COSTA RICA

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

The Government of Costa Rica has been a member of ILO-IPEC since 1996."'*! Currently, Costa Rica is
participating in several ILO-IPEC projects funded by USDOL, including a project to collect child labor
statistics''** and a project to combat child labor in the coffee sector (in Turrialba and Guanacaste).'"* Costa Rica
is also participating in a USDOL-funded ILO-IPEC regional project aimed at combating commercial sexual
exploitation.'** With other donor funding, in July 2002, the Government of Costa Rica and ILO-IPEC began to
map and define the worst forms of child labor, in preparation for a Timebound Program."* 1In 2003, in
collaboration with the Government of Costa Rica, ILO-IPEC began implementing a Timebound Program. The
Timebound Program focuses on enabling an environment at the national level to eliminate the worst forms of
child labor, as well as direct action activities in the Brunca Region.'"** ILO-IPEC is also carrying out a project
aimed at raising awareness, collecting information, and providing direct attention to children involved in domestic
work in the homes of third parties.'*” In collaboration with ILO-IPEC, the labor union Central del Movimiento
de Trabajadores Costarricenses (CMTC) is supporting a pre-school center for the children of street vendors in San

JOSé.lHS

In 1996, the Government of Costa Rica established the National Directive Committee for the Progressive
Eradication of Child Labor and the Protection of Adolescent Workers in Costa Rica,"* which provides direction
on child labor issues to the Ministry of Labor’s National Directorate for Inspection.'™ The Committee, in 1998,
developed a national plan to eliminate child labor and fostered a number of institutions that address child labor,
including the Executive Secretariat for the Eradication of Child Labor, the Ministry of Labor’s Office of
Eradication of Child Labor and Protection of Adolescent Laborers, and the National Commission Against the
Commercial Exploitation of Minors and Adolescents.'””" The commercial sexual exploitation of children is
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recognized as a problem in Costa Rica and it is on the political and public agenda through discussion in

presidential discourse, political debates, newspaper reports, editorials, studies, and fora.''>?

In September 2000, the government established the “National Agenda for Children and Adolescents, 2000-2010,”
where it pledged to prevent and eliminate the worst forms of child labor and achieve 100 percent retention of
children in basic education by the year 2010."">  Since implementation of the agenda, the government has created
promotional materials on the problem of child labor; provided awareness training to over 5,000 government
officials, college students, and private sector employees in the banana industry; and educated 7,000 youths on
worker rights. All labor inspectors are reportedly trained in child labor enforcement and the prevention of child

exploitation.'™ On October 8, 2002, the Ministry of Labor announced a nationwide program aimed at providing

small loans and economic aid to families with at-risk children.'® In 2003, the government launched an awareness

raising campaign entitled “Mobilize Costa Rica Against Child Labor.”'"**  On March 17,2003, the Ministry of

Transport and the Costa Rican Taxi Associations signed an agreement that states that if a taxi is found involved in

the commercial sexual exploitation of children, its concession will be withdrawn.'"’

In the area of education, the government promotes children’s access to primary school through ongoing publicity

campaigns sponsored by the Ministries of Labor and Public Education.'®

Other educational programs have
focused on the reintegration of child laborers into the education system. The Ministry of Education has been
supporting ongoing eftorts by providing scholarships for poor families in order for them to cover the indirect costs
of attending school."” Costa Rica is involved in an IDB program aimed at improving pre-school and lower-

secondary education.''®

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2002, the National Survey on Child and Adolescent Labor reported that 11.4 percent of children ages 5 to 17

were economically active."® World Bank estimated that 4 percent of children ages 10 to 14 years in Costa Rica
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were working. In rural areas, children work in agriculture and cattle-raising, primarily on family-owned farms.
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Costa Rican children traditionally help harvest coffee beans and sugar cane, although Nicaraguan immigrants,
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including children, are also found working on farms.

continues to be prevalent in the Cartago, Limén, and Brunca regions of the country. Some children work as

domestic servants, and others may be involved in construction, carpentry, furniture making, baking, sewing and the

1165 Children also bag groceries at supermarkets, sell goods on streets or
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small-scale production of handicrafts.
highways, and watch over parked vehicles.
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The prostitution of children is a continuing problem in Costa Rica, and is often associated with the country’s

sex tourism industry.'®® Costa Rica is a transit and destination point for children trafficked for commercial sexual

exploitation purposes, including prostitution.''” Most trafficking victims originate from Colombia, the

Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Panama, and to a lesser extent from Russia, the Philippines, Romania, and
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Bulgaria.

Education is compulsory and free for 6 years at the primary level and 3 years at the secondary level."'”" In 2000,

t. 1172

the gross primary enrollment rate was 106.8 percent and the net primary enrollment rate was 91.1 percen In

1999, 80.2 percent of children enrolled in primary school reached grade 5."'"* The proportion of dropouts is

higher in rural areas (16 percent) than in urban areas (7.5 percent).'"”
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Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

The Labor Code sets the minimum age for employment at 15 years.!'”> The Children and Adolescents’ Code
prohibits minors under the age of 18 from working in mines, bars and other businesses that sell alcohol, in unsafe
and unhealthy places, in activities where they are responsible for their own safety and the safety of other minors,
and where there they are required to work with dangerous equipment, contaminated substances or excessive
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noise. Also under the Children and Adolescent’s Code, children are not allowed to work at night or more than

6 hours a day or 36 hours a week.!'"”” Children under the age of 18 are not permitted to work in the banana

industry.'"”®

The Children’s Bill of Rights states that all children and adolescents have the right to protection from all forms of
exploitation, including prostitution and pornography.'"”” The Law Against the Sexual Exploitation of Underage
Persons, approved in 1999, established penalties for those engaged in the commercial sexual exploitation of
children.'® The Penal Code provides for a prison sentence of between 4 and 10 years if the victim of prostitution
is under the age of 18."""" The Penal Code also prohibits the entry or exit of women and minors into and out of
the country for prostitution, and provides for 5 to 10 years imprisonment, if convicted.''*?

The Ministry of Labor and Social Security is responsible for detecting and investigating labor violations, while the
National Board for Children and the judiciary branch are responsible for investigating and prosecuting cases of
child sexual exploitation.'"™ The Ministry of Labor houses the Office of Eradication of Child Labor and
Protection of Adolescent Workers, which is responsible for coordinating all direct action programs, maintaining a
database on all workers under the age of 18, coordinating the implementation of the National Plan and public
policy, and training labor inspectors on child labor.'"™  All labor inspectors are reportedly trained in child labor
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enforcement and the prevention of child exploitation.!'™ To deal with child labor on a local level, a labor

inspector is appointed in each Regional Office of the National Directorate of Labor Inspection.'® Child labor
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investigations can be initiated after an inspection, or in response to complaints filed by government or NGO

representatives, or members of civil society, including children and adolescents who are subject to exploitation.'®’

In 2001, the Ministry of Labor received approximately 1,400 complaints of child labor, and launched a hotline for

reporting such cases.""™ Due to limited resources, child labor regulations are not always enforced outside the

formal economy.''®

"% and has been enforcing its prohibitions against
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The government effectively enforces its law against forced labor
the sexual exploitation of minors by raiding brothels and arresting pedophiles. Hundreds of investigations were
launched in 2002 by the Special Prosecutor on Sex Crimes, leading to a handful of convictions.'"”> In June 2003,

a special legislative commission focused on children and adolescents was created by the Legislative Assembly.''?

The Government of Costa Rica ratified ILO Convention 138 on June 11, 1976, and ILO Convention 182 on
September 10, 2001."%*
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