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Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 

Worst Forms of Child Labor

Children in Sri Lanka are engaged in the worst 

forms of child labor,5363 including agriculture.5364 

Children’s work in agriculture commonly 

involves exploitative activities, such as using 

dangerous machinery and tools, carrying heavy 

loads and applying harmful pesticides. Children 

are also employed in domestic service, a largely 

unregulated and undocumented sector.5365 Some 

child domestics are subject to physical, sexual 

and emotional abuse.5366 Children also work 

as street vendors.5367 Children working on the 

street are exposed to a variety of risks, including 

severe weather, accidents caused by proximity 

to automobiles and vulnerability to criminal 

elements. Children reportedly work in the mining, 

fishing, construction and manufacturing—

including fireworks, tiles and coir—sectors.5368 

Coir is a natural fiber extracted from the husk of 

a coconut, which is used in products such as floor 

mats, door mats, brushes and mattresses. 

Children, mostly males, are exploited in 

prostitution in coastal areas as part of sex 

tourism.5369 There is limited evidence that some 

children working in agriculture are subject to 

debt bondage and some children, including 

those younger than age 12, have been kidnapped 

and forced to work in the fireworks and fishing 

industries.5370 

Children are trafficked internally for the purposes 

of commercial sexual exploitation, forced labor 

and domestic service.5371 Children are also 

trafficked abroad to work as domestic servants, 

primarily in Middle Eastern countries, where they 

are vulnerable to labor and sexual exploitation.5372 

Since the end of Sri Lanka’s conflict in 2009, 

children are reportedly no longer newly recruited 

by non-State armed forces as child soldiers.5373 

Children in Sri Lanka are able to access school. 

Reports indicate that almost all children complete 

nine years of the required basic education.5374 

Sri Lanka
During the reporting period, the Government of Sri 

Lanka took a major step by adopting a comprehensive 

child labor policy to eliminate the worst forms of 

child labor. In addition, the Government adopted the 

child labor hazardous occupations list. Despite these 

significant gains, research found limited evidence 

that the Government prosecuted those responsible for 

violating laws to protect children from the worst forms 

of child labor, including armed conflict and trafficking. 

Children in Sri Lanka also continue to engage in the 

worst forms of child labor in agriculture.

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Age Percent

Working 5-14 yrs. Unavailable

Attending School 5-14 yrs. Unavailable

Combining Work and School 7-14 yrs. Unavailable
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However, both the 2-decade long civil conflict and 

the 2004 tsunami devastated specific parts of the 

country, creating major educational disparities in 

the affected areas.5375

 

Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 

of Child Labor

The Employment of Women, Young Persons 

and Children Act sets the minimum age for 

employment at 14 and the minimum age for 

employment in hazardous work at 18.5376 In 2011, 

the Government adopted a list of 51 hazardous 

occupations and/or working conditions prohibited 

for children. The list contains all of the major 

occupations and/or working conditions most 

prevalent in the worst forms of child labor, with 

the exception of domestic service.5377 

C138, Minimum Age

C182, Worst Forms of Child 

Labor

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 

Conflict

CRC Optional Protocol on 

the Sale of Children, Child 

Prostitution, and Child 

Pornography

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking 

in Persons
No

Minimum Age for Work 14

Minimum Age for Hazardous 

Work
18

Compulsory Education Age 14

Free Public Education Yes

Children between ages 14 to17 may engage in  

light work in family-run farms or as a part of  

their technical education as long as their 

employment does not prevent them from 

attending school.5378 Children age 15 and older 

may be employed at sea.5379 

The minimum age for voluntary recruitment 

in the armed forces is 18.5380 The Penal Code, 

Amendment Act No. 16 of 2006, criminalizes 

and prescribes penalties for individuals who 

engage children younger than age 18 in debt 

bondage, forced labor, slavery, armed conflict or 

trafficking.5381 The Penal Code, Amendment Acts 

No. 22 of 1995 and No. 29 of 1998, criminalizes 

and prescribes penalties for individuals who 

engage children younger than age 18 in 

pornography and prostitution.5382 

Children in Sri Lanka are provided free and 

compulsory education until age 14.5383 

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 

and Enforcement

The National Steering Committee on Child Labor 

is chaired by the Secretary of the Ministry of 

Labor and Labor Relations (MOLRR).5384 The 

National Steering Committee is tasked with 

the implementation of the Roadmap for the 

Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labor by 

2016, the Government’s principal policy on child 

labor. The National Steering Committee includes 

representatives from key government agencies, 

employer and workers’ organizations, ILO, 

UNICEF and other NGOs.5385 

The National Child Protection Authority (NCPA) 

is an independent agency under the Ministry 

of Child Development and Women’s Affairs 

(MCDWA). It shares responsibility with the 

National Steering Committee for coordinating 

action to protect children.5386 This body’s mandate 

includes formulating policies on child abuse and 

exploitation, coordinating groups that combat 

child abuse and exploitation, conducting research 

and mobilizing resources.5387 The NCPA is 

mandated to assist children who are victims of 

physical and sexual abuse, sexual exploitation and 

armed conflict.5388 The NCPA and the Women 

and Children’s Bureau of the Sri Lankan Police 

(WCBSLP) are the key agencies responsible for 

coordinating efforts to combat child trafficking, 
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forced child labor, commercial sexual exploitation 

of children and the use of children in illicit 

activities.5389 

The Department of Labor (DOL) within MOLRR 

and the NCPA are responsible for enforcing child 

labor laws.5390 DOL works closely with the NCPA’s 

Police Unit and the WCBSLP to enforce child 

labor laws.5391 The NCPA and the WCBSLP are the 

key agencies responsible for enforcing laws against 

child trafficking, forced child labor, commercial 

sexual exploitation of children and the use of 

children working in illicit activities.5392 

DOL’s labor inspectorate employs 462 labor 

officers to enforce all labor laws, including those 

related to child labor. The NCPA’s Police Unit has 

22 officers, and the NCPA has 50 child protection 

officers in the districts.5393 The WCBSLP has 66 

police officers. In addition, the WCBSLP has 

branches in 41 police stations throughout the 

country. In police stations without a WCBSLP, 

police officers in charge oversee functions of the 

division.5394 

In 2010, DOL conducted child labor training for 

labor officers, including 300 newly recruited labor 

officers, police officers and probation officers.5395 

The NCPA conducted several child trafficking 

trainings for their officers, but research found 

no evidence of child trafficking training for the 

WBCSLP.5396

Complaints of violations for child labor, child 

trafficking, forced child labor, commercial sexual 

exploitation of children and the use of children 

working in illicit activities can be made via two 

hotlines, operated by either the NCPA or the 

WCBSLP.5397 DOL conducted inspections and 

directly received 150 child labor complaints from 

January to October 2010; the NCPA received 154 

child labor complaints from January to December 

2010 via the hotline; and the WCBSLP received 

211 child labor complaints from January to June 

2010 via the hotline.5398 Of these complaints, DOL 

identified 11 cases of child labor violations.5399 

NCPA officers received 85 child trafficking 

complaints between January and December 2010, 

and the WCBSLP received nine child trafficking 

complaints between January and June 2010.5400 

Research found no evidence of convictions and 

penalties of any child labor and trafficking cases. 

While the Government acknowledges the previous 

recruitment and use of children in armed conflict 

by non-State armed forces, the Government has 

taken minimal steps towards prosecuting and 

convicting violators of the law.5401 

Government Policies on the Worst Forms  

of Child Labor

The Government’s child labor policy is the 

Roadmap 2016 to End the Worst Forms of 

Child Labor 2011-2016. Issued by MOLRR 

and published during the reporting period, the 

Roadmap specifies timebound goals, including 

developing and/or strengthening the management, 

coordination, implementation, resource 

mobilization and reporting on the elimination of 

the worst forms of child labor.5402 The Roadmap 

also provides mainstreaming strategies for specific 

sectors of child labor, including armed conflict, 

plantations, fisheries and tourism. In addition, the 

Roadmap outlines strategies to mainstream child 

labor issues with social protection and education 

goals.5403 The Government is anticipated to allocate 

funding for the implementation of the first year of 

the policy.5404

The Government also has a National Plan of 

Action to Combat Trafficking of Children for 

Exploitative Employment 2001-2011, which 

prioritizes four main areas—legal reform and 

law enforcement; institutional strengthening and 

research; prevention; and rescue, rehabilitation 

and reintegration of child trafficking victims.5405 

The Government has presented several policies 

and plans for rehabilitating former child soldiers 

but none have received cabinet approval.5406 
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The Government’s main national development 

plan, Mahinda Chintana—A Vision for New Sri 

Lanka 2006-2016, includes policies on combating 

child labor.5407 Among a number of strategies, the 

Mahinda Chintana addresses poverty through 

social safety nets, encourages parents to send their 

children to school instead of work and enforces 

legislation on the minimum age for work.5408 

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent 

Child Labor

In 2011, the Government’s Roadmap is expected 

to begin withdrawal and prevention programs for 

100,000 children engaged in or at risk of engaging 

in exploitative child labor, as well as economic 

support for 600 households of children engaged in 

or at risk of engaging in exploitative child labor.5409 

The Ministry of Education has programs for 

vulnerable children working on plantations. 

These children receive educational services 

beyond typical government schooling, including 

additional classes for secondary students. Teachers 

in these areas are also provided supplementary 

teacher training.5410 

The Government has reported the provision of 

rehabilitation and reintegration programs for 

all former child soldiers from non-State armed 

groups heavily involved in the recent conflict.5411 

Specifically, the Government provided three 

residential educational and vocational training 

facilities for child ex-combatants. These facilities 

offer catch-up education classes and facilitate 

family visits to reintegrate the children into their 

communities.5412 

Between 2008 and 2009, the Department of 

Census and Statistics conducted a Child Labor 

Survey with technical support from ILO and 

funding from USDOL. The survey results have yet 

to be released.5413 

Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the 
worst forms of child labor in Sri Lanka:

IN THE AREAS OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Create protections for children engaged in domestic service.

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

Support implementation of the Roadmap to End the Worst Forms of Child Labor.

Provide child trafficking training for WCBSLP officers. 

Create and publish data on monitoring systems of the investigations, convictions and penalties for child 

labor and trafficking.

Prosecute individuals violating laws related to children and armed conflict.

IN THE AREA OF SOCIAL PROGRAMS:

Publish the National Child Labor Survey and its results.
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