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

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is an associated country of ILO-IPEC.895   The
government is participating in a regional four-year, USDOL-funded ILO-IPEC program designed to
prevent the involvement of children in armed conflicts in Central Africa.  The first phase of the
project gathered basic information on the needs of children involved in conflicts in the region and
established mechanisms for regional information sharing and coordination.896   In 2002,
government officials participated in awareness raising activities on child labor organized by ILO-
IPEC in conjunction with the African Cup of Nations.897

The government has received support from various international organizations for projects to assist
children involved or at risk of involvement in the armed conflict in the DRC.  In 2000, DRC
President Joseph Kabila established a demobilization program for children and other vulnerable
groups involved in the nation’s conflict, and created the National Bureau for Demobilization and
Reintegration to head the effort in conjunction with UNICEF.898   The actual demobilization of
children began in 2001.899   The demobilization program is providing support for family tracing
services, medical assistance, psychological rehabilitation, and reintegration orientation for former
child soldiers, as well as support for research and awareness raising with families in order to
achieve acceptance of the returning children.900

The government is also receiving support from UNICEF, other UN agencies and NGOs on a project
to improve the country’s education system by providing displaced and other war-affected children
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with basic education,901  and on a project for girls to increase enrollment, reduce drop-out rate, and
encourage transition to secondary education.902   The World Bank is providing support to the
government to address data, policy and capacity gaps in the DRC so as to enable the country to
qualify for funding under the UN fast-track Education for All grant financing program.903

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2001, UNICEF estimated that 24.2 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years in the DRC were
working.904   Children work in the informal sector and in subsistence agriculture, which constitute
the largest sectors of the economy.905    Children work in mining,906  garbage collecting907  and drug
trafficking,908  and as porters and errand boys.909   Girls as young as 8 years of age have reportedly
been forced into prostitution,910  while other children hunt or fish to support their families instead of
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attending school.911   Many street children in the DRC’s major towns and cities work in extremely
hazardous conditions, and are at risk of sexual exploitation or recruitment into the armed forces.912

In 2002, UNICEF estimated that 15,000 child soldiers were engaged in the conflict in the DRC.913

In 2001, there were reports that children as young as 13 years were recruited as soldiers in the
Congolese Armed Forces (FAC).914   Children as young as 8 years old have been recruited into local
militias.915   During 2001, the government stopped encouraging the enlistment of children in
paramilitary organizations.916   To date, there is no information available on the recruitment of
children by the armed forces in 2002.  Congolese child soldiers serve as runners, bodyguards,
porters, spies, and fighters on the frontlines.917   There have been reports that the FAC sexually
exploits homeless girls.918   Children from the DRC have been trafficked to Europe for purposes of
commercial sexual exploitation.919   Children from other African countries are trafficked to the
DRC and forcibly recruited into rebel militias.920
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Education in the DRC is neither compulsory nor free.921   In 1998, the gross primary enrollment
rate was 46 percent, and the net primary enrollment rate was 32.1 percent.922   In 2001, the net
primary attendance rate was 51.7 percent.923   Barriers to attendance include parents’ inability to
pay school fees, dilapidated school facilities and population displacement.924

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

Article 115 of the Labor Law sets the minimum age for employment in businesses, including as an
apprentice, at 14 years.925   Children between the ages of 14 and 18 may work with the consent of a
parent or guardian; those under 16 may work up to four hours per day; those 16 to 18 years may
work up to eight hours per day.926   Children under the age of 18 are prohibited from working at
night in public or private establishments.927   The draft Constitution contains prohibitions against
forced labor,928  the recruitment of children in national defense forces or children’s participation in
hostilities.929   The Constitution has not been officially adopted, however.930   Under the Juvenile
Code, children under 14 are prohibited from engaging in prostitution.931   There are no specific laws
that prohibit trafficking.932
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Although responsible for enforcing child labor laws, the Ministry of Labor makes little effort to do
so.933   The Government of the DRC, and particularly its military court, fails to provide basic
protections to children.  Some former child soldiers as young as 11 years have been imprisoned
and, although very little information is available in regard to these children, human rights groups
say some children have been tortured and at least one was forced to execute another.934

The Government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo ratified both ILO Convention 138 and
ILO Convention 182 on June 20, 2001.935

933 Ibid., 168-70, Section 6d.
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