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Brazil

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

An estimated 5.3 percent of children ages 5 to 14 years were counted as working in Brazil in 2003.  
Approximately 7.1 percent of all boys 5-14 were working compared to 3.4 percent of girls in the same age 
group.  The majority of working children were found in the agricultural sector (59.8 percent), followed by 
services (30.9 percent), manufacturing (7.3 percent) and other sectors (2.1 percent).

624
  Child labor is more 

prevalent in northeastern Brazil than in any other region, and it is more common in rural areas than in 
urban areas.

625
  Children work in approximately 100 urban and rural activities,

626
 including mining, fishing, 

producing charcoal, and harvesting sugar cane, and other crops.  In urban areas, common activities for 
working children include shining shoes, street peddling, begging, and working in restaurants, 
construction, and transportation.

627
  The ILO has estimated that between 400,000 and 500,000 minors are 

employed as domestic servants in Brazil.  This corresponds to more than 8 percent of all working children.  
It is estimated that roughly a third of domestics begin to work before the age of 12, and over half work 
more than 40 hours per week.  Many children and adolescents are employed as domestic servants in third-
party homes,

628
 and others work as trash pickers,

629
 drug traffickers,

630
 and prostitutes.

631
  Child labor is one 

of many problems associated with poverty.  In 2001, 8.2 percent of the population in Brazil were living on 
less than USD 1 a day. 

632
  

 
Women and girls are trafficked internally and externally for the purpose of sexual exploitation.

633
 

Common external destinations are neighboring countries within South America and the Caribbean, and 
the Middle East, Japan and Europe.

634
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Basic education is free and compulsory for children through the age of 15.
635

  The Ministry of Education, in 
conjunction with state and municipal governments, is expanding the scope of basic education to include 
one year of kindergarten.

636
  For adolescents between the ages of 15 and 17 who did not attend or complete 

primary school, basic education is also free, but not compulsory.
637

  In 2001, the most recent year for which 
this information is available, 11.9 percent of working children ages 5 to 15 years were not attending 
school.

638
  In 2002, the gross primary enrollment rate was 147 percent and the net primary enrollment rate 

was 97 percent.
639

  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.  In 2003, 93.6 percent 
of children ages 5 to 14 were attending school.

640
  The primary school completion rate in 2003 was 112 

percent.
641

  However, child labor contributes to the widespread “age-to-grade” distortion of children in the 
Brazilian education system.

642
   

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The minimum age for general employment in Brazil is 16 years and the minimum age for apprenticeships 
is 14 years.

643
  The 1990 Statute on Children and Adolescents prohibits employees under the age of 18 from 

working in unhealthy, dangerous, and arduous conditions; for long hours that impede school attendance; 
at night; or in settings where their physical, moral, or social well-being is adversely affected.

644
  Adult 

prostitution is legal in Brazil,
645

 but the Penal Code provides for imprisonment and fines to anyone caught 
prostituting another individual or running a prostitution establishment, punishable by prison terms of 2 to 
10 years when adolescents less than 18 years of age are involved.

646
  The Penal Code also provides for fines 

and prison terms of 3 to 10 years to anyone caught trafficking women or children internally or across 
national borders for the purposes of prostitution.  Penalties are increased when adolescents less than 18 
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years of age are involved.
647

  The Penal Code does not address forced labor directly but proscribes 
imprisonment from two to eight years and a fine for subjecting a person to slave-like conditions and 
transporting workers by force from one locale to another within the national territory. Punishment is 
increased by half if the crime is committed against a child or adolescent.

648
  The minimum age for 

conscription into the military service is 18 years, or 17 years on a voluntary basis.
649

  Since 1999, the 
Government of Brazil has submitted to the ILO a list or an equivalent document identifying the types of 
work that it has determined are harmful to the health, safety or morals of children under Convention 182 
or Convention 138.

650
 

 
The Ministry of Labor and Employment (MLE) is responsible for inspecting work sites for child labor 
violations.

651
  Inspections increasingly target informal employment, in part due to the declining number of 

children working in the formal sector.
652

  Employers who violate Brazil’s child labor laws are subject to 
monetary fines, but fines are rarely applied because inspectors typically negotiate agreements to have 
employers desist from labor law violations before levying fines.

653
  The MLE’s Special Groups to Combat 

Child Labor and Protect the Adolescent Worker organize child labor inspection efforts, conduct 
awareness-raising activities, and cooperate closely with other agencies involved in protecting children’s 
rights. Most inspections result from complaints made to labor inspectors by workers, NGOs, teachers, the 
media, and other sources

 654
  Data from the Special Groups reports is used by the MLE’s Secretariat of 

Labor to update a map of child labor, which is used for planning future child labor eradication 
programs.

655
   

 
Labor inspectors from the MLE often work closely with prosecutors from the Federal Labor Prosecutor’s 
Office (Ministério Público do Trabalho—MPT).

656
  MPT prosecutors may investigate cases of child labor, 

bring charges against violators, and levy fines.
657

   In many municipalities, labor inspectors and 
prosecutors are aided by a network of legally-mandated Guardianship Councils that serve as reference 
centers for at-risk children and adolescents. The Statute on Children and Adolescents requires all 
municipalities to establish at least one Guardianship Council (Conselho Tutelar) to refer vulnerable 
children to the appropriate service providers.  Although the Statute has been in effect since 1990, only  
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3,477 of Brazil’s 5,578 municipalities had established such councils by 2003.  The lack of greater 
compliance with the law has been blamed on a lack of resources and political will at the local level.  

658
   

 

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

Brazil’s National Commission to Eradicate Child Labor 
(CONAETI)

659
 developed the 2004-2007 National Plan to 

Eradicate Child Labor and proposed a series of legal reforms 
to help bring national laws into full compliance with the 
conventions.

660
    

  
The Government of Brazil implements a number of 
innovative programs to prevent and eradicate child labor.  
The principal program to remove children from working in 
the most hazardous forms of child labor is the Program to 
Eradicate Child Labor (Programa de Erradicação do Trabalho Infantil—PETI), which is administered by the 
Ministry of Social Development and Combating Hunger (Ministério de Desenvolvimento Social—MDS), 
in conjunction with state and local authorities.

661
  Through PETI, families with children working in select 

hazardous activities (as identified by the Ministry of Labor and Employment)
662

 receive stipends to remove 
their children from work and maintain them in school.

663
  In addition, PETI offers an after school program 

to prevent children from working during non-school hours, which provides tutoring, nutritional snacks, 
sports, art and cultural activities.

664
  As of June 2005, PETI provided services to over 930,000 children.  The 

program has estimated it will reach more than 1 million children and adolescents by the end of 2005.
665
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While PETI focuses on removing children from hazardous work, the Family Stipend (Bolsa Família) 
program aims to prevent child labor by supplementing family income and encouraging at-risk children 
and adolescents to regularly attend school.

666
  The program provides a monthly monetary stipend ranging 

from 15 to 95 Brazilian Reals (USD 6 to 40) to impoverished families, who agree to keep their children in 
school and meet other requirements related to health and nutrition.

667
 More than one million families were 

assisted by the program in November 2003.
668

   
 
The National Plan to Fight Sexual Violence against Children and Adolescents provides the policy 
framework for the government’s programs to combat the commercial sexual exploitation of children and 
adolescents.

669
  These efforts are carried out by a number of government agencies, including the National 

Human Rights Secretariat (SEDH), and include initiatives to assist victims and raise awareness.
670

  The 
primary program to assist child victims of commercial sexual exploitation is the Sentinel Program, which 
establishes local reference centers to provide victims with psychological, social, and legal services, and 
raises awareness through informational campaigns, workshops and partnerships.

671
  A program in 

collaboration with the Government of Portugal focuses on improving investigation and prosecution 
methods to combat trafficking in persons and the training of law enforcement officials and includes pilot 
programs in São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Goiás, and Ceará.

672
 The SEDH also implements a telephone hotline 

in every state for reporting sexual violence against children and adolescents, and the Ministry of Tourism 
has developed a Code of Conduct to prevent the sexual exploitation of children and adolescents in the 
tourism industry.

673
  The Federal Police is addressing trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation 

with their counterparts in Switzerland, Spain, Italy, Canada and Portugal.
674

 
 
The Government of Brazil, in coordination with ILO-IPEC, is implementing a Timebound Program to 
eliminate the worst forms of child labor in domestic service, prostitution, hazardous work in agriculture, 
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and other informal sector activities. Another program, implemented by Partners of the Americas in 
coordination with the Government of Brazil, aims to strengthen basic education in areas of northern and 
northeastern Brazil with high incidence of hazardous child labor.

675
  In July 2005, USAID, in cooperation 

with the National Secretaries for Human Rights and Social Welfare, funded a program that supports the 
creation of new Sentinel reference centers, which will provide services to children adolescent victims of 
commercial sexual exploitation, in seven states.

676
 

 
Other federal social assistance initiatives targeting at-risk youth include the MDS’ Youth Agent (Agente 
Jovem) project, which provides training in personal, social, community development, and job skills for 
youth between the ages of 15 and 17 years and aims to reintegrate and retain them in school.

677
  The 

Ministry of Education, through the National Education Development Fund, offers literacy and basic 
education programs and a “weekend school” to at-risk youth and other marginalized groups.

678
 The 

Ministry of Labor and Employment’s First Employment Program (Programa Nacional de Estímulo ao 
Primeiro Emprego) stimulates access to the labor market by generating work opportunities for Brazilian 
youth of legal working age.

679
 

 
In addition, the Ministry of Education provides a school lunch program for young children enrolled in 
school that seeks to promote children’s school attendance.

680
  The Ministry also implements a school 

transportation program that facilitates school access and persistence among children in rural regions.
681

 
 
In January 2004, Brazilian president Luis Inácio Lula Da Silva proposed the Child-Friendly President 
Action Plan 2004-2007.  The plan details nearly 200 activities to benefit children, including efforts to 
combat child exploitation.  The plan’s budget is 55.9 billion Brazilian Reals (USD 19.7 billion), but these 
funds must first be approved by the Brazilian Congress.

682
  With the support of ILO-IPEC, the Government 
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of Brazil and the other governments of MERCOSUL
683

 developed the 2002–2004 regional plan to combat 
child labor.  The plan includes an awareness raising campaign, which was officially launched in April 
2004.

684
   

 
The World Bank supports various programs in Brazil to improve the quality and management of 
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