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El Salvador 

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

An estimated 10.2 percent of children ages 5 to 14 were counted as working in El Salvador in 2003.  
Approximately 13.7 percent of all boys ages 5 to 14 were working compared to 6.5 percent of girls in the 
same age group.  The majority of working children were found in the agricultural sector (51.2 percent), 
followed by services (35.3 percent), manufacturing (12.4 percent), and other (1.1 percent).

1651
  Almost 70 

percent of working children were found in rural areas.
1652

  More than 60 percent of working children work 
without pay in informal family farms and family businesses.

1653
  Children also work in fishing (small-scale 

family or private businesses), fireworks manufacturing, shellfish harvesting, sugar cane harvesting, and 
garbage scavenging.

1654
  Some children work long hours as domestic servants in third-party homes.

1655
  

Children from poor families, as well as orphans, work as street vendors
1656

 and general laborers in small 
businesses, primarily in the informal sector.

1657
  The 2003 Multiple Purpose Household Survey revealed 

that 23 percent of children ages 5 to 17 years were employed in sales, hotels, and restaurants.
1658

  Child 
Labor is one of many problems associated with poverty.  In 2000, 31.1 percent of the population in El 
Salvador were living on less than USD 1 a day.

1659
 

 
Commercial sexual exploitation and trafficking of children, especially girls, is a problem in El Salvador.

1660
  

El Salvador is a source, transit, and destination country for children trafficked for commercial sexual 
exploitation.  Salvadoran girls are trafficked to Mexico, Canada, the United States, and other Central 
American countries.  Some children are also trafficked internally from rural areas to urban areas, port  
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cities, and border regions.
1661

  Children from Nicaragua, Honduras, and South America have been 
trafficked to bars in major Salvadoran cities, where they are then forced to engage in prostitution.

1662
  Girls 

ages 12 to 19 years, adolescents lacking formal education, adolescent mothers, single mothers, foreign 
girls, and persons from rural and poor areas are at special risk of becoming trafficking victims.

1663
    

 
Education is free and compulsory through the ninth grade.

1664
  Although laws prohibit impeding children’s 

access to school for being unable to pay school fees or wear uniforms, some schools continued to charge 
school fees to cover budget shortfalls.

1665
  In 2002, the gross primary enrollment rate was 113 percent, and 

the net primary enrollment rate was 90 percent.
1666

  Gross and net enrollment ratios are based on the 
number of students formally registered in primary school and therefore do not necessarily reflect actual 
school attendance.  In 2003, approximately 80.4 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years attended school.

1667
  

The 2003 Multiple Purpose Household Survey found that 8.6 percent of children ages 7 to 15 years did not 
attend school because of work duties.

1668
  In 2002, 74 percent of children who started primary school were 

likely to reach grade 5.
1669

  Gaps in coverage and quality of education between rural and urban areas 
persist.

1670
  UNDP data indicates that while children attend school for an average of 5.3 years at the 

national level, the average drops to 3.2 years in rural areas.
1671 

 Many students in rural areas attend classes 
below their grade level or drop out by the sixth grade due to lack of financial resources and in order to 
work.

1672
   

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The Labor Code and the Constitution set the minimum age for employment at 14 years.
1673

  Children ages 
12 to 14 can be authorized to perform light work, as long as it does not harm their health and development 
or interfere with their education.

1674
  Children under 16 years of age are prohibited from working more 

than 7 hours per day or more than 34 hours per week, regardless of the type of work.  Children under the 
age of 18 are prohibited from working at night.

1675
  Forced or compulsory labor is prohibited by the 
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Constitution, except in cases specified by the law.
1676

  The Constitution makes military service compulsory 
between the ages of 18 and 30, but voluntary service can begin at age 16.

1677
   

 
In October 2004, legislation was approved prohibiting all forms of trafficking in persons.

1678
  The Police 

Anti-Trafficking Unit arrested and charged 15 traffickers and rescued 19 minors between October 2004 
and February 2005.  The government’s child protection agency, ISNA, provides shelter, counseling, and 
legal assistance to rescued victims and children at risk of being trafficked.

1679
  Criminal penalties for 

trafficking range from 4 to 8 years of imprisonment, and increase by one-third if the victim is under the 
age of 18 years.

1680
  El Salvador’s Penal Code does not criminalize prostitution.

1681
  However, the Penal 

Code provides for penalties of 8 to 12 years of imprisonment for the inducement, facilitation, or promotion 
of prostitution of a person younger than 18 years old.

1682
  Amendments to the Penal Code designate 

commercial sexual exploitation of children as a crime, and trafficking and child pornography as organized 
crimes, providing for harsher penalties.

 1683
   Since 1999, the Government of El Salvador has submitted to 

the ILO a list or an equivalent document identifying the types of work that it has determined are harmful 
to the health, safety or morals of children under Convention 182 and Convention 138.

1684 

 
Enforcing child labor laws is the responsibility of the Ministry of Labor.

1685
  According to the U.S. 

Department of State, labor inspectors focus on the formal sector where child labor is less frequent and few 
complaints of child labor are presented.

1686
  The State Department also reports that government agencies 

responsible for combating trafficking were poorly funded.
1687

   
 

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

The Government of El Salvador continues to participate in a national Timebound Program, funded by 
USDOL and implemented by ILO-IPEC, to eliminate the worst forms of child labor and provide education 
and other services to vulnerable children.  The Timebound Program focuses on eliminating exploitative 
child labor in fireworks production, fishing, sugar cane harvesting, commercial sexual exploitation, and 
garbage dumps scavenging.

1688
  As part of the Timebound Program’s efforts, a labor inspector manual has  

been developed and several child labor-specific training sessions were carried out during 2005.  In  
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addition, questions on child labor were included in the Ministry of Education’s 2004 Matriculation 
Census.

1689
  The Ministry of Labor is working with the Association of Sugar Producers to monitor the 

situation of child labor in the sugar cane industry.
1690

  The Government of El Salvador launched a 2005-
2009 anti-poverty plan, which seeks to improve education 
indicators in the country’s poorest municipalities, and 
incorporates a child labor component.

1691
  During the year, the 

National Civilian Police launched an Institutional Plan to 
Combat Commercial Sexual Exploitation, including of 
children.

1692
  In late 2004, Government’s National Steering 

Committee for the Progressive Elimination of Child Labor 
launched efforts to build a National Plan for Eradicating the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor in El Salvador.

1693
  Progress has 

been reported in 2005, with numerous consultations taking 
place among government agencies, employers, workers, and 
NGO representatives in the drafting of the Plan.  The draft is 
pending finalization.

1694
 

 
The government is also participating in a USDOL-funded Central America regional Child Labor 
Education Initiative project to strengthen government and civil society’s capacity to address the 
educational needs of working children.

1695
  With support from the Government of Italy, ILO-IPEC is 

carrying out a regional project to reduce children scavenging at garbage dumps.
1696

   
 
In addition to participating in the ILO-IPEC Timebound Program, the Ministry of Education supports a 
number of programs to increase the quality and coverage of education.  These programs include, among 
others: Healthy School Program,

1697
 The Open-School Program,

1698
 APREMAT,

1699
 EDUCO,

1700
 Accelerated 
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Selected Child Labor Measures Adopted by 
Governments 

Ratified Convention 138       8/13/1996  

Ratified Convention 182       10/12/2000  

ILO-IPEC Member                 

National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan (Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation) 
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School Program,
1701

 Multi-Grade School Program,
1702

 Distance-Learning Program,
1703

 and a scholarship 
program.

1704
  The Ministry also operates a hotline for the public to report school administrators who 

illegally charge students school fees.
1705

  The Ministry of Education has developed a National Education 
Plan extending to 2021, which incorporates a child labor component.

1706
   

 
The Ministry of Education continues to implement a World Bank-funded 8-year Education Reform Project 
to improve and expand coverage, quality, and efficiency of pre-school and basic education, with a 
particular emphasis on rural and marginalized urban areas.

1707
  The IDB’s 4 ½-year Social Peace Program 

Support Project, which targets 200,000 children and adolescents, continues to operate in municipalities 
with the highest rate of crime affecting young people – both as victims and offenders.  The project includes 
provision of services to child victims of violence, efforts to prevent violence among adolescents, and 
efforts to rehabilitate young offenders through job training scholarships and enhancement of the 
educational system.

1708
   USAID’s Earthquake Reconstruction Program is supporting the government’s 

restoration of social infrastructure, including reconstructing and equipping schools and child care 
centers.

1709
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