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Malawi 

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

An estimated 8.9 percent of children ages 5 to 14 were counted as working in Malawi in 2000.  
Approximately 7.7 percent of all boys 5 to 14 were working compared to 10 percent of girls in the same 
age group.

2901
  Children work on tobacco and tea farms, on subsistence farms, and as domestic servants 

and vendors.  Girls working as domestic servants in urban areas often receive little or no pay.
2902

  To a 
lesser extent, children also work in other informal sector jobs, such as welding, furniture making, bicycle 
repair, carpentry, and brick making.

2903
  Children in the agricultural sector often work alongside their 

parents in fields where their parents work as tenant farmers.
2904

  Situations of bonded labor have been 
reported among tobacco tenants and their families, including children.

2905
  Reports indicate an increased 

number of children perform agricultural work to earn money for food or to support their families.
2906

  
Along the border with Tanzania, young girls have reportedly been traded or sold to tribal chiefs and taken 
to other villages.

2907
  Over the past few years, the practice of poor families exchanging daughters for cattle 

or money has reportedly re-emerged, though it is not widespread.
2908

  Child labor is one of many problems 
associated with poverty.  In 1997, the most recent year for which data are available, 41.7 percent of the 
population in Malawi were living on less than USD 1 a day.

2909
 

 
Malawi is a source country for children trafficked internally and to South Africa for forced labor or 
commercial sexual exploitation.  Children are also trafficked within the country for exploitation in forced 
agricultural labor.

2910
  There are unconfirmed reports of small numbers of children trafficked internally to 
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resort areas around Lake Malawi for exploitation in the sex tourism industry.
2911

  Child prostitutes are 
reported to be found outside nightclubs and hotels in urban areas.

2912
  The HIV/AIDS pandemic has 

increased the incidence of sexual exploitation of minors, who are perceived by their exploiters to be 
healthier.

2913
   

 
Primary education is free and guaranteed by the Constitution for at least 5 years, although it is not 
compulsory.

2914
  In 2002, the gross primary enrollment rate was 140 percent.

2915
  Gross enrollment ratios are 

based on the number of students formally registered in primary school and therefore do not necessarily 
reflect actual school attendance.  In 2000, 72.5 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were attending 
school.

2916
  As of 2001, 44 percent of children who started primary school were likely to reach grade 5.

2917
  

Educational costs such as stationery and school clothes, opportunity costs of sending a child to school, 
family illnesses, and lack of interest in education are lowering school attendance.  HIV/AIDS is 
exacerbating dropout rates, particularly for girls who are expected to take on increased domestic roles 
following the death of a parent.

2918
  The sexual abuse of female students by teachers and older male 

students has also had a negative impact on girls’ attendance.
2919

  Insufficient finances, lack of teachers and 
teaching materials, poor sanitation, poor teaching methods, and inadequate classrooms have contributed 
to the inconsistent quality of education.

2920
 

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The Employment Act of 2000 sets the minimum age of employment at 14 years.  Exceptions are made for 
work done under certain conditions in vocational technical schools, other training institutions, and in 
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homes.
2921

  The Act prohibits children between the ages of 14 and 18 from performing hazardous work or 
work that interferes with their attendance at school or any vocational or training program.

2922
  The 

Constitution of Malawi protects children under 16 against economic exploitation as well as any treatment, 
work, or punishment that is hazardous, interferes with their education, or is harmful to their health or 
physical, mental, or spiritual and social development.

2923
  The government published a national code of 

conduct regarding child labor.  The code will be disseminated to all farmers found guilty of violating the 
code.

2924
  Employers are required to keep a register of all employees under the age of 18 years.  Violation of 

the law can result in a fine of Malawi Kwacha (MK) 20,000 (USD 168.74) and 5 years of imprisonment.
2925

   
 
The worst forms of child labor may be prosecuted under different statutes in Malawi.  Both the 
Constitution and the Employment Act prohibit forced and compulsory labor.  Violators are liable for 
penalties of MK 10,000 (USD 84.37) and 2 years of imprisonment under the Employment Act.

2926
  

Trafficking in persons is not specifically prohibited by law, but the Penal Code contains several provisions 
that may be used to prosecute human traffickers.

2927
  Specifically, it prohibits the procuring of any girl 

under the age of 21 years for the purpose of unlawful sexual relations, either in Malawi or elsewhere.  
Abduction, procuring of a person for prostitution or work in a brothel, and involuntary detention for 
sexual purposes are also prohibited by the Penal Code.

2928
  The government has also strengthened legal 

protections for students who are subject to exploitation and inappropriate relationships at school.
2929

  The 
minimum age for voluntary recruitment into the military is 18 years, although those younger may enlist 
with parental consent.

2930
 

 
Beginning in November 2004, inspectors from the Ministry of Labor and Vocational Training (MOLVT) 
were given the authority to conduct investigations and press charges.

2931
  According to the U.S. 

Department of State, enforcement of child labor laws by the police and labor inspectors is limited due to 
resource and capacity constraints, although there is some monitoring of rural child labor by MOLVT 
youth committees.

2932
  Police and the Ministry of Gender, Child Welfare, and Community Services handle 

trafficking cases that are brought to the attention of the authorities.
2933

  In August 2005, a Zambian 
trafficker was arrested and fined 24,000 Kwacha (USD 200) for attempting to smuggle 15 boys between 9 
and 15 years across the border.

2934
  In 2005, seven employers, mostly cattle farmers and tobacco growers, 
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were prosecuted and convicted of employing children, paying fines between USD 60 and 100.
2935

  Also in 
2005, 14 children were rescued from situations of trafficking in persons and repatriated, in part due to the 
efforts of child protection workers in the rural areas.

2936
 

 
The government implemented a Child Justice Act in 2004.  The Act was developed in coordination with 
UNICEF, international donors, and NGOs, and is intended to provide access to the justice system for 
juveniles by establishing a court dedicated to children’s issues.

2937
  The child labor elimination unit within 

MOLVT is working with UNICEF to register violations of child labor laws and build capacity on child 
labor issues.

2938
 

 

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

The Government of Malawi participated in a regional ILO-IPEC program funded by USDOL to withdraw 
and rehabilitate children engaged in hazardous work in the commercial agriculture sector in East Africa, 
including in Malawi’s tobacco sector; the project ended in 
May 2005.

2939
  Currently, the government is participating 

in a USD 2.1 million, USDOL-funded project to combat 
child labor in tobacco growing and domestic service.

2940
  

Also funded by USDOL, Winrock International is 
implementing a project to combat exploitative child labor 
through the provision of basic education.

2941
  

 
The Government of Malawi, through its MOLVT, chairs a 
National Steering Committee on Child Labor,

2942
 which 

has developed an action plan against child labor.  The 
plan includes the drafting of a national policy against child labor and reviewing existing legislation, 
establishing child labor monitoring committees, and coordinating income generation activities.

2943
  

Through the plan, the government has published a code of conduct on child labor and trained 77 child 
labor youth activists to raise awareness in local communities.

2944
   In 2005, the Ministry also conducted 

training courses for its 150 child labor inspectors and its community and district level labor committees.
2945
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Selected Child Labor Measures Adopted by 
Governments 

Ratified Convention 138       11/19/1999  

Ratified Convention 182       11/19/1999  

ILO-IPEC Associated Member                 

National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan  
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For the first time, in 2005/2006, the Government of Malawi earmarked USD 60,000 to support MOLVT 
child labor education activities and to purchase equipment for labor inspectors at the district level.

2946
  

 
The Ministry of Gender, Child Welfare, and Community Services formulates policies on childcare and 
protection and relies on the Child Rights Unit and other partners to help carry out those policies.

2947
  In 

2005, with funding from the Nordic Agency for Development, the Ministry trained 240 child protection 
workers from all regions of the country to work with vulnerable children, including street children.

2948
   

 
In 2004, the government established an inter-ministerial anti-trafficking committee.

2949
  The government 

has also undertaken various measures to raise public awareness of trafficking issues, including workshops 
for teachers and traditional authorities, meetings for rural families with young children, and radio 
jingles.

2950
  The Ministry of Gender, Child Welfare, and Community Services has launched a National Plan 

of Action for Orphans and Vulnerable Children that aims to improve access to essential services, including 
education, health, water, sanitation, and birth registration.  The Plan includes provisions for trafficking 
victim protection, awareness raising, and prevention.

2951
  As part of the plan, approximately 200 child 

protection officers were trained to identify trafficking victims, and 37 Victim Support Units were 
established in collaboration with UNICEF.  The units are responsible for providing protective and support 
services to exploited children, including trafficking victims.

2952
  The government also works to rehabilitate 

and reintegrate children in prostitution by providing them with education and vocational training.
2953

  The 
government has also provided immigration officers and police with basic counter-trafficking training.

2954
 

 
The government is implementing a long-term education strategy called Vision 2020 that focuses on 
improving access, quality and equity in primary, secondary and tertiary education; strengthening the 
science, technical, vocational and commercial components of school curriculum; improving special 
education; and improving the education management plan.

2955
  In May 2005, the World Bank began 

financing a 5-year project to support Malawi’s education sector.  Among the project’s components are 
improving the quality and capacity of teacher training, improving learning conditions at secondary 
schools, providing schools with basic learning materials, and strengthening community participation.

2956
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