Sierra Leone

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

The African Development Bank and the Islamic Development Bank are assisting Sierra Leone to
construct 600 new primary schools and furnish them with textbooks, furniture and other needed
equipment.3222 The World Bank has announced a USD 20 million program to help SierraLeone’s
schools meet basic standards, devel op partnerships between government, communities and schools,
and build up the capacity of the Ministry of Youth Education and Sports to deliver educational
services.3%* The Minister of Education, Science and Technology has stated that the national
government will also pay the fees for the National Primary School Exams and the Basic Education
Certificate Education exams, and has pledged to reduce the cost of textbooks by 60 percent.322°
UNICEF is engaged in projects to renovate schools, distribute teaching material and equipment,
retrain teachers, and promote girls education.3226

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2000, UNICEF estimated that 72 percent of children ages 5 to 14 yearsin Sierra Leone were
working.3%2’  Teenage progtitution has reportedly become a significant problem as aresult of
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migration from rural areas to Freetown and other urban areas during the war.3?22  Other childrenin
Sierra Leone work on a seasonal basis on family subsistence farms, in family businesses and as
petty vendors.3229

Over 5,000 children served on both sides of Sierra Leone's 10-year civil war.3?® Between July
1999 and January 2002, 5,596 of the 45,844 ex-combatants demobilized were children.331 Most
child soldiers served the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and other military groups, which
forced children into their ranks and made them serve as soldiers, as sexual slaves, or diamonds
miners.3232 Child soldiers forced into military service by the RUF were required to engage in
combat, massacres and other acts of brutality.®*33 In May 2001, following reconciliation talks
between the Government of Sierra Leone and the RUF, the RUF began to release child soldiers,323*
though some may remain in captivity.323> Evidence suggests that the pro-government militia, the
Civil Defense Force, continued to accept some children as volunteer soldiers.3%% Rebel forces
continue to kidnap and conscript children to augment their armies, though the number of casesis
believed to be declining.323” In some cases, rebel fighters compelled these children to commit
atrocities involving family members.323® The rebels reportedly released a disproportionate
numbers of boys, indicating that many girls may continue to be held as sex slaves.32%°
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The law requires mandatory primary school education, but a shortage of schools has made
implementation impossible.34  Even before the war, the educational system was capable of
serving only 45 percent of primary school-age children.32*1  According to the IMF, the civil war
resulted in the destruction of 1,270 primary schools. According to UNICEF, 67 percent of all
school age children are currently out of school.3?*2 The Government of Sierra Leone has
introduced free primary education.?* |n 1996, the gross primary enrollment rate was 51.7.324
Primary school attendance rates are unavailable for SierraLeone. While enrollment rates indicate a
level of commitment to education, they do not always reflect children’s participation in school 324

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

The minimum age for employment in Sierra Leone is 18 years, athough children between the ages
of 12 and 18 years may be employed in some non-hazardous occupations with the consent of their
parents. Thelaw isnot enforced in practice, as there is no government agency charged with
enforcement.3?% The Constitution prohibits forced and bonded labor, including that performed by
children. Under the Chiefdom’s Council Act, however, individual chiefs may impose compul sory
labor and may require village members to work to improve common areas.3?*’ This practice exists
only inrural areas.32%

The Government of Sierra Leone has not ratified ILO Convention 138 or ILO Convention 182.3249
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