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Following the January 2010 earthquake, the issue of 

trafficking Haitian children for domestic service has 

received heightened attention from the Government of 

Haiti and the international community.  Nonetheless, the 

practice of employing child domestic servants is prevalent 

throughout the country.  Social protection programs 

remain insufficient for the nationwide prevention and 

elimination of the worst forms of child labor.

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Age Percent

Working 5-14 yrs. 29.0%

Attending School 5-14 yrs. 81.2%

Combining Work and School 7-14 yrs. 27.5%

Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 

Worst Forms of Child Labor

Children in Haiti are exploited in the worst forms of 

child labor,2224 most commonly in domestic service.2225  

This occurs through the practice of sending children, 

particularly girls, from poor rural areas to work as 

domestic servants for more well-off families, often with 

the perception that the children will have increased 

educational opportunities.2226  While some of these 

children, referred to as restaveks, are cared for and 

receive an education, many are trafficked into forced 

labor.  Such children receive no schooling or pay and 

are at risk of sexual exploitation and physical abuse.2227  

A 2009 survey estimates that 225,000 children work 

as restaveks in urban areas of Haiti, which is a number 

that is likely growing.2228  A previous requirement to 

pay a salary to domestic workers age 15 and older 

encouraged employers to dismiss restaveks before 

they reached that age, which in turn has contributed 

to a large population of street children in Haiti.2229  

Prior to the January 2010 earthquake, there were an 

estimated 2,500 street children living in the capital, 

many of whom were former domestic servants.2230  

The thousands of individuals displaced because of 

the earthquake have likely increased the number of 

both restaveks and street children.2231  Children on 

the streets work washing car windows, as vendors, 

and as beggars; and they are exposed to a variety of 

hazards, such as severe weather, accidents caused by 

proximity to vehicles, and vulnerability to criminal 

elements.2232  Children on the streets are also exploited 

in prostitution.2233

Children in Haiti also work on farms where they may 

be exposed to pesticides, sharp tools, harsh conditions, 

and long hours.2234  A 2007 household survey in one 

department in Haiti found that children constituted 

one-quarter of the farm workers sampled.  They 

contributed to the cultivation of pistachios, corn, peas, 

millet, sugarcane, manioc, and rice.2235

Haitian nationals who migrate to the Dominican 

Republic often lack personal identification papers 

and are consequently more vulnerable to exploitive 

labor situations.2236  The earthquake exacerbated this 

vulnerability as hundreds of thousands of Haitians 

lost their identification cards in the earthquake.2237  

Children are trafficked both internally and from 

Haiti to the Dominican Republic.2238  Haitian children 

trafficked to the Dominican Republic work in domestic 

service, sex tourism, and agriculture.2239

Criminal groups rule many parts of Haiti, and children 

work with them as porters, spies, messengers, and 

armed marauders.  Children of extremely poor families 
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are especially vulnerable to recruitment by armed 

gangs.  They have been forced to participate in illegal 

activities and subjected to rape.2240 

The January 2010 earthquake in Haiti severely 

damaged Port-au-Prince and surrounding areas, 

displacing more than 1.3 million people.  It further 

devastated the country’s already inadequate social 

services, exacerbated political and socio-economic 

instability, and weakened the already poor educational 

system.2241  Public safety has furthered deteriorated, 

particularly in Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) 

camps where girls are vulnerable to sexual violence 

and exploitation by self-appointed “security guardians.”  

Local NGOs and the Haitian National Police have 

indicated that reported cases of trafficking, forced 

labor, and forced prostitution of children have risen 

following the earthquake.2242

Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 

of Child Labor

Haiti’s Labor Code sets the minimum age for work in 

industrial, agricultural, or commercial enterprises at 

age 15.2243  Children age 15 to 18 who seek employment 

must obtain a work authorization from the Ministry of 

Labor.  Employing a child without a work authorization 

is punishable by fines.2244  Children are prohibited from 

night work in industrial jobs, and from work that is 

likely to harm their health, safety, or morals.2245  There 

is no evidence of a list specifying what hazardous 

activities are prohibited to children.

The law sets the minimum age for military service at 

18.2246  The Act on the Prohibition and Elimination 

of All Forms of Abuse, Violence, Ill Treatment, 

or Inhuman Treatment Against Children of 2003 

prohibits the exploitation of children, which includes 

servitude and forced or compulsory labor and the use 

of children in criminal activities or armed conflict.2247  

The Act criminalizes child trafficking and recruiting 

children for sexual exploitation, pornography, and 

illicit activities.2248  Although this Act does not include 

legal penalties against offenders, the Ministry of 

Social Affairs has the authority to use all laws against 

violators of these prohibitions.2249  Based on this Act, if 

the nature or condition of domestic service harms the 

health, safety or morals of children, employers of child 

domestic servants may be penalized.  However, there 

is no minimum age restriction for work in domestic 

service and there are no legal penalties for employing 

children in domestic labor.2250

A further gap is in the legal framework concerns 

education.  Children in Haiti are required to attend 

school only until age 11.2251  This gap may make 

children age 12 to 14 particularly vulnerable to the 

worst forms of child labor as they are not required to 

be in school but are below the minimum age for work.

C138, Minimum Age

C182, Worst Forms of Child Labor

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 

Conflict
No

CRC Optional Protocol on the Sale of 

Children, Child Prostitution, and Child 

Pornography
No

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in 

Persons
No

Minimum Age for Work 15

Minimum Age for Hazardous Work 18

Compulsory Education Age 11

Free Public Education Yes

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 

and Enforcement

Research found no evidence that the Government of 

Haiti has established a coordinating mechanism to 

combat the worst forms of child labor.2252  

The Ministry of Social Affairs, through its Institute of 

Social Welfare and Research (IBESR), is responsible for 

enforcing child labor laws and for pursuing violations 

against children, according to the Act of 2003.2253  The 

Government has indicated that understaffing and a 

shortage of basic supplies hinder IBESR’s ability to 

conduct child labor investigations.2254  Consequently, 

the Government has not been reporting statistics on 

child labor violations investigated, prosecutions, or 

penalties imposed.2255
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IBESR and the Haitian National Police’s Brigade for 

the Protection of Minors (BPM) take the lead on anti-

child trafficking efforts, and BPM is responsible for 

investigating crimes against children, which include 

trafficking.2256  The BPM has 75 officers and maintains 

a hotline to collect tips regarding child exploitation 

and abuse.2257  The BPM has the authority to respond 

to these tips and apprehend persons who have 

been reported to exploit child domestic workers.2258  

However, the BPM does not target restavek cases 

for investigation because there are no specific legal 

penalties against the exploitive forms of the practice.2259  
Following the earthquake, border officials identified 

and assisted potential child trafficking victims and 

referred some to NGOs.2260  Authorities have referred 

some restaveks to IBESR for temporary housing and 

care in NGO-supported shelters.2261  The BPM has two 

holding cells to temporarily house minors in Port-au-

Prince.2262

Government Policies on the Worst Forms of 

Child Labor

Haiti’s poverty reduction strategy aims to improve the 

living conditions of children.2263 

To improve access to education, the Haitian 

Government participates in the Education for 

All (EFA) campaign, overseen by the Ministry of 

Education.  The EFA project subsidizes school fees, 

provides school feeding programs, and offers training 

to increase the number of qualified teachers so that 

more children will attend school.2264  The EFA project 

in Haiti reportedly exceeded goals set in 2007 by 

enrolling twice the anticipated number of new students 

into school.2265  However, the January 2010 earthquake 

damaged an estimated 4,000 schools that require 

reconstruction.2266

The question of whether these poverty and education 

policies have an impact on the worst forms of child 

labor does not appear to have been addressed.

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent the 

Worst Forms of Child Labor

Over the past decade, the Government of Haiti has 

participated in a number of donor-funded projects to 

combat trafficking and in one project which aimed 

to reduce exploitive child domestic service through 

education.2267

Currently, the Government is participating in a 2-year 

$270,000 project to eradicate and prevent the worst 

forms of child labor, funded by the Government 

of Brazil.2268  It is also participating in a 5-year $7.5 

million project supported by the Coca-Cola Company.  

Its goal is to develop a sustainable mango juice 

industry that will raise incomes and standards of living 

for 25,000 Haitian mango farmers.2269  To lessen the 

economic impact from the January 2010 earthquake, 

USAID has been supporting cash-for-work activities to 

stabilize household livelihoods, which could reduce the 

likelihood of child exploitation.2270

The Ministry of Social Affairs assists children who 

work or live in the streets.2271  From April 2009 until 

the January 2010 earthquake, the Ministry of Social 

Affairs, in collaboration with an NGO, identified 126 

restaveks for needed assistance; however, considering 

the number of restaveks in exploitive situations, the 

number identified appears low.2272  Following the 

earthquake, 816 restaveks have been identified in 

25 major IDP camps in Port-au-Prince.2273  Before 

the earthquake, the Government promoted the 

reintegration of child restaveks into supportive family 

environments.2274  However, following the earthquake, 

the Haitian Government has indicated that vulnerable 

children placed in family-based foster care risk being 

exploited as restaveks because the Government does 

not have the capacity to monitor the placement of 

children.2275  Furthermore, educational programs and 

opportunities for children in rural areas are limited, 

which may contribute to child trafficking and the 

restavek practice.2276
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Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the 
worst forms of child labor in Haiti: 

IN THE AREA OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Amend the legal framework to ensure the minimum age for work applies to domestic service.

 Ensure that children working as domestics receive schooling, pay, and protection from abuse and 

exploitation.

 Increase the age of compulsory schooling to match the minimum age for work.

 Amend the law to provide specific penalties against exploitive forms of the restavek practice, child 

trafficking, and sexually exploiting children.

 Amend the law to provide comprehensive protection against child labor in hazardous activities.

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

Establish a coordinating mechanism to combat the worst forms of child labor.

 Make the Institute of Social Welfare and Research and the Haitian National Police’s Brigade for the 

Protection of Minors priorities when determining allocations of government and donor resources.

 Investigate and prosecute trafficking cases involving restaveks.

IN THE AREA OF POLICIES: 

 Develop a national action plan to address the worst forms of child labor, including hazardous work in 

agriculture and child domestic service.

 Assess the impact that existing poverty and education policies have on addressing the worst forms of 

child labor.

 Work with the Dominican Republic to create a joint action plan that addresses cross-border child 

trafficking.

IN THE AREA OF PROGRAMS:

Include child labor and child trafficking issues as a consideration in all recovery and reconstruction efforts, 

implement programs to provide social services to such children, and monitor the treatment of children in 

such programs.

 Provide identification cards for all residents to reduce vulnerability to trafficking and exploitation.

 Raise awareness about the realities of the restavek situation to deter parents from sending their children 

into this practice.

 Prioritize resources to build an educational system that provides access to quality education for all 

children, with a focus on programs that improve educational opportunities in rural areas where children 

have a high vulnerability to trafficking and becoming restaveks.
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