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Belize 

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

An estimated 6.3 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were counted as working in Belize in 2001.  
Approximately 8.1 percent of all boys ages 5 to 14 years were working compared to 4.6 percent of girls in 
the same age group.  The majority of working children were found in the agricultural sector (55.3 percent), 
followed by services (38.8 percent), and manufacturing (3.6 percent) in 2001.

356
  Approximately 74.6 

percent of working children are found in rural regions,
357

 where they work on family plots and in family 
businesses after school, on weekends and during vacations.

358
  They also work in citrus, banana, and sugar 

fields.
359

  In urban areas, children shine shoes, sell food, crafts, and other small items, and work in 
markets.

360
  Teenage girls, many of whom have migrated from Honduras and other neighboring Central 

American countries, are reported to work as barmaids and prostitutes.
361

   
 
Belize is considered a transit and destination country for children trafficked for sexual exploitation.

362
  

Girls are also trafficked internally for commercial exploitation and pornography.  The practice of minors 
engaging in prostitution with older men in exchange for clothing, jewelry, or school fees and books is 
reported to occur throughout the country.

363
  It is also reported that some instances of child sexual 

exploitation and trafficking are arranged by family members.
364

   
 
Education in Belize is compulsory between the ages of 5 and 14 years.

365
  In 2001, 93.2 percent of children 

ages 5 to 14 years were attending school.
366

  The Education Act subjects parents to a fine of up to USD 100 
if their children of compulsory school age fail to attend school regularly.

367
  Primary education is free, but 

related expenses, such as uniforms and books, are a financial strain on poor families.
368

  Secondary schools 
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and apprenticeship and vocational programs can only accommodate one-half of children who complete 
primary school.

369
  In 2002, the gross primary enrollment rate was 122 percent, and the net primary 

enrollment rate was 99 percent.
370

  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.  As 
of 1999, 81 percent of children enrolled in primary school were likely to reach grade 5.

371
  Results from the 

Child Activity Survey indicate that 12 percent of working children ages 5 to 14 years do not attend 
school.

372
   

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The Labor Act of Belize sets the minimum age for work as 12, 14, and 16 years in different sections of the 
text, and has been criticized as being unclear.

373
  According to the Labor Act, children ages 12 to 14 years 

may only participate in light work that is not harmful to life, health, or education; only after school hours 
and for a total of 2 hours on a school day or Sunday; and only between the hours of 6 a.m. and 8 p.m.

374
  

The Labor Act applies to all employment in the formal sector, but not to self-employment or employment 
by family members.

375
  The minimum age for employment near hazardous machinery is 17 years.

376
  The 

Labor Act sets penalties for non-compliance with minimum age standards at USD 20 or 2 months of 
imprisonment for the first offense, and in the case of subsequent offenses, USD 50 or 4 months of 
imprisonment.

377
   

 
The Families and Children Act prohibits children (defined in this Act as persons below 18 years of age) 
from employment in activities that may be detrimental to their health, education, or mental, physical, or 
moral development.

378
  Forced and bonded labor are prohibited in Belize under the Constitution.

379
  

Although there is no law establishing a minimum age for conscription into the military, the minimum age 
for voluntary enrollment is 18 years.

380
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The Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Act punishes trafficking offenses with fines of up to USD 5,000 
and imprisonment of up to 8 years.

381
  Traffickers can also be prosecuted under immigration and 

abduction laws. The Criminal Code prohibits procuring a female for sexual exploitation within or outside 
of Belize and provides for 5 years of imprisonment for the crime.  Penalties for abduction range from two 
years to life imprisonment, depending on the age and gender of the victim and the intent of the 
perpetrator.  Abduction of a female with intent to marry or “carnally know her, or to cause her to be 
married or carnally known…” is punishable by 13 years of  imprisonment.

382
  The Criminal Code also 

prohibits sex with a female child younger than 14 years, and provides for a penalty of 12 years to life 
imprisonment.  The sentence for the same act with a girl aged 14 to 16 years is 5 to 10 years of 
imprisonment.

383
     

 
Inspectors from the Departments of Labor and Education enforce child labor and school attendance 
regulations.

384
  Ministry of Education officials investigate complaints of truancy and some forms of child 

labor.  The National Organization for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (NOPCAN) receives 
complaints on the worst forms of child labor and refers them to the Department of Human Services and 
the police.

385
  The Department of Human Services is legally empowered to handle the protection of child 

labor victims.
386

  A newly created unit within the Belize Immigration Department is charged with 
investigating trafficking cases.

387
  

 

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

The Government of Belize has a National Committee for 
Families and Children (NCFC), which works with the 
National Human Advisory Committee to monitor the 
implementation of the National Plan of Action for Children 
and Adolescents (2004-2015).

388
  The National Plan includes 

objectives, strategies, and activities intended to promote the 
development of children and adolescents in the areas of 
health, education, child labor and protection, family, 
HIV/AIDS and culture.

389
  The Ministries of Human 

Development, Labor, and Local Government head a sub-committee under the NCFC that deals with issues  
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National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan  



42 

of child labor.
390

  With funding from the Canadian government, ILO-IPEC worked with the Government of 
Belize to implement two regional projects to combat the worst forms of child labor,

391
 and a pilot project to 

withdraw and rehabilitate children engaged in the worst forms of child labor in subsistence and 
commercial agriculture in Belize.

392
  This year, the Government of Belize began participating in a USDOL-

funded regional project implemented by ILO-IPEC to combat commercial sexual exploitation of 
children.

393
  The government airs public service announcements and publishes newspaper ads to raise 

awareness of child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation, and has a National Task Force to 
oversee efforts to combat trafficking.

394
 

 
The Government of Belize is implementing a 10-year Education Sector Strategy to achieve universal access 
to education for children ages 3 to 16 years.

395
  The government continues to offer tuition grants to primary 

and secondary school students and maintains a textbook lending program.
396
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