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

The Government of Bulgaria is an associated member of ILO-IPEC.508   In 2002, the Government
of Bulgaria adopted a National Action Plan Against the Worst Forms of Child Labor, which aims to
eliminate the worst forms of child labor by focusing on such issues as education and new
legislation.509   In 2001, the government produced the Strategy and Action Plan on Protecting the
Rights of Children in Bulgaria that focuses on promoting the welfare of children.510   The
government’s Committee for Young People and Children was revitalized in the mid-1990s, and
coordinates the action of government ministries to protect the rights of children.511   The Ministry of
Labor and Social Policy has collaborated with NGOs to develop projects promoting education for
vulnerable groups.512   In addition, the Ministry of Education, Science and Technologies has
initiated programs to boost regular attendance rates, prevent dropouts among children, and build
awareness of labor rights for children.513   Under an ILO-IPEC preparatory project, a sample survey
on child labor in Bulgaria was completed in 2001.514

International financial institutions and organizations are providing support to the Government of
Bulgaria in regard to children’s issues.  The World Bank funded a four-year education
modernization project in the country in 2000 and a three-year child welfare reform project in
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2001.515   UNICEF and ECPAT International sponsored a seminar on commercial sexual
exploitation of children in Bulgaria in 2001.516   The International Organization on Migration
(IOM) is engaged in a regional effort on the trafficking of women and children in the Balkans,
including Bulgaria, to raise awareness, return and reintegrate the victims of trafficking, and build
government capacity.  IOM is also working with the Ministry of Education, Science and
Technology to implement a public awareness campaign in the country’s schools on the trafficking
of women and children.517

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2000, the ILO estimated that 14 percent of children between ages 5 to 17 years in Bulgaria were
working.518   Children engaging in paid work outside of the home work in the commercial and
service sectors, forestry, transport and communications, industry, construction, and agriculture.519

Children also engage in unpaid work for family businesses or farms, and in their households.520

Children engage in heavy physical labor and are exposed to health hazards on tobacco farms.521

The prostitution of children often occurs through organized crime rings.522   According to the
Ministry of the Interior, in 2001 there were a total of 340 reported under-age prostitutes, up by 23
percent relative to 2000.523   The police estimate that 10 percent of prostitutes are minors.524   Some
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girls working in the commercial sex industry are 12 and 13 years old.525    Trafficking in young girls
for sexual exploitation is also a problem in Bulgaria.  Girls as young as 14 years of age have been
kidnapped and smuggled out of the country to destinations across Europe.526

Education is compulsory up to the age of 16 under the National Education Act of 1991, with
children typically starting school at the age of 6 or 7.527   In 1998, the gross primary enrollment rate
was 101.0 percent, and the net primary enrollment rate was 93.4 percent.528   Roma children have
particularly low attendance and high dropout rates.529   National primary school attendance rates are
unavailable for Bulgaria.  While enrollment rates indicate a level of commitment to education, they
do not always reflect children’s participation in school.530

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

The Labor Code sets the minimum age for employment at 16 years.  An exception to the Labor
Code provides that children under 16 can work in government-approved jobs with the consent of a
parent, however, children may not work in hazardous conditions until the age of 18 years.531

Children under 18 are required to work reduced hours and are prohibited from overtime and night
work.532   The Family Code establishes legal protections for children working in family
businesses.533   In 2000, the Child Protection Act was enacted, which prohibits the employment of
children in begging and prostitution, among other potentially harmful acts.534   The Constitution
prohibits forced labor,535  and the Penal Code forbids procuring women for prostitution, abducting a
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woman for the purposes of sexual exploitation, and depriving any individual of his or her liberty.536

As of 2002, the Penal Code also prohibits child prostitution and trafficking in children,537  but there
are no specific laws governing or prohibiting child pornography.538

The Ministry of Labor and Social Policy is responsible for enforcing child labor laws, and they are
generally well enforced in the formal sector.539   There are reports, however, that low funding and
other economic priorities hamper enforcement.540

The Government of Bulgaria ratified ILO Convention 138 on April 23, 1980 and ILO Convention
182 on July 28, 2000.541
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