SIERRA LEONE: CHILD LABOR UPDATE 2002

1. SUMMARY: The GOSL has some legislation in place to regulate child labor, but because of a severe lack of resources and the debilitating effects of a decade-long civil war, it has been unable to effectively implement these laws.  In the past, the widespread use of child-soldiers and child sex slaves by combatants overshadowed other child protection concerns.  Now that Sierra Leone is at peace, the GOSL has the chance to address these issues.  While it has made some progress, the GOSL still has far to go. END SUMMARY

2. In February 2001, the GOSL ratified ILO Convention 182 on the worst forms of child labor. The official minimum age for employment is 18 years, although children between the ages of 12 and 18 years may be employed in certain non-hazardous occupations, provided they have their parents' consent.  The GOSL is a signatory to both the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the OAU-sponsored African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child. The Constitution prohibits forced and bonded labor, including that by children, however, such practices continue to exist.

3. In practice the few relevant child labor regulations are not enforced because there is no government entity charged with the task. Children routinely assist in family businesses and work as petty vendors. In rural areas, children work seasonally on family subsistence farms. There are a large number of children employed in labor-intensive alluvial diamond mining operations.  This practice has continued for decades. International NGOs report that relatives employ many of these children.  There are also a large number of “street kids” used by adults in street selling, stealing, and begging.  The nearest thing to a measure against this phenomenon is the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act, which makes it an offence for a parent or guardian, legally liable to maintain a child, to neglect that child, or for an adult who has the custody, charge or care of any child (which includes all adults keeping children to use for economic exploitation) to ill-treat or expose the child in a manner injurious to his health.  But, in the light of the proliferation of the “street kid” in Sierra Leone, the Act alone does not seem to be of much help.

4. Because the adult unemployment rate remains high, few children are involved in the industrial sector. Foreign employers have hired children to work as domestic workers overseas at extremely low wages and in poor conditions. The Department of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation is responsible for reviewing overseas work applications to see that no one under the age of 14 is employed for this purpose.  However, no one in the Department is currently doing this. The Minster of Social Welfare, Gender, and Children’s Affairs said that many foreign employers circumvent the law by adopting the children.

5. There are no legal remedies in place to address child labor laws and regulations. However, Government has set up mechanisms and desk officers in both the Ministry of Labor and Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children Affairs to investigate and address complaints relating to the worst forms of child labor. There are also several Child Protection agencies registered with the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender, and Children Affairs that look into such complaints.

6. There are no laws prohibiting trafficking in persons and no figures available on the extent of the trafficking problem. According to Labor Minister, children working overseas usually have parental consent and therefore the GOSL does not consider this as trafficking. 

7. The GOSL has taken some steps to raise awareness of child labor issues. In November, the Ministry of Labor, in collaboration with the ILO, will hold a "World Fit For Children" conference in Freetown to highlight child labor issues. The African Development Bank has approved some $21.16 million aimed at implementing an emergency response in the provision of basic education, vocational skills training and functional literacy needs to supplement the GOSL’s free primary education program. UNICEF said that there are still costs associated with primary education that effectively bar many children from participating, thus contributing to the number of children in the work force.

8. The Sierra Leone Police, UNICEF, and other NGOs in collaboration with related GOSL ministries have set up mechanisms to investigate and prosecute cases of sexual exploitation of children. Though the rate of children being used as sexual slaves has decreased tremendously since the end of the war, international monitors still think that some children are being held for this purpose.

