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Bolivia

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor  

An estimated 23.7 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were counted as working in Bolivia in 2000.  
Approximately 25.5 percent of all boys 5 to 14 were working compared to 21.8 percent of girls in the same 
age group.

494
  Children work in agriculture, including in the production of sugar cane and Brazil nuts.

495
  

Children also engage in activities such as begging, street vending, shining shoes, and assisting transport 
operators.

496
  Children work in industry, construction, small business, hotels and restaurants, and small-

scale mining.
497

  Children have been used to traffic drugs.
498

  Some children are brought or sent by their 
parents from rural to urban areas to work as domestic servants for higher-income families, often in 
situations that amount to indentured servitude.

499
  Child labor is one of many problems associated with 

poverty.  In 1999, the most recent year for which data are available, 14.4 percent of the population in 
Bolivia were living on less than USD 1 a day.

500
 

 
The commercial sexual exploitation of children, including child prostitution, is a problem in Bolivia.

501
  

Trafficking of children internally from rural to urban areas for commercial sexual exploitation occurs.
502

  
Children are also trafficked to work in sugar cane production in Santa Cruz and Tarija.

503
  There have also 

been reports of children trafficked to work in small scale mines.
504

  A 2004 study sponsored by IOM and 
the OAS found that there were girls from Argentina, Paraguay, Brazil, Chile, and Colombia working as 
prostitutes in urban centers in Bolivia.

505
  Children are also trafficked from Bolivia to Argentina, Brazil, 

Chile, Japan, Spain, and the United States for the purpose of forced labor and commercial sexual 
exploitation.

506
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The Constitution of Bolivia provides for free public education, and primary school, which covers ages 6 to 
13, is compulsory.

507
  In 2002, the gross primary enrollment rate was 115 percent and the net primary 

enrollment rate was 95 percent.
508

  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 
2000, 89.5 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were attending school.

509
  As of 2002, 81 percent of children 

who started primary school were likely to reach grade 5.
510

 
The U.S. Department of State reports that enforcement of and compliance with educational requirements 
are generally weak.

511
  An ILO-IPEC rapid assessment of child work in the sugar cane harvest found that 

90 percent of children working in sugar cane in the Tarija region did not attend school.
512

  
 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The Child and Adolescent Code and the Labor Code set the minimum age for employment at 14 years, 
except in the case of apprenticeships.

513
  The ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions 

and Recommendations has noted that Bolivian law does not provide a minimum age for 
apprenticeships.

514
  Children 14 to 18 years must have the permission of their parents or of the government 

authorities in order to work.
515

  The Child and Adolescent Code prohibits children ages 14 to 17 years from 
taking part in hazardous activities such as carrying excessively heavy loads, underground work, work 
with pesticides and other chemicals, or work at night.  The code also requires employers to grant 
adolescent workers time off to attend school during normal school hours.

516
  The law prohibits forced or 

compulsory labor;
517

 the Constitution specifically prohibits any kind of labor without consent and just 
compensation.

518
  Bolivian men who have reached the age of 18 are required to perform military service for 

1 year.  The law allows children ages 15 and older to volunteer for certain military activities if they have 
completed 3 years of secondary education.

519
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The Government of Bolivia has several laws that regulate the worst forms of child labor.  The Penal Code 
prohibits the prostitution of minors and calls for penalties of 4 to 8 years of imprisonment if the victim is 
14 to 17 years of age, and 5 to 10 years of imprisonment if the victim is less than 14.  The code also 
prohibits trafficking for prostitution and establishes the penalties of 5 to 10 years of imprisonment if the 
victim is 14 to 17 years of age, and 6 to 12 years if the victim is under 14.

520
  In July, the Bolivian Congress 

approved legislation strengthening the Penal Code’s trafficking provisions, and at the end of the year, the 
Vice Ministry of Justice was drafting additional trafficking legislation.

521
  Since 1999, the Government of 

Bolivia 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 or Convention 
138.

522
   

 
The Ministry of Labor is responsible for enforcing child labor provisions.  The ministry has 15 labor 
inspectors working throughout the country.  Questions regarding child labor have been incorporated into 
the inspection checklists they use.  Municipal Defender of Children and Adolescents offices, the Public 
Ministry, and the police also work to protect children’s rights.

523
  Childhood and Adolescence Courts are 

empowered to resolve issues involving children and apply sanctions for violations of the law.
524

  The U.S. 
Department of State reports, however, that child labor and related laws such as the Child and Adolescent 
Code are not effectively enforced due to resource constraints.

525
  The government has established special 

anti-trafficking police and prosecutor units in the major cities of La Paz, Santa Cruz, and Cochabamba, 
and six individuals were arrested between April and September on charges related to trafficking and 
commercial sexual exploitation of minors.

526
   

 

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

The Government of Bolivia’s policy framework to address child labor is the National Plan for the 
Progressive Eradication of Child Labor 2000-2010.

527
  Due to the challenges in implementing a long-term 

plan, a 3-year subplan to combat child labor was adopted during 2005.
528

  The Interinstitutional 
Commission for the Eradication of Child Labor is responsible for implementing these plans.

529
  In addition, 

subcommissions on commercial sexual exploitation of children and child labor in mining, sugar cane, and  
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urban areas have been established and had annual operating 
plans for 2005.

530
  The U.S. Department of State reports, 

however, that the unstable political environment in the 
country and lack of continuity in the leadership of the 
Interinstitutional Commission has hampered its work, and 
an independent evaluation found that financing for 
implementation of the National Plan has been lacking.

531
   

 
The government has engaged in a public information 
campaign against child prostitution and some educational 
efforts to combat trafficking.

532
  The Vice Ministry of Youth, 

Childhood and Senior Citizens implements a Plan for the Prevention of and Attention to Commercial 
Sexual Exploitation, with a focus on efforts in the country’s largest cities.

533
  Also, during the year, the 

government established a National Commission against Trafficking to develop a plan to combat 
trafficking.

534
 

 
The government participated in a USD 1.6 million regional ILO-IPEC project to eliminate child labor in 
small-scale mining in the Andean region, which ended in February 2005,

535
 and continued to participate in 

a USD 1.5 million 4-year project to improve access to and quality of basic education for children engaged 
in mining in Bolivia.

536
  UNICEF and ILO-IPEC are also working with the government to implement an 

approximately USD 115,000 project to combat child labor in sugar cane in Tarija and Santa Cruz.
537

  The 
Ministry of Education supports mobile schools to provide education to children involved in the project.

538
  

The government is also developing a database to better understand the situation of working children; by 
the end of 2005, the database included only information on children working in sugar cane.

539
   

 
The Government of Bolivia is working with UNICEF to provide free birth registration and identity 
documentation to citizens, in order to facilitate their access to social services such as education and reduce 
their vulnerability to trafficking.

540
  

The Ministry of Education’s Vice Ministry of Alternative Education provides night classes that are 
accessible to working children and adolescents.

541
  The Government of Bolivia, with USD 36 million in 

assistance from the IDB, continued to implement its educational reform program during 2005, which aims 
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Selected Child Labor Measures Adopted by 
Governments 

Ratified Convention 138       6/11/1997  

Ratified Convention 182       6/6/2003  

ILO-IPEC Member                 

National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan (Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation) 
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to promote local-level participation in education, among other goals.
542

  Also during the year, the 
government received World Bank support for a USD 100 million Education Quality and Equity 
Strengthening Project that aimed to improve infrastructure and educational processes as well as increase 
public participation in the country’s education reform, among other goals.  The government also received 
World Bank support through a Social Sector Programmatic Development Policy Credit that includes 
approximately USD 3.75 million in funding for education.
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