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ERITREA

Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor

Children in Eritrea are engaged in the worst forms 

of child labor, many of them in agriculture and 

domestic service.2033 Children in rural areas of 

Eritrea work on farms producing corn, wheat, 

sorghum and other grains and in fields gathering 

firewood, hauling water and herding livestock. 

Children’s work in agriculture commonly involves 

dangerous activities such as using dangerous 

machinery and tools, carrying heavy loads and 

applying harmful pesticides.2034  Children also 

work in domestic service, which may involve risks 

such as sexual abuse and other forms of abuse.2035

In urban areas, children transport loads and work 

on the streets as vendors and car washers.2036 

Children also work in garages and workshops 

making household utensils and furniture, which 

may require them to use dangerous machinery.2037 

In Asmara, some children engage in commercial 

sexual exploitation and street begging. Children 

working on the streets may be exposed to multiple 

dangers, including severe weather, vehicle 

accidents and criminal elements.2038

  

The Government of Eritrea imposes compulsory 

labor on secondary-level schoolchildren.  

Children in the ninth grade and above are 

forced to work for 2 months during the school 

break for Mahtot—a national program in which 

children may be required to build and maintain 

roads, install power and telephone lines, work as 

domestic servants and engage in agriculture work 

such as picking cotton.2039

In order to graduate, students are required by the 

Government to complete their final, 12th year 

of schooling and military training at the Sawa 

Military Training Camp in remote western Eritrea. 

Some students may be under the age of 18 while 

attending Sawa.2040 Students who do not attend 

are not eligible to take their final examinations 

or to graduate.2041 After 6 months of compulsory 

military training, national service conscripts—

who may be under age 18—are either drafted 

into the military, deployed to work in gold mines 

and on agriculture and construction projects 

or assigned to a technical college for further 

training.2042 Students who avoid military service 

are often victims of torture and poor treatment.2043

Eritrea
The Government of Eritrea supported programs 

intended to reduce the worst forms of child labor. 

However, these were not adequate to address the scope of 

Eritrea’s child labor problem and omitted the numerous 

children working in agriculture and domestic service. 

The Government forcibly recruits children during the 

school break to pick cotton, build and maintain roads, 

install power and telephone lines and work as domestic 

servants.

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Age Percent

Working 5-14 yrs. Unavailable

Attending School 5-14 yrs. Unavailable

Combining Work and School 7-14 yrs. Unavailable
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Children in Eritrea are trafficked for forced labor, 

including commercial sexual exploitation.2044 In 

2010, 250 Eritrean refugees were reportedly held 

hostage by traffickers in Egypt. It is unknown 

if children were among the refugees.2045 In rare 

instances, children are trafficked to the Middle 

East to serve as camel jockeys.2046

In Eritrea, children may enter the workforce at a 

young age due to the limited number of schools. 

Children from nomadic communities have 

difficulty accessing education as their seasonal 

movements are incompatible with the formal 

school calendar.2047

Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 
of Child Labor

The Labor Proclamation sets the minimum age 

for employment at 14 and the minimum age for 

hazardous work at 18. Under this law, hazardous 

C138, Minimum Age

C182, Worst Forms of Child 

Labor
No

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 

Conflict

CRC Optional Protocol on 

the Sale of Children, Child 

Prostitution, and Child 

Pornography

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking 

in Persons
No

Minimum Age for Work 14

Minimum Age for Hazardous 

Work
18

Compulsory Education Age 14

Free Public Education No

work includes transporting goods and passengers; 

heavy lifting; working with toxic chemicals 

and dangerous machines; digging tunnels; and 

working underground in mines, quarries and 

sewers.2048 However, the Labor Proclamation 

does not require employers to keep a register 

containing the name, age or date of birth of their 

employees, and it does not include penalties 

for employers of children in hazardous work or 

children under the minimum age. Further, the 

Government does not provide protection for self-

employed children or children working without 

a contract, leaving many children working on the 

streets, in family businesses and as unprotected 

child domestics.2049 Children in apprenticeships 

may engage in hazardous work if supervised by a 

competent authority.2050 This includes dangerous 

and health-threatening tasks such as working in 

mines, quarries and sewers. It is unclear at what 

age a child may become an apprentice.2051

Slavery, servitude and forced labor are prohibited 

by the Constitution.2052 The Penal Code prohibits 

and provides penalties for trafficking in persons 

for sexual exploitation, child rape and child 

prostitution.2053 No law prohibits trafficking for 

labor exploitation.2054 Children under 18 are 

prohibited from recruitment into the armed forces 

by Proclamation 11/1991.2055 However, in practice, 

children under age 18 receive military training.2056

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 
and Enforcement

Research found no evidence that the Government 

of Eritrea has established a coordinating 

mechanism to combat the worst forms of child 

labor.2057

The Ministry of Labor and Human Welfare is 

the primary federal agency designated to enforce 

child labor laws, including criminal violations of 

the worst forms of child labor, such as trafficking. 

No information exists on the Ministry’s funding 

level or whether it coordinates with other agencies 

to assist rescued children.  Information is also 

unavailable on the number of inspectors, and it is 

not known if they receive training and whether or 

not a complaint mechanism exists.2058 Information 

on child labor investigations, prosecutions or 

convictions is also lacking. 
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During the reporting period, immigration 

procedures were not enforced, and non-Eritrean 

citizens were able to obtain Eritrean passports. 

Persons in Eritrea were able to change civil 

records, including birth certificates, as long as 

three people attest to the birth at the regional 

government administration office.2059 These 

practices may contribute to the trafficking in 

persons in Eritrea.

Government Policies on the Worst Forms of 
Child Labor

The National Plan of Action on Child Labor and 

National Program of Action on Children are the 

primary government mechanisms to combat child 

labor in Eritrea. These policies prevent child labor 

and support victims by reintegrating them with 

families, communities and schools.2060

Child labor concerns are also mainstreamed into 

the Education Sectoral Development Plan and 

the UN Development Assistance Framework. 

However, these development policies do not have 

budgets, detailed action plans or targets related 

to the worst forms of child labor, and they do 

not appear to have been implemented to any 

significant degree.2061 According to the National 

Policy on Education, the Government has 

established the right to free primary education, 

which is compulsory until age 14.2062

The Government’s compulsory labor and military 

training requirements for schoolchildren may 

diminish the impact of Eritrea’s policies to combat 

the worst forms of child labor.2063 The Government 

has not provided information during the 

reporting period that demonstrates that it collects 

information on the worst forms of child labor.2064

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor 

In 2010, the Government participated in the 

Regional Program for Eastern Africa (2009–

2012) to counter trafficking of children.2065 The 

Government also participated in the Eastern 

African Police Chiefs Co-operation organization, 

a regional effort to improve its law enforcement 

capacity to combat human trafficking.2066  

Eritrea also sponsored numerous youth and 

worker unions’ anti-trafficking in persons 

education outreach programs.2067 Other efforts 

to combat the worst forms of child labor include 

the Government’s program to provide shelter to 

orphans and vulnerable children.2068

Despite the initiatives described here, Eritrea’s 

social programs are limited in scope and do not 

protect self-employed children or target areas 

where the majority of children work, such as 

agriculture, domestic service and street vending.
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2033 Data provided in the chart at the beginning of this 

country report are not available from the data sources that 

are used by USDOL.  Reliable data on the worst forms 

of child labor are especially difficult to collect given the 

often hidden or illegal nature of the worst forms.  For 

more information on sources used for these statistics, 

the definition of working children, and other indicators 

used in this report, please see the “Children’s Work and 

Education Statistics:  Sources and Definitions” section. See 

also Muluberhan Hagos, Harmonisation of laws relating to 

children: Eritrea, The African Child Policy Forum, Addis 

Ababa, 2007, 99; available from http://www.africanchild.

info/documents/Eritrea%20Report%20final%20Sarah.doc. 

See also U.S. Embassy- Asmara, reporting, January 28, 2011, 

para 2. See also UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 

Consideration of Reports Submitted by States Parties Under 

Article 44 of the Convention: Second and third periodic reports 

of States parties due in 2006: Eritrea, CRC/C/ERI/3, Geneva, 

October 23, 2007, para 341; available from http://www2.

ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/CRC.C.ERI.3.pdf.

2034 Hagos, Harmonisation of laws relating to children: Eritrea, 

99. See also U.S. Embassy- Asmara, reporting, January 28, 

2011, para 2. See also U.S. Department of State, “Eritrea,” 

in Country Reports on Human Rights Practices- 2010, 

Washington, DC, April 8, 2011, section 7d; available from 

http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2010/.

Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the 
worst forms of child labor in Eritrea:

IN THE AREA OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Amend the Labor Proclamation to require employers to keep a register containing the name and age or 

date of birth of their employees and provide penalties for employers of children in hazardous work and 

children under the legal minimum age. 

Ensure that self-employed children and children working without a contract are protected from the worst 

forms of child labor.

Establish a minimum age for apprenticeships and prohibit children in supervised vocational training 

programs from engaging in hazardous work.

Enact legislation to prohibit all forms of trafficking.

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

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

Publish data on inspections, criminal investigations, prosecutions and other steps taken to enforce laws. 

Ensure that immigration procedures are enforced.  

IN THE AREA OF POLICIES:

Implement child labor objectives in national policies and development plans by including budgets, 

detailed action plans and targets related to the worst forms of child labor.

Cease the forced recruitment of children for purposes of manual labor under the Mahtot program during 

the school break. 

Ensure that children under the age of 18 are not recruited into the national military program.

Conduct a national labor force survey to improve the availability of data on all forms of child labor, 

including the worst forms. 

IN THE AREA OF PROGRAMS:

Develop appropriate social protection programs to protect self-employed children and children working in 

agriculture and domestic service from the worst forms of child labor.

Improve access to education by building more schools and developing alternative educational programs 

for nomadic communities.
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