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

Benin has been a member of ILO-IPEC since 1997318  and is one of nine countries participating in a
USDOL-funded ILO-IPEC project to combat the trafficking of children for exploitative labor in
West and Central Africa.319   In June 2002, the Africa Bureau and the Office to Monitor and Combat
Trafficking in Persons of the U.S. Department of State launched a joint program to offer technical
support to a variety of stakeholders in the West Africa region to combat the trafficking in persons,
including the government of Benin.320   In December 1999, the Ministry of Social Protection and
Family established a unit for Family and Childhood that is working with UNICEF on a variety of
programs to combat child trafficking.321   One of these initiatives is to build crisis centers for
children in every department (or sub-region) of the country.322   The Government of Benin is
working with the Global Program against Trafficking in Human Beings of the UN Office on Drugs
and Crime (UNODC) to strengthen anti-trafficking efforts for women and children.  UNODC is
providing technical assistance in areas such as research and law enforcement training.323

In 1994, the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Family and Social Protection, with support
from UNICEF, completed a study on runaway and abandoned children.  According to the survey, 65
percent of the urban households surveyed had “fostered” a child from a rural area through a
traditional practice of forced servitude called vidomegon.324   Since 1999, the government, with
support from UNICEF, carried out nationwide campaigns to raise awareness about the rights and
responsibilities of persons engaged in vidomegon.325
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In 1991, the government developed a new educational policy to increase access to education,
improve teacher quality, rehabilitate and build new school structures, provide non-formal and
vocational training options, and lower the cost of education for families.326   USAID implements
programs to help government ministries and local authorities reform education by encouraging the
realignment of budget allocations to primary education, improving planning and financial
management, supporting curriculum reform, providing teacher training, and enhancing student
assessment.327   Since 1994, UNICEF and its partners have been implementing programs that allow
the community to become directly involved in aspects of school administration and in promoting
girls education.328

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 2000, the ILO estimated that 26.5 percent of children ages 10 to 14 years in Benin were
working.329   Benin is a source, destination and transit country for the cross border trafficking of
children.330   Children from Benin are usually trafficked into Nigeria, Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire,
Gabon, and Niger;331  children from Burkina Faso, Niger, and Togo are sold into servitude in
Benin.332   Trafficked children often work as agricultural workers, domestic servants, and
commercial sex workers.333

In Benin, children as young as 7 years old have been observed working on family farms, as
domestic servants, on construction sites in urban areas, in public markets, and in other small
enterprise-based jobs. 334   The traditional practice of vidomegon involves poor rural families
placing children (typically daughters) in the homes of wealthier families, so that the children may
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work and receive an education.335  The practice often degenerates into exploitation as children are
forced to work as domestic servants, for long hours and with little or no access to education or
wages.336   There are also reports of adolescents in Benin working in the sex industry as prostitutes.
337

Education in Benin is free and compulsory between the ages of 6 to 11.338   In 1998, the gross
primary enrollment rate in Benin was 84.2 percent (88.4 percent for boys and 55.7 percent for
girls).339   In 1996, the gross primary school attendance rate was 67.1, while the net primary school
attendance rate was 43.6. 340   Attendance rates also reflect the gender disparity in access to
education.

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

The Labor Code sets the minimum age for employment at 14 years341  and prohibits forced
labor.342   The prostitution of children is not specifically prohibited by law, but offenses can be
prosecuted under decrees issued in 1905 and 1912 that prohibit using deceit, coercion or violence to
entice a minor to satisfy another, or under the Law of April 13, 1946, that prohibits hiring or
training prostitutes, sharing in the proceeds, acting as an intermediary for prostitution, or
establishing a brothel.343   Trafficking of children is not specifically prohibited, although decree No.
95-191 (1995) states that adults wishing to exit the country with a child under 18 years of age must
register with the proper local authority and pay a fee held in escrow until the child has been
returned to the village.344
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Between 1994 and 1999, the Brigade for the Protection of Minors intercepted more than 3,700
children who were being trafficked.345   There are reports of the capture of traffickers but no reports
of subsequent legal measures being taken to enforce legal penalties mandated by law.346  Most labor
inspectors continue to limit their monitoring activities to the urban formal sector due to limited
capacity and limited numbers.347

The Government of Benin ratified ILO Convention 138 on June 11, 2001 and ratified ILO
Convention 182 on November 6, 2001.348




