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Costa Rica 

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

An estimated 5.9 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were counted as working in Costa Rica in 2002.  
Approximately 8.3 percent of all boys ages 5 to 14 years were working compared to 3.2 percent of girls in 
the same age group.  The majority of working children were found in the agricultural sector (57.0 percent), 
followed by services (30.9 percent), manufacturing (7.8 percent), and other sectors (4.8 percent).

1262
   The 

rate of work is higher in rural than in urban areas, with 9.6 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years working 
in rural areas, compared to 2.7 percent in urban areas.

1263
  Children ages 5 to 14 also work in trade and 

repair of vehicle and appliances (19.5 percent), manufacturing (7.3 percent), hotels and restaurants (4.9 
percent), construction (4.8 percent), and domestic service (2.8 percent).

1264
  Among working males ages 5 to 

17 years, agricultural (46.9 percent) and trade and repair work (21.4 percent) are followed by 
manufacturing (9.7 percent) and construction (9.6 percent).  Among working females ages 5 to 17, 
agricultural (34.4 percent) and trade and repair work (22.6 percent) are followed by domestic work in 
third-party households (19.6 percent) and employment in hotels and restaurants (10.7 percent).

1265
  Child 

labor is one of many problems associated with poverty.  In 2000, less than 2.0 percent of the population in 
Costa Rica were living on less than USD 1 a day.

1266
 

 
Commercial sexual exploitation of children is a continuing problem in Costa Rica,

1267
 and is often 

associated with the country’s sex tourism industry.
1268

  Costa Rica is a source, transit and destination 
country for children trafficked for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation.

1269
  Most trafficking 

victims originate from Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Panama, while others come from 
China, Cuba, Eastern Europe, Ecuador, Peru, the Philippines, and Russia.  Cost Rica is also a transit point 
for individuals trafficked to the United States, Mexico, Canada, Japan, and Europe for commercial sexual 
exploitation.

1270
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Education is compulsory and free for 6 years at the primary level and 3 years at the secondary level, until 
age 15.

1271 
 In 2002, the gross primary enrollment rate was 108 percent and the net primary enrollment rate 

was 90.6 percent.
 1272

  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 2002, 90.1 
percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were attending school.

1273
  As of 2001, 92 percent of children enrolled 

in primary school were likely to reach grade 5.
1274

  Schools in areas of high concentrations of immigrants 
are often over-crowded and have students over the age for their grade level.

1275
  In some rural and urban 

schools, classroom instruction has been split into three 3-hour shifts because of space and personnel 
limitations.

1276
  There are reports that the quality of education suffers because of a lack of pre-school and 

secondary coverage, a high percentage of unlicensed teachers, infrastructure problems, and outdated 
curriculum materials.

1277  

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement   

The Childhood and Adolescence Code sets the minimum age for employment at 15 years.
1278

  The Code 
prohibits minors under the age of 18 from working in mines, bars, and other businesses that sell alcohol; 
in unsafe and unhealthy places; in activities where they are responsible for their own safety or the safety 
of other minors; and where they are required to work with dangerous equipment, contaminated 
substances, or excessive noise.

1279
  Also, under the Childhood and Adolescence Code, adolescents are not 

allowed to work at night or more than 6 hours a day or 36 hours a week.
1280

  Forced and bonded labor is 
prohibited under the law.

1281
  Costa Rica does not have armed forces, and the minimum age for 

recruitment to the police is 18 years.
1282

 
 
The Government of Costa Rica has several laws that regulate the worst forms of child labor.  The 
Children’s Bill of Rights affirms the right of children and adolescents to protection from all forms of 
exploitation, including prostitution and pornography.

1283
  The Law Against the Sexual Exploitation of 
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Underage Persons, establishes penalties for those engaged in the commercial sexual exploitation of 
children.

1284
  The Penal Code provides for a prison sentence of 4 to 10 years if the victim of sexual 

exploitation is under the age of 18.  The Penal Code also provides punishments for trafficking minors into 
and out of the country for prostitution, ranging from 8 to 10 years of imprisonment.

1285
  Costa Rican law 

prohibits Internet services from exposing children to pornography.
1286

   Since 1999, the Government of 
Costa Rica 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.

1287 

 
The Ministry of Labor and Social Security (MTSS), through the Inspections Directorate, is responsible for 
investigating and enforcing labor violations.

1288
  To address child labor on a local level, a head labor 

inspector is appointed in each Regional Office of the National Directorate of Labor Inspection.
1289

  The 
Ministry of Labor reports that all labor inspectors are trained to identify and investigate child labor 
abuses.

1290
  However, the U.S. Department of State reports that inspections are restricted by a lack of 

human and capital resources.
1291

  Child labor investigations can be initiated after an inspection, or in 
response to complaints filed by government, NGOs, or civil society (including exploited children and 
adolescents).

1292
  From January to August 2004, the Office of Eradication of Child Labor, an office within 

the Ministry of Labor principally responsible for drafting and implementing action strategies and 
education programs, reported that it registered 740 child labor cases in its child labor database, of which 
350 were children below the legal employment age of 15 years.

1293
   

 
The government has been enforcing its prohibitions against the sexual exploitation of minors by raiding 
brothels and arresting clients.

1294
  The National Institute of Children (PANI, Patronato Nacional de la 

Infancia), in coordination with the Ministry of Labor and Social Security, carries out investigations aimed 
at capturing abusers and providing protection to child victims.

1295
  PANI and the Judiciary are responsible 

for addressing non-work-related cases of exploitation of children.  The Public Prosecutor for Sexual 
Offenses is responsible for investigating and indicting cases of sexual exploitation of children.

1296
  

Although the government has been making efforts to raise awareness on commercial sexual exploitation 
and trafficking and to improve enforcement, the U.S. Department of State reports that lack of resources 
has hampered these efforts.

1297
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Current Government Policies and Programs to Eliminate the Worst Forms of Child 
Labor 

The Government of Costa Rica’s policy framework for 
children, the “National Agenda for Children and 
Adolescents, 2000-2010,” includes strategies to prevent and 
eliminate the worst forms of child labor and achieve 100 
percent retention of children in basic education by the year 
2010.

1298
  In addition, the Government of Costa Rica launched 

its Second National Action Plan for the Prevention and 
Eradication of Child Labor and Special Protection of 
Adolescent Workers 2005-2010.

1299
  The government supports 

programs to raise awareness on the plight of street children.
1300

  In April 2004, the government and Save 
the Children-Sweden launched an awareness-raising campaign against trafficking and exploitation at 
Costa Rica’s Juan Santamaria International Airport.

1301
  The government also has a Master Plan on 

Children and Adolescents, which includes a chapter on the commercial sexual exploitation of children.
1302

  
The Commission against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children established a sub-commission to 
specifically work on legislation and enforcement issues.

1303
 

 
The Government of Costa Rica is participating in USDOL-funded projects implemented by the ILO-IPEC.  
These include a USD 3 million regional project to combat child labor in commercial agriculture,

1304
 and a 

USD 8.8 million regional project aimed at combating commercial sexual exploitation of children.
1305

  The 
Government of Costa Rica is also participating in a USD 5.5 million USDOL-funded regional Child Labor 
Education Initiative Program implemented by CARE, which seeks to strengthen government and civil 
society’s capacity to address the educational needs of working children.

1306
  With funding from the 

Government of Canada, ILO-IPEC has collaborated with the Government of Costa Rica to implement a 
USD 1 million Timebound Program from 2003 to 2005.  The Timebound Program focused on creating an 
enabling environment at the national level to eliminate the worst forms of child labor, as well as activities 
to withdraw children from work in the Brunca Region.

1307
   The United States is supporting the Costa Rican 

Supreme Court of Justice with funds to establish an investigative and prosecutorial team mandated to 
combat commercial sexual exploitation of children.

1308
   

 

                                                      
1298

 Government of Costa Rica, Agenda Nacional para la Niñez y la Adolescencia:  Metas y Compromisos, 2000-2010, San José, September 
2000, 11, 21.  The National Agenda includes many issues related to minors, is inter-institutional, and is promoted by the Council 
for Childhood and Adolescence.    
1299

 Government of Costa Rica, Segundo Plan Nacional de Acción: Para la Prevención, Erradicación del Trabajo Infantil y para la Protección 
especial de las Personas Adolescentes Trabajadoras; available from http://www.oit.org.pe/ipec/documentos/plan_eti_costa_rica.pdf. 
1300

 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports- 2004: Costa Rica, Section 5. 
1301

 Government of Costa Rica, Submission and Comments on Sexual Exploitation of Children in Costa Rica. 
1302

 ILO-IPEC, Technical Progress Report: Stop the Exploitation. Contribution to the prevention and elimination of commercial sexual 
exploitation of children in Central America, Panama, and the Dominican Republic, Geneva, March 6, 2004, 3.   
1303

 Ibid., 2. 
1304

 This project is being carried out over a period of three years, spanning Sep 2003 to June 2006.  ILO-IPEC, Prevention and 
progressive elimination of child labor in agriculture in Central America, Panama and the Dominican Republic (Phase II), Project Document, 
September 30, 2003.  
1305

 This project began in Sep 2002 and is scheduled to end in June 2009. See ILO-IPEC, Stop the Exploitation, project document, 26-40. 
1306

 USDOL, Combating Child Labor through Education in Central America (Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua) 
and the Dominican Republic, 2004. 
1307

 ILO-IPEC, Combating the Worst Forms of Child Labor in Costa Rica: Supporting the Timebound Program for the Elimination of the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour in Costa Rica, Project Document, COS/03/P03/CAN, 2003. 
1308

 This 2-year project began in 2004.  See U.S. Department of State, reporting, March 18, 2004.  See also U.S. Embassy- San José, 
reporting, August 25, 2004.   

Selected Child Labor Measures Adopted by 
Governments 

Ratified Convention 138       6/11/1976  

Ratified Convention 182       9/10/2001  

ILO-IPEC Member                 

National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan  
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In the area of education, programs have focused on the reintegration of working children into the 
education system.  The Government of Costa Rica has been providing small educational loans to families 
with children at risk of working.

1309
  Costa Rica’s Education Plan 2002-2006 includes strategies to provide 

universal access to pre-school; improve the quality of primary school, especially in disadvantaged 
communities; increase the coverage and quality of secondary school; and strengthen open and flexible 
education opportunities for adolescents and adults who combine school and work.
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