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Colombia 

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

An estimated 10.4 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were counted as working in Colombia in 2001.  
Approximately 14.1 percent of all boys 5 to 14 were working compared to 6.6 percent of girls in the same 
age group.  The majority of working children were found in the services sector (49.9 percent), followed by 
agricultural (35.6 percent), manufacturing (12.6 percent) and other sectors (1.9 percent).

1105
  In urban areas 

children work in sectors such as commerce, industry, and services.
1106

  Many children, especially girls, 
work as domestic servants.

1107
  In rural areas, children work in sectors including agriculture and 

commerce.
1108

  Children work in clay, coal, emerald, and gold mining operations.
1109

  They also harvest coca 
and work in other aspects of the drug trade.

1110
  Child labor is especially a problem in the informal 

sector.
1111

  More than half of working children do not receive financial remuneration.
1112

  Child labor is one 
of many problems associated with poverty.  In 1999, the most recent year for which data are available, 8.2 
percent of the population in Colombia were living on less than USD 1 a day.

1113
 

 
Children are victims of commercial sexual exploitation in Colombia.  Sexual tourism involving children in 
Cartagena and resorts on the Caribbean coast is a problem.

1114
  Colombia is a major source country for the 

trafficking of girls for the purposes of commercial sexual exploitation.  Colombian girls are trafficked 
internally from rural to urban areas, throughout the Americas, and to locations including the Caribbean, 
Western Europe, Japan, Hong Kong, and the Middle East.  Trafficking victims from other South American 
countries may pass through Colombia before reaching Europe and the United States.  Populations 
displaced due to armed violence are at increased risk for trafficking.

1115
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Children in Colombia are recruited, sometimes forcibly, by insurgent and paramilitary groups.
1116

  Many 
are forced to participate in and are victims of human rights violations such as torture and murder.

1117
  

Child soldiers also act as messengers and guards, and carry and assemble explosives.
1118

  Many girl child 
soldiers are subject to sexual exploitation by other members of insurgent and paramilitary armed 
groups.

1119
  Reportedly, children have been used by government armed forces as informants, although the 

government does not recruit children and there are no reports of children serving in government armed 
forces.

1120
   

 
The Constitution requires children ages 5 to 15 years to attend school.  It states that education is to be free 
in state institutions, but allows state institutions to impose school fees for those that can afford them.

1121
  

Children paying enrollment fees do so based on their family’s income level.
1122

  In practice, the costs of 
enrollment, books, school supplies, and transportation are often prohibitive.

1123
  In 2002, the gross primary 

enrollment rate was 110 percent and the net primary enrollment rate was 87 percent.
1124

  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 2001, 90.4 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years 
were attending school.

1125
  As of 2001, 69 percent of children who started primary school were likely to 

reach grade 5.
1126

  Education is less accessible for rural, Afro-Colombian, indigenous,
1127

 and displaced  
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children.
1128

  Teachers, among other groups, have been the targets of murders, threats, and violence by 
paramilitary and guerilla groups, and this may affect children’s education.

1129
 

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The Constitution states that children are to be protected against exploitative and hazardous labor.
1130

  The 
Minors’ Code defines minors as those under age 18, and sets the minimum age for employment at 14 
years, with certain exceptions. Authorization from a labor inspector or other designated authority is 
required for all those under age 18 to work.  Under exceptional circumstances children ages 12 and 13 may 
obtain authorization to work.

1131
  The Code requires parents to ensure that youths under age 14 attend 

school, limits children’s working hours, protects against the firing of pregnant or lactating minors, and 
prohibits employers from moving minors from their homes except with authorization for temporary 
training programs. The Code establishes that minors are afforded the same labor protections as adults in 
matters not addressed by the Minors’ Code.  Also under the Code, the Ministry of Social Protection (MSP) 
is required to inspect businesses in order to determine if they are in compliance with child labor laws.

1132
  

Penalties for violating child labor laws range from 1 to 40 times the minimum monthly salary and can 
include the temporary or permanent closure of the violating establishment.

1133
 

 
The Minors’ Code prohibits children from various types of work that pose health risks, with certain 
exceptions for those older than 14 years, and authorizes the MSP to prohibit minors from additional forms 
of labor.

1134
  In 2005, an MSP resolution established a list of work prohibited to minors.  This list includes 

the types of work prohibited by the Minors’ Code.
1135

  Minors are prohibited from working in agriculture, 
livestock, fishing, hunting, forestry, mining, and construction.  Certain types of work involving the 
industrial manufacturing, transport, health, and security sectors are also prohibited for children.  Children 
may not work as shoe shiners, domestic laborers, or in ambulant sales.

1136
  Minors are also prohibited from 

working under specific conditions, including those that involve risks to a child’s physical or psychological 
well-being, health risks, and exposure to dangerous chemicals.  Work that is unpaid or interferes with 
education is prohibited, as is work involving separation from a child’s family, abuse, or illegal situations.  
According to the MSP resolution, minors may not work between 8 p.m. and 6 a.m., with the exception of 
those who are 16 and 17 years of age.

1137
  However, the Minors’ Code permits 16 and 17 year olds, like 

                                                      
1128

 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports- 2005:  Colombia, Section 2d.  In the capital, displaced children do not have to pay 
enrollment fees for one year, but must pay fees for following years.  Katarina Tomašeski, Report of the Special Rapporteur, para. 25. 
1129

 In 2004, 68 teachers were murdered and 17 were kidnapped.  Presidential Program for Human Rights and International 
Humanitarian Law, Informe Anual de Derechos Humanos y DIH 2004, Colombia, June 2005, 204-205; available from 
http://www.derechoshumanos.gov.co/modules.php?name=informacion&file=article&sid=501. See also U.S. Department of 
State, Country Reports- 2005:  Colombia, Sections 2a and 6a.  See also Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict, Colombia's War on 
Children, 18-19. 
1130

 Constitución Política de Colombia, Article 44. 
1131

 Código del Menor, Decree No. 2737, (November 27, 1989), Articles 28 and 237-241;  available from 
www.icbf.gov/co/espanol/normatividad2.asp. 
1132

 Ibid., Articles 238, 242, 243, 260, 261, and 264.  In 2003, the MSP became responsible for carrying out the functions of the former 
Ministries of Labor and Health.  See World Bank, Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Loan in the Amount of US$86.4 Million to 
the Republic of Colombia for a Social Safety Net Project, 31880-CO, October 3, 2005, 2; available from http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/servlet/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/10/13/000090341_20051013094615/Rendered/PDF/31880.pdf 
1133

 Código del Menor, Articles 262-263. 
1134

 Ibid., Article 245. 
1135

 Resolución No 004448:  por la cual se desarrolla la facultad contenida en el numeral 23 del artículo 245 del Decreto 2737 de 1989 o Código 
del Menor, (December 2, 2005);  available from 
http://www.minproteccionsocial.gov.co/MseContent/images/news/DocNewsNo648901.doc.  See also Código del Menor, Articles 
262-263. 
1136

 Resolución 004448, Article 1. 
1137

 Ibid., Article 2. 



116 

other minors, to work only until 8 p.m.
1138

  Work affecting children’s morality, such as work in places of 
prostitution and where alcohol is served is prohibited.

1139
  Those with knowledge of children engaging in 

prohibited work are mandated to report such situations to MSP.
1140

  Since 1999, the Government of 
Colombia 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.

1141
 

 
Trafficking is prohibited by the Constitution

1142
 and is punishable by 13 to 23 years of incarceration and 

fines up to 1,500 times the minimum monthly salary; penalties are increased under aggravated 
circumstances which include cases in which the victim is a minor.

1143
  Penalties for pimping and forced 

prostitution range from 2 to 13 years of incarceration and fines of 66 to 750 times the minimum monthly 
salary, with increased penalties if the victim is under age 14, if the crime involved moving the victim 
outside of the country, or if the perpetrator is a family member.

1144
  Operating an establishment in which 

minors practice sexual acts is punishable by 8 to 12 years of incarceration and fines of 66 to 750 times the 
minimum monthly salary, with increased penalties if the crime was committed by a family member.

1145
  

Child pornography is punishable by fines from 133 to 1,500 times the minimum monthly salary and 8 to 
12 years of imprisonment, with increased penalties if the crime was committed by a family member.

1146
  

The use of the mail or internet to obtain or offer sexual contact with a minor is punishable by 5 to 10 years 
of incarceration and a fine of 50 to 100 times the minimum monthly salary, with increased penalties if the 
minor involved is under age 12.

1147
  Internet pornography depicting minors is punishable by fines up to 

100 times the minimum monthly salary and the cancellation or suspension of the web site.
1148

  Law 679 
states that tourist agencies that engage in activities related to sexual tourism of minors can be penalized by 
fines of up to 300 times the minimum monthly salary and the suspension or cancellation of their 
registration in the National Tourism Registry.

1149
  Forced prostitution and sexual slavery in relation to the 

country’s ongoing conflict is punishable by imprisonment from 13 to 27 years and a fine of 666 to 1,500 
times the minimum monthly salary.

1150
  The minimum voluntary and compulsory recruitment age for the 

armed forces is 18.
1151

  Recruitment of children under age 18 by armed groups is punishable by 8 to 15 
years in prison and fines ranging from 800 to 1,500 times the minimum monthly salary.

1152
  Children are 

also prohibited from performing intelligence activities.
1153

  The law regards child soldiers as victims.
1154

  
Armed groups that collectively enter the government’s demobilization process must place all minor 
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recruits with the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare (ICBF).
1155

  The Constitution prohibits slavery and 
forced labor.

1156
 

 
According to the U.S. Department of State, the MSP conducts child labor inspections, but does not have 
sufficient resources to inspect all establishments that employ children.

1157
  ICBF is responsible for child 

protection programs.
1158

  This includes providing services to former child soldiers.
1159

  The Minors’ Police, 
the Prosecutor’s Office for the Protection of the Child and Family, and Family Commissioners are also 
authorized to implement and enforce child labor laws and regulations.

1160
  The Prosecutor General’s Office 

has a unit dedicated to combating trafficking.
1161

 
 

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

The Colombian Government’s National Development Plan 
2002-2006 establishes the eradication of exploitative child 
labor as a priority.

1162
  Colombia’s Plan for Childhood (2004-

2015) contains provisions relating to exploitative child labor, 
specifically to child trafficking, the recruitment of children 
into armed groups, and the commercial sexual exploitation of 
children.

1163
  The National Committee for the Eradication of 

Child Labor implemented the Third Plan for the Elimination 
of Child Labor and the Protection of Working Youth 2003-
2006.

1164
  The plan’s objectives include increasing knowledge, 

improving public policy, raising awareness, and improving 
legislation regarding child labor.

1165
  The MSP works to eradicate exploitative child labor through activities 

including awareness raising campaigns.
1166

  With support from ILO-IPEC and Canada, the government is 
working to improve cooperation and coordination among national, regional, and municipal governments 
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in combating child labor.
1167

  In 2005, the government ratified ILO Convention 182, the Worst Forms of 
Child Labor.

1168
 

 
ICBF administers a reinsertion program for former child soldiers.

1169
  Its programs are assisted by the IOM 

through funds from USAID and the governments of Canada and Italy.
1170

  The Colombian Ministry of 
Interior operates a program that finds housing for and provides grants and training to demobilized child 
combatants.

1171
  The Government of Colombia participates in a 3-year inter-regional ILO-IPEC project 

funded by USDOL that aims to combat the involvement of children with armed groups.
1172

 
 
The Office of the Human Rights Ombudsman, the National Police, and the IOM conducted a trafficking 
awareness raising program in schools.

1173
  The government has an interagency trafficking advisory 

committee whose activities include information campaigns, training, and coordination with Interpol.
1174

  
The committee created a database to maintain information regarding trafficking cases.

1175
  Immigration 

officials and NGOs collaborated to provide information to potential trafficking victims.
1176

  Colombian 
missions in countries such as Japan assist trafficking victims.

1177
  The government has worked to include 

business, especially those in the travel industry in anti-trafficking activities.
1178

  The Inspector General’s 
Office implemented a trafficking monitoring system in 10 departments.

1179
   

 
The government participates in a USDOL-funded ILO-IPEC regional project to combat children’s 
involvement in both domestic labor and commercial sexual exploitation.

1180
  The National Police’s program 

“Colombia without Prostitution” uses family and community education to prevent the commercial sexual 
exploitation of children.  ICBF operates shelters and treatment centers for children.

1181
  The Colombian 

Institute of Geology and Mining is implementing a project to eradicate child labor in mining in 
cooperation with the UNDP.

1182
  The government also participates in a USD 3.5 million, 4-year USDOL-

funded project to combat child labor in hazardous agriculture through improved access to quality, basic 
education for children working or at-risk of working in hazardous agriculture.

1183
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Colombia’s National Development Plan and the Education Development Plan 2003-2006 list increasing 
educational access and improving educational quality and efficiency as priorities.

1184
  The Ministry of 

Education implements programs to improve school infrastructure in conflict zones, to promote the 
efficient use of human and financial resources, to improve literacy, and to increase access to basic and 
secondary education for rural, displaced, minority, and border communities.

1185
  The Colombian 

Federation of Educators and the government have begun a program to assist violence-threatened teachers 
through investigations and teacher relocations.

1186
  In November of 2005, the government of Colombia 

signed an agreement with the World Bank for a USD 86.4 million loan, part of which will be used to 
provide payments to families that meet certain conditions such as ensuring their children attend school.

1187
  

Through another loan from the World Bank, the government is working to improve educational quality 
and access in the country’s rural areas.

1188
  Additional funds from the World Bank are being used to 

improve basic and secondary education in the department of Cundinamarca.
1189
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