratified ILO Convention 138 on February 22,

2000, and has not ratified ILO Convention 182.934
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