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Foreword

The Government of Guyana welcomed the support of the La  n America and the Caribbean Free of 
Child Labour Regional Ini  a  ve from which the South-South Brazillian-funded Coopera  on Project 
was derived and thanks the ILO for having this Rapid Assessment conducted.

The Rapid Assessment on Child Labour and the Worst Forms of Child Labour Prac  ces in Guyana 
comes at a  me when there is a renewed commitment by the Government of Guyana towards 
enhancing the social and economic condi  ons especially as it relates to the quality of educa  on, 
poverty reduc  on and social protec  on. 

In its eff ort to address child labour, the Government has been taking several ini  a  ves including:

• The review of exis  ng Child Labour Laws, 2005 to present. This review addressed the status of 
Guyana’s Child Labour Laws vis-à-vis the ILO Conven  ons rela  ng to child labour and the worst 
forms of child labour (WFCL).

• Con  nuous sensi  za  on through training of employers and employees. 
• Rou  ne monitoring of our work places by Labour Offi  cers / Inspectors for any child labour 

viola  ons.

We are happy for the opportunity to be a part of this regional pla  orm as we join hands to prevent 
and eliminate child labour by 2025 in keeping with the Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Special thanks to the ILO, La  n America and Caribbean Free of Child Labour Regional Ini  a  ve, 
South-South Coopera  on and other suppor  ng partners in facilita  ng this process.

This Report will serve as a guide to us in the development of Guyana’s Na  onal Policy on Child 
Labour.

The Honourable Amna Ally, 
Minister of Social Protec  on, 
Ministry of Social Protec  on, 

Guyana

August 2017
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Executive Summary

1. Guyana is a member and host country of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM). Its popula  on 
stands at 760,000 (2014) and it is classifi ed as a low income country. The Guyanese economy 
is based largely on agriculture and extrac  ve industries and has shown moderate economic 
growth in recent years (3-5 per cent). Lower export commodity prices (sugar) and budget 
delays slowed economic ac  vi  es in 2015, but the opening of two new large gold mines helped 
support overall economic growth. The macroeconomic outlook is generally posi  ve, growth is 
projected at 4 per cent for 2016. In 2015, large reserves of oil off  the Guyanese coastline were 
discovered. Guyana faces a very high emigra  on rate. Offi  cial unemployment is es  mated at 
11 per cent (2013), but one third of the popula  on lives below the poverty rate.

2. The legal arsenal on child labour that is available to the Government of Guyana is not fully 
harmonized with ra  fi ed interna  onal standards presented in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1: Status of Ra  fi ca  on by Guyana of the
Most Relevant Interna  onal Conven  ons and Protocols 

Most 
Relevant 
Conven  ons 
and 
Protocols

Conven  on 
on the 
Rights of 
the Child

ILO 
Minimum 
Age 
Conven  on, 
1973 (No. 
138)

ILO Worst 
Forms 
of Child 
Labour 
Conven  on, 
1999 (No. 
182)

ILO 
Domes  c 
Workers 
Conven  on, 
2011 (No. 
189)

Protocol on 
Traffi  cking in 
Persons,
Especially 
Women and 
Children

Op  onal 
Protocol 
to the CRC 
on the 
involvement 
of children 
in armed 
confl ict

Op  onal 
Protocol to the 
CRC on the
Sale of Children, 
Child Pros  tu  on 
and Child 
Pornography

Year and 
Status of 
Ra  fi ca  on

14th
January 
1991

15th 
April 1998

15th 
January 
2001

9th 
August 2013

14th 
September 
2004

11th 
August 2010

30th July 2010

3. Provisions relevant to child labour or WFCL are sca  ered within diff erent Acts and Laws without 
proper coordina  on among the several monitoring and implemen  ng authori  es. The current 
plan of the Government to develop a full Child Labour Policy could be an occasion to harmonize 
and collect all relevant provisions within a single Act. And yet, given the weak implementa  on 
and monitoring resources available to the Government, new or be  er legal standards will 
not quickly translate into a be  er protec  ve environment for children. A norma  ve approach 
based on legisla  on reform and law enforcement has been proved par  ally successful with the 
issue of traffi  cking, and yet we have observed that child labour is deeply rooted within cultural 
beliefs that it will be diffi  cult to eliminate with an exclusively norma  ve approach.

4. Child work in Guyana is a common feature across sexes, age groups, ethnic origins and areas 
of se  lement. It is a pervasive phenomenon that some  mes takes the shape of child labour, 
hazardous work, or WFCL. The total child labour prevalence in Guyana for children 5-17 years 
is 18.3 per cent. The Mul  ple Indicators Cluster Survey (MICS) 2006-07 had measured a total 
child labour prevalence of 16.4 per cent within the 5-14 age group. This same propor  on 
had decreased to 13.5 per cent in the recent MICS, sugges  ng a posi  ve trend within that 
age group. Yet, both historical measures suggest that the prevalence rate in Guyana is s  ll 
signifi cantly higher than the average La  n American and Caribbean rate (9 per cent prevalence 
rate for the 5-14 age group). 
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The MICS 2014-15 also reports a generally high 83 per cent of children aged 5-17 years who are 
engaged in some forms of economic ac  vi  es, while 22 per cent are in child labour situa  ons 
because they are performing such tasks for long hours (above the age-specifi c number of 
hours). Similarly, a very high propor  on of children (57 to 83 per cent) perform household 
chores for various lengths of  me, and yet only a negligible propor  on of them perform above 
the age-specifi c threshold in all three age groups.

5. The strongest predictors for high incidence of child labour are the areas of se  lement (urban/
rural/interior/coastal), and loca  on in specifi c regional areas. Interior areas have an incidence 
of child labour which more than doubles that of coastal areas (37.1 per cent against 14.2 per 
cent respec  vely). This is a clear demarca  on of signifi cant propor  on and it is also explained 
by diff erences in culture, iden  ty and spirituality among the popula  ons living in the forested 
areas of the interior. 

The phenomenon of child labour also has a visible urban/rural divide: Rural areas, whether 
in coastal or interior regions, experience a higher incidence of child labour (Approximately 30 
per cent  higher in rural areas than urban areas). The interior/forest regions 1, 7, 8 and 9 have, 
by far, the highest incidence of child labour and children working in hazardous condi  ons. 
In Region 9, more than seven out of every ten children are involved in child labour ac  vi  es 
regardless of their age specifi c category, represen  ng a clear area of par  cular concern with 
an incidence of nearly four  mes the na  onal average. Regions 7 and 8 have a combined total 
of 35.3 per cent child labour, which is double the na  onal average. The combined total child 
labour incidence in forest regions (Regions 1, 7, 8 and 9) is 43 per cent, nearly three  mes 
higher than the combined total child labour incidence in coastal regions (Regions 2, 3, 4, 5) of 
15.7 per cent. Region 9 has also a percentage of hazardous work (56.6 per cent) more than 4.5 
 mes higher than the na  onal average of 12.5 per cent. Thus, children living in rural or forest 

areas of interior regions experience a double vulnerability for child labour and are therefore 
signifi cantly more likely to engage in economic ac  vi  es or domes  c chores in excess of the 
age specifi c threshold.

6. Another predictor of child labour is the economic quin  le of the household. However, 
interes  ngly, this is mainly true for the poorest quin  le. The four richest quin  les do not 
show signifi cant diff erences in the prevalence of child labour and they are all rela  vely high, 
sugges  ng again that culture and tradi  ons play an important vulnerability role in Guyana. 
The same can be said for the ethnic origin of the household. While Indigenous peoples 
(Amerindians) have an incidence of child labour 2.5  mes higher than other ethnic groups (40 
per cent), Indo and Afro-Guyanese both suff er an equally very high propor  on of child labour 
(16 per cent).

7. Barriers such as the lack of access to schools, and poor quality of educa  on are important push 
factors that make parents, and children, more a  en  ve to viable economic op  ons. Fi  y per 
cent of children in labour condi  ons also a  end school, while the remaining 50 per cent are 
exclusively dedicated to labour.

8. No proper data analysis system exists to ensure that appropriate policies against child labour 
are evidence-based and directed by qualita  ve and quan  ta  ve fi ndings (As opposed as being 
directed by common percep  ons or myths).  However, the fact that reports on the WFCL came 
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from a wide variety and majority of sources, including social workers and indigenous people, 
stands as a worrying signal of the magnitude and possible depth of the problem, even in the 
absence of specifi c sta  s  cs.

9. Previous coordina  on mechanisms specifi c to child labour existed but they have gradually 
been abandoned. The Traffi  cking in Persons Task Force and the Commission on the Rights 
of the Child are two exis  ng and fully func  oning bodies able to periodically coordinate 
interven  ons, advocacy, research and dialogue on child labour in Guyana.

10. Worrying reports by informants to this assessment have been independently made on 
systema  c WFCL perpetrated mainly within three industries that have a strong gender 
component. Girls are highly exposed to abduc  on, traffi  cking, bonded labour or slavery for 
sexual purposes, mainly in the interior areas of the country, and around gold trading centers 
of forested regions. And yet, the phenomenon is also very visible within a few night places in 
the capital city of Georgetown. 

Boys in the interior are highly vulnerable to hazardous working condi  ons in gold mining that 
entails the use of mercury to separate gold from other residuals. They are doubly exposed to 
the health hazards of mercury as the prac  ce contaminates water and fi shes. The excessive use 
of alcohol and drugs also compounds the general vulnerability of these boys. Logging, carrying 
heavy weights and opera  ng machinery are also hazardous tasks performed by children in 
mining areas.

Finally, boys have also been reported to be used in organized crime, smuggling of arms, drugs 
and goods in coastal boats opera  ng between Guyana and other Caribbean countries. They 
are rewarded either with cash, drugs or arms.
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Sec  on One

Framing the Research

Background of the Rapid Assessment

The present undertaking is part of the ac  vi  es fi nanced under the framework of the Regional 
Ini  a  ve for La  n America and the Caribbean Free of Child Labour (RI), an intergovernmental 
pla  orm for coopera  on with ac  ve par  cipa  on of employers’ and workers’ organiza  ons. 
Twenty-fi ve countries of La  n America and the Caribbean, including fi ve Caribbean countries—the 
Bahamas, Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago—formed the Regional Ini  a  ve 
La  n America and the Caribbean Free of Child Labour in October 2014.1 The Regional Ini  a  ve was 
mandated to “accelerate the pace in the preven  on and eradica  on of child labour and its worst 
forms, through ins  tu  onal coopera  on within and among sectors, and among the various levels 
of government”.2  By signing, the countries also signalled their commi  ment to take ac  on “in line 
with the overall goal of elimina  ng the worst forms of child labour by 2016 and the regional goal...
to eliminate all forms of child labour by 2020.”3  With the recent adop  on of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and the inclusion of Target 8.7, which calls, inter alia, to “put an end to 
child labour in all its forms by 2025”, the proposal of the Regional Ini  a  ve has been strengthened 
and consolidated, and the issue of child labour is no longer only a regional concern, but has been 
mainstreamed into the global agenda.

The Government of Brazil is suppor  ng the Ini  a  ve with funds from its South–South Coopera  on 
Programme. Specifi cally, the Programme’s aim is to share the Brazilian Government’s good prac  ces 
and experiences in the areas of both child labour and school-to-work transi  on for youth, with 
Caribbean members of the Ini  a  ve. The Programme was agreed upon and developed with the 
goal of enabling the governments, and workers´ and employers´ organiza  ons to develop capacity 
in these areas.

Within the above-men  oned framework, the present Study aims at analyzing the child labour 
situa  on in  Guyana, outlining exis  ng measures and programmes that address the situa  on, 
while making suitable policy and programma  c recommenda  ons. The Study provides a summary 
descrip  on of the main quan  ta  ve indicators available to characterize the young labourers and 
highlights pull and push factors related to the phenomenon and to specifi c occupa  ons. Root 
causes are inves  gated, together with historical trends, cultural mechanisms, and social dynamics 
according to data available. The impact and consequences are assessed, and some percep  ons and 
experiences of child labourers presented before iden  fying and assessing selected Government, 
non-governmental organiza  on (NGO) and interna  onal agency interven  ons.

Sec  on One of this Study, starts by presen  ng a short background to relevant defi ni  ons, 
interna  onal legal standards, and the methodological context. Sec  on Two elaborates on the legal 
and policy environment of Guyana when it comes to provisions relevant to child labour and WFCL. 

1  The Regional Ini  a  ve (RI) was formalized in October 2014 with the signing of a Declara  on by 25 Ministers of Labour 
in the La  n America and Caribbean Region. Of the 25 signatories, fi ve are Caribbean states: Bahamas, Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname, 
and Trinidad and Tobago. In 2016, two more Caribbean states, Grenada and Saint Lucia, joined.
2  h  p://www.inicia  va2025alc.org/sites/default/fi les/pictures/declaracion-IR-en.pdf
3  Ibid.
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Sec  on Two also presents applicable coordina  ng and data sharing mechanisms that allow for a 
mul  -sectoral and mul  -dimensional collabora  on between Government agencies, civil society 
organiza  ons, and representa  ves from employers’ and workers’ federa  ons. 

Sec  on Three presents the main fi ndings of the Study by star  ng from an analysis of current 
knowledge concerning the extent and prac  ces associated with child labour. Whenever possible, 
an age and gender analysis has been conducted to assess specifi ci  es of the phenomenon, as 
well as data is presented by area of se  lement (rural vs. urban), by regions, by wealth groups, 
and by ethnic groups. Analysis on trends has been provided and supported by the informa  on 
received from par  cipa  ng informants using their retrospec  ve views on the evolu  on of child 
labour prac  ces in their communi  es. Typologies of work performed by children have also been 
presented in this sec  on.

The WFCL have been considered in Sec  on Four. Due to the limita  ons in the quan  ta  ve datasets 
available for this research component, the analysis presented is mainly based on primary and 
secondary qualita  ve informa  on. This Sec  on elaborates on the socio-economic and ethnic 
issues surrounding WFCL in Guyana that provides fer  le ground for the recruitment of children 
into exploita  ve labour condi  ons. This Sec  on also presents the views of communi  es, children 
and youth on the diff erent enabling or protec  ve factors that increase vulnerability to the WFCL.

While no current programme specifi cally designed to prevent child labour or the WFCL has been 
found in Guyana, the assessment reviews a small number of selected current or previous prac  ces 
that are of interest in the fi ght against this phenomenon in Sec  on Five. This Sec  on assesses 
prac  ces that directly or indirectly help in reducing children’s exposure to child labour or WFCL, 
and therefore cons  tute posi  ve preven  ve interven  ons or good prac  ces to be brought to scale.

Main recommenda  ons of the rapid assessment are presented in the concluding Sec  on Six, 
where policy and programma  c considera  ons are summarized for future ac  on. A concluding 
list of bibliographic references are presented in Sec  on Seven.

Defi ni  ons and Interna  onal Legal Standards

According to interna  onally recognized trea  es and conven  ons, child labour is defi ned as work 
that deprives girls and boys of their childhood and dignity, and which is harmful to their physical 
and mental development. For a par  cular kind of work performed by a child to be considered child 
labour it may depend on the child’s age, the type and condi  ons of work, and the eff ects of the 
work on the child. Some kinds of work are always child labour. 

The UN Conven  on on the Rights of the Child, 1989, specifi es that child labour is a breach of a 
child’s right to be protected “from economic exploita  on and from performing any work that is 
likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s educa  on, or to be harmful to the child’s 
health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development” (Ar  cle 32).

Children’s economic ac  vi  es refer to all sorts of work performed by children, whether for the 
market or not; paid or unpaid; full or part-  me; on a casual or regular basis; or in the formal or 
the informal sector. Children’s work includes work in family enterprises and in household-based 
produc  on ac  vi  es, as well as domes  c work performed in another household for an employer. 



3

These ac  vi  es are o  en incompa  ble with children’s full school a  endance or performance in 
school but are not outright banned.  

ILO Conven  on No. 138 s  pulates that the minimum age of admission into employment or work 
in any occupa  on shall not be less than the age of comple  on of compulsory schooling or less 
than 15 years of age. Conven  on No. 138 makes an excep  on to the age limit of 15 years in ILO 
member countries in which the economy and educa  onal facili  es are insuffi  ciently developed. In 
such circumstances, the minimum age of admission into employment or work in any occupa  on 
shall not be less than 14 years of age. The Conven  on also makes provisions for na  onal law to 
further delimit categories of employment/work where the minimum age can vary, once there is 
agreement among tripar  te cons  tuents.  In par  cular, it is understood and that children between 
the ages of 13 and 15 may do light work, as long as it does not threaten their health and safety, or 
hinder their educa  on or voca  onal orienta  on and training. 

Worst forms of child labour are deemed to be par  cularly harmful to children and their future 
development, thus qualifying for immediate elimina  on under the terms of the ILO Worst Forms 
of Child Labour Conven  on, 1999 (No. 182).4   ILO Conven  on No. 182 states explicitly in Ar  cle 3 
that WFCL comprises “all forms of slavery or similar prac  ces like the sale or traffi  cking of children, 
debt bondage…forced or compulsory labour…including use for armed confl ict; use or procuring 
of a child for pros  tu  on, pornography…; use or procuring of children for illicit ac  vi  es…for 
produc  on or use of drugs…”.

Youth underemployment and unemployment exist when young persons have not a  ained 
their full employment level in keeping with the condi  ons set out in the ILO Employment Policy 
Conven  on, No. 122 adopted by the Interna  onal Labour Conference in 1964. According to this 
Conven  on, full employment ensures that (i) there is work for all persons who are willing to work 
and look for work; (ii) that such work is as produc  ve as possible; and (iii) that they have the 
freedom to choose the employment and that each workers has all the possibili  es to acquire 
the necessary skills to get the employment that most suits them and to use in this employment 
such skills and other qualifi ca  ons that they possess. The situa  ons which do not fulfi ll objec  ve 
(i) refer to unemployment, and those that do not sa  sfy objec  ves (ii) or (iii) refer mainly to 
underemployment. 

Research Methodology

Quan  ta  ve Data

Child labour sta  s  cs are hard to fi nd within tradi  onal na  onal censuses, labour market surveys, 
or labour force surveys. Specifi cally designed child labour surveys or mul  ple indicators cluster 
surveys, are usually a be  er source of informa  on when it comes to economic ac  vi  es performed 
by children. And yet their contents tend to be very limited to only a few well established child 
labour indicators, falling very short in providing a more comprehensive explana  on of the socio-
economic dynamics surrounding the phenomenon. Child labour o  en entails complex and 
mul  dimensional dynamics that cannot be reduced to simple sta  s  cs. It is now widely recognized 

4  h  p://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C182
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that a combina  on of quan  ta  ve and qualita  ve approaches is needed to be  er understand 
child labour and to guide innova  ve and successful policies.5 

Sta  s  cally, an unemployed person is defi ned as someone who does not have a job but is ac  vely 
seeking, work. In order to qualify as unemployed for offi  cial and sta  s  cal measurement, the 
individual must be without employment, willing and able to work, of the offi  cially designated 
“working age” and ac  vely searching for a posi  on. The Youth unemployment rate is the number 
of 15-24 unemployed divided by the total number of people in the labour market. The youth 
unemployment ra  o is the number of 15-24 unemployed divided by the total popula  on aged 
15-24 in a given economy. 

It is important to highlight that diff erences con  nue to exist, however, in the way many na  onal 
sta  s  cs programmes defi ne a young person. Defi ni  ons of “youth” are based in part on the 
end use of the measurement. If one aims to measure, for example, the age span at which one is 
expected to enter the labour market then the sta  s  cal defi ni  on of 15 to 24 years may no longer 
be valid, given that today more and more young people postpone their entry into labour markets 
to well beyond the age of 25. Alterna  vely, if one was to aim for the broader characteris  c-based 
classifi ca  on of youth (as opposed to a simple age-based defi ni  on), then a more sociological 
viewpoint on what cons  tutes “youth” is needed. For example, one might wish to defi ne “youth” 
as the transi  on stage from childhood to adulthood, in which case the age at which this transi  on 
begins will vary greatly between socie  es and indeed within the same society. From the perspec  ve 
of a cri  cal stage in the lifecycle, the relevant age could be as low as 10 years (e.g. street kids) to 
as high as mid to late 30s.6

Given the considerable diff erence in the secondary data already available, the use of qualita  ve 
methodologies proposed for the current study will diff er in their ul  mate applica  on.

Qualita  ve Research

While some ini  al form of quan  ta  ve child labour and youth employment research work has been 
previously conducted in Guyana, a deep qualita  ve understanding of the dynamics surrounding 
children in economic ac  vi  es is widely recognized as of paramount importance to further 
direct programmes and policies in this country. To arrive at such an understanding, the following 
approaches were employed during and a  er the seven-day fi eld missions and subsequently:

• Non-probability sampling. A sampling design where condi  ons of probability sampling are 
not fulfi lled (as opposed to “probability sampling”). 

• Opportunis  c sampling. Taking advantage of people encountered during research by involving 
them as research par  cipants. Par  cularly useful for hard-to-reach groups such as street 
children and sexually exploited children.

• Purposive sampling. Targe  ng specifi c (named) people known to have informa  on or to be 
opinion leaders.

5  See for instance: Child labour sta  s  cs; Manual on methodologies for data collec  on through surveys; (Geneva. ILO 
2004). Manual for child labour data analysis and sta  s  cal reports. (Geneva. ILO 2004). Child labour survey data processing and 
storage of electronic fi les: A prac  cal guide. Geneva. (ILO 2004).
6  Global Employment Trends for Youth. (ILO Geneva, 2006).
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• Snowball sampling. Selec  ng people by asking one par  cipant or respondent for sugges  ons 
about, or introduc  ons to, other possible respondents. Especially useful in research where 
respondents are diffi  cult to locate or contact by other means.

Offi  cials designated for the Regional Ini  a  ve as Focal Points within Ministries responsible for 
labour served as the entry point for compiling an ini  al list of par  cipants to the research. The 
secondary data analysis conducted by the researcher also suggested addi  onal ins  tu  ons or 
informants to be included in the respondent’s list. During fi eld research, snowball sampling and 
opportunis  c sampling were used to complete the list of respondents considered for the Study. 

Informants were sought among the following groups: Government offi  cials and representa  ves, 
including at the district or local level; Government labour inspectors; police offi  cers; trade union 
offi  cials; teachers; employers; community leaders and members; representa  ves of NGOs and 
interna  onal organiza  ons who have worked in the area; former child labourers and their families; 
parents of current child labourers; and parents of boys and girls who do not work; children involved 
in labour ac  vi  es and youth themselves currently underemployed or unemployed.

The ini  al research design aimed at interviewing a minimum of 40 informants including children/
youth, parents of working children/youth, employers, and informants from offi  cial ins  tu  ons and 
NGOs. In Guyana, 36 informants from Government offi  ces, civil society organiza  ons, employers’ 
and workers’ federa  ons, social workers and educa  on professionals were consulted through 
interviews, semi-structured interviews and snow-ball ques  ons. An addi  onal 10 children and youth 
also provided qualita  ve informa  on on subjects relevant to the assessment. Direct observa  on 
of children and youth in their working environment was undertaken in Georgetown’s market, 
restaurants, bars and streets during the day  me. Special inves  ga  ons were also conducted at 
night in nightclubs and bars in Georgetown known to have an ac  ve night life for both young 
boys and girls. An en  re list of ins  tu  ons and key informants contacted for the purpose of this 
assessment is presented in Annex 1. 

In terms of the geographical focus of the research, an important caveat was established that, 
while the research would try as much as possible to collect material from all geographical areas of 
the iden  fi ed country, primary or secondary data may only be collected from specifi c geographical 
areas, or specifi c occupa  ons or industries, according to what was accessible during the short 
fi eld work to be undertaken. This was considered as an open variable to be determined and 
refi ned only during fi eld work. A fi eld trip to one pre-selected rural/remote area outside the 
capital city was also planned. The researcher undertook fi eld visits to Parika, a small town in the 
Essequibo Islands-West Demerara Region, known to have recorded several cases of child labour 
in the transport industry (boats, ferries and busses), in the trade industry (market stalls and street 
vending, including begging), in the construc  on industry, and in the restora  on and entertainment 
industry (restaurants, bars and night clubs). 

In Guyana, the fi eld mission was mostly en  rely executed according to the research plan and 
entailed mee  ngs with offi  cials from the Ministry of Social Protec  on, the Rights of the Child 
Commission, the Bureau of Sta  s  cs, the Ministry of Indigenous People Aff airs, the Trade Union 
Confedera  on and the Consulta  ve Associa  on of Guyanese Industry, among others.  Structured 
focus group discussions with children and youth were also organized, and the researcher was also 
able to approach children and youth roaming on the streets of Georgetown to hold discussions 
with them about their dreams, predicaments, and current educa  on and work habits. 
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Areas of Inves  ga  on

As required in the Terms of Reference for the ini  al Rapid Assessment, research was undertaken 
to determine responses to the following:

• Which quan  ta  ve and qualita  ve data related to child labour and youth underemployment/ 
unemployment is available in the selected countries?

• Which is the nature and extent of child labour and youth unemployment/underemployment, 
including pull and push factors related to specifi c occupa  ons in the selected countries?

• What are the characteris  cs of the working condi  ons performed by children and youth and 
their related hazards in the selected countries?

• What are the socio-economic descriptors of child labourers and unemployed/underemployed 
youth in the selected countries?

• What programmes are in place to prevent child labour and to rehabilitate children who are 
vic  ms of the worst forms of child labour? What programmes are in place to promote youth 
employment?

• What are the percep  ons and experiences of child labourers on all the above men  oned 
topics? What are the percep  ons of underemployed/unemployed youth on all the above 
men  oned topics?

Addi  onally, an analysis of the fi ndings was required to address relevant issues in the following 
areas:

• Educa  on including but not limited to the educa  onal a  ainment and educa  onal enrolment 
rates, by age, gender and geographical loca  on in the selected countries. 

• Appren  ceships/voca  onal training programmes including what is available to the youth in 
selected countries and what is the degree of par  cipa  on by youth in these programmes.

• Policies including policies in place to improve access to decent work for children and youth and 
for monitoring mechanisms that are in place to eliminate child labour.

• Gender whether there is a gender bias in the iden  fi ed thema  c and if so, what are the 
underlying factors driving gender diff erences in child labour and youth employment in the 
selected countries.

Addi  onal details of the planned research methodology including sample ques  ons used for 
interviews are provided in the Incep  on Report and Data Collec  on Methodology for Rapid 
Assessment on Child Labour and Youth Employment at Annex 2.



7

Sec  on Two

Legal Environment and Coordination Arrangements 
Relevant to Child Labour

Country Context

Guyana is a member and host country of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM).  Its popula  on 
stands at 760’000 (2014) and it is classifi ed as a low income country. The Guyanese economy is 
based largely on agriculture and extrac  ve industries and has shown moderate economic growth 
in recent years (3-5 per cent). The constant decline of sugar produc  on has accelerated in 2015 
which led to big job losses at State-owned GuySuCo.  Lower export commodity prices (sugar) and 
budget delays (elec  on-related) slowed down economic ac  vi  es in 2015, but the opening of 
two new large gold mines helped support overall economic growth.  Recent years have seen the 
Government’s stock of debt reduced signifi cantly. 

The macroeconomic outlook is generally posi  ve, growth is projected at 4 per cent for 2016.  In 
2015, large reserves of oil off  the Guyanese coastline were discovered (shared with Venezuela). 
Guyana faces a very high emigra  on rate. Offi  cial unemployment is es  mated at 11 per cent 
(2013), however, one third of the popula  on lives below the poverty rate.

Legisla  on and Policies

In Guyana, the Ministry of Social Protec  on is the Authority responsible for issues related to child 
labour and the employment of children. It is also the Ministry in charge of the monitoring and 
enforcement of the Employment of Young Persons and Children Act (1999), which defi nes a child 
as every person under the age of 15 years.  No child should be admi  ed into employment or 
work in any occupa  on.  A young person is defi ned by the same Act as a person under the age 
of 16 years. The Act prohibits young persons from working at night in an industrial se   ng (e.g. 
mining, quarries, transporta  on and construc  on), subject to excep  ons (for instance transport 
of goods by hand by children is specifi cally excluded from previous provisions).  When excep  ons 
exist, a full registry by the employer should be kept of the employment of young persons, and 
be open for inspec  on. Parents and custodians also have full accountability and responsibility if 
by wilful default or by habitually neglec  ng to exercise due care, they have taken the child into 
employment in contraven  on of the Act’s provisions. The Act also prohibits any form of hazardous 
work before the age of 18 under the Ministry’s regula  on.  Even though there is no specifi c 
defi ni  on of hazardous child work provided in the Act, the Government of Guyana has issued a 
list of 22 hazardous occupa  ons and processes which was compiled by its tripar  te commi  ee, 
and which also is applicable to child labour.   In instances where the Ministry makes provisions for 
it, commerce and agriculture can benefi t from the same Legisla  on covering industrial se   ngs.

The Act specifi cally excludes from the previous provisions, all working and economic ac  vi  es 
where only members of the same family are employed. It also excludes all households and small-
scale opera  ons oriented to self or local consump  on of a seasonal nature or not permanently 
employing workers. The Act also allows children above the age of 16 to work at night when the 
work requires con  nuity through day and night. This specifi cally includes gold mining reduc  on 
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work, the produc  on of iron, steel, glass, paper, and raw sugar, without adequate safety and health 
regula  ons to protect children’s health and development. Young persons can also be requested to 
work at night in cases of extraordinary and unforeseen needs. 

Educa  on is compulsory un  l the age of 15. Ar  cle 17 of the Educa  on Act allows children under 
the age of 15 to be employed by their parents under condi  on that this prac  ce is not done during 
school hours. It also allows children to be employed when this employment is framed within the 
context of professional or technical educa  on programmes not harmful to children. 

In 2009 Guyana passed a comprehensive package of children’s Legisla  on with the intent to limit 
child labour and increase the protec  on of children. These included the Child Care and Protec  on 
Agency Act No. 2 of 2009; the Protec  on of Children Act No. 17 of 2009; the Adop  on of Children 
Act No. 18 of 2009, and the Status of Children Act No. 19 of 2009.  All these provisions envisage 
providing children with a protec  ve environment, preven  ng early exposure to abuse and 
exploita  on, including child labour.

In terms of prosecu  ng child labour, the Employment of Young Persons and Children Act (1999) 
does not provide any details for the processes or procedures to be followed in instances where 
persons are found to be in contraven  on of the Act, except to specify the fi ne that persons will 
have to pay -- typically between US$50 to US$100; and there is no explicit provision for children 
found in situa  ons of employment prohibited by the Act, to express or have their views and 
opinions heard during ma  ers considered by the Courts.

However, the Protec  on of Children Act of 2009, is fairly detailed and specifi c about the processes 
and level of involvement of children (18 years and under) in cases before the Court. This Act makes 
reference to persons who facilitate or otherwise employ children for pros  tu  on, sale of drugs, 
alcohol etc., and other WFCL.  It therefore provides legal grounds for the opinions and views of 
children 12 years and older on their care and welfare to be heard and considered in (child labour) 
ma  ers before the Court.

Ul  mately, a reading of both laws does not make a case for the consent of the child/vic  m to be 
required for the laying of charges (in Guyana), but otherwise permits for the young vic  m to have 
input on their future care/welfare.

The legal framework is further complemented by a number of sectoral policies (See Table 1) and 
ac  on plans relevant to children and young people. The Ministry of Social Protec  on has recently 
recruited a consultant to start working on a comprehensive Child Labour Policy a  er having 
approved the Child Protec  on Act, and following the recommenda  ons of the Employment of 
Young Persons and Children Act.

Another step to strengthen the protec  ve environment for children and youth is the presenta  on 
to Parliament of the long awaited Na  onal Youth Policy. This Policy was ini  ally started in 1993 by 
the Ministry of Educa  on, with the support of the Commonwealth Youth Programme, and yet the 
Policy and its many subsequent changes were never presented to Parliament for fi nal approval. The 
new Administra  on started regional consulta  ons with youth shortly a  er entering into power in 
2015 and revised earlier dra  s of the Policy, focussing on crime preven  on, security, employment, 
produc  vity and growth. An Implementa  on Plan of the Policy will soon be presented under a 
rigid and eff ec  ve framework suited for the development of Guyanese youths. 
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Table 1: Main Policies Related to Child Labour Adopted in Recent Years by Guyana’s Government
Policy Descrip  on
Five-year Strategic Plan 
on the Rights of the Child 
(2012-2017)*

Protects and promotes children’s rights in Guyana and advances the UN 
CRC. (4)

Na  onal Educa  on Policy* Aims to provide equal access to quality educa  on for all children and 
eliminate barriers to educa  on, especially for the poor. (41)

Declara  on of the Regional 
Ini  a  ve: La  n America and 
the Caribbean Free of Child 
Labour (2014-2020)+

Aims to increase regional coopera  on on eradica  ng child labour by 2020 
through signatories’ eff orts to strengthen monitoring and coordina  on 
mechanisms, government programmes and South-South exchanges.  
Reaffi  rms commitments made in the Brasilia Declara  on from the Third 
Global Conference on Child Labour (October 2013), and signed by Guyana 
at the ILO’s 18th Regional Mee  ng of the Americas in Lima, Peru (October 
2014). (42, 43).

Ministerial Taskforce on 
Traffi  cking in Persons (2014-
2015 Ac  on Plan)+

Aims to prevent and raise awareness of human traffi  cking, provide direct 
assistance to vic  ms, improve law enforcement’s capacity to iden  fy and 
respond to human traffi  cking, and strengthen interagency coordina  on 
and referral mechanisms. (36, 44).

Source: USA Department of State, 2014

There appears to be a great disconnect between the legal framework available and the 
implementa  on capaci  es and procedures available to law enforcement agents. This is par  ally 
due to the very limited opera  onal budget accessible for policy monitoring and implementa  on. 
For instance, the funding needed for a labour inspector to conduct a visit in the remote and hard-
to-reach forestry lands is equivalent to the en  re annual budget for legal inspec  ons. Educa  on 
inspectors, OSH representa  ves, social workers, and youth offi  cers have similar limita  ons in 
accessing remote forestry areas.

Coordina  on and Data Sharing Mechanisms

The only func  onal Inter-ministerial Task Force related to child labour is the Traffi  cking in Persons 
(TIP) Task Force. The TIP Task Force meets regularly with representa  ves from educa  on, social 
services, labour, the interior and na  onal security, and civil society also par  cipates in the 
mee  ngs. The Task Force maintains sta  s  cs related to people that were reported to be vic  ms of 
traffi  cking, and coordinates on the management of the vic  ms’ cases. 

A fi rst Child Labour Commi  ee, chaired by the then First Lady, was established in Guyana in as 
early as 2003-04. This Commi  ee became part of a USA-funded EDUCARE Programme specifi cally 
aimed at reducing child work and elimina  ng the worse forms of child labour through educa  on. 
This Programme was then followed by the ILO-IPEC Project, Tackle Child Labour Through Educa  on 
(TACKLE), funded through collabora  on with the European Commission. A Na  onal Steering 
Commi  ee on Child Labour was established under this Programme to review and recommend 
policies to prevent child labour, however, when the Programme ended in 2012, the Steering 
Commi  ee was dissolved. 

Current policy issues on child labour are reported to be addressed within the Na  onal Tripar  te 
Commi  ee and the Commission on the Rights of the Child. The Rights of the Child Commission 
is an independent Government Body repor  ng directly to the Speaker of the House of Assembly 
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in Parliament. They are the Body responsible for compiling all human rights periodic reports 
concerning children.  They organize training for partners and teachers, they run informa  on 
and sensi  za  on campaigns, and they present an annual report highligh  ng issues of concern 
to Parliament.  When, during training, they discover individual cases that necessitate individual 
follow-up, they report the cases to the Ministry of Social Services. Currently, they are undertaking 
a review of the Employment of Young Persons and Children Act to suggest changes that will bring 
it in line with interna  onal ra  fi ed standards. They were also the promoters of the Protec  on of 
Children Act recently adopted by Parliament.

Finally, the Rights of the Child Commission is also coordina  ng the child protec  on monitoring 
system that was established in 2005. The Child Protec  on Monitoring System (CPMS) was 
implemented to assess the incidence and issues of abuse against children, however, with no 
specifi c focus on child labour. It is a database that enables the Ministry to gather regular feedback 
and informa  on, and collate data on child abuse from all line agencies across Guyana. The CPMS 
is being expanded to all the Regions in Guyana with the support of the UN and the Bri  sh High 
Commission. 

Data collec  on and sharing on child labour has been a very sensi  ve issue in the past, and as a 
result, some assessments previously undertaken by the Government, in collabora  on with the 
ILO, were not widely disseminated.
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Sec  on Three

Findings on Child Labour

Extent and Prac  ces

The fi rst localized or area specifi c baseline study on child labour was undertaken in 2004 in Parika 
(Region 3), in a collabora  ve eff ort between the Guyana Bureau of Sta  s  cs and the ILO. The 
survey revealed that there were 133 children working in mainly vending, farming, sor  ng fi sh and 
shrimp, and fi shing. These working children were associated with a further 185 siblings who were 
at risk of joining the group of child labourers in the area. The working children were mostly boys 
of East Indian ethnicity between the ages of 7 to 17 years. As a result of the study, a programme 
was implemented to eradicate this situa  on of child labour in Parika.7 The study is, however, too 
outdated and geographically confi ned to be used for general modern sta  s  cs. On the contrary, 
the undertaking of the MICS 2006-07 and 2014-15 shed new light on the phenomenon.

The total child labour prevalence8 in Guyana for the age group 5-17 years is 18.3 per cent according 
to the recent MICS 2014-15. The total prevalence of child labour is higher for the youngest age 
group of 5-11 years (9 per cent) compared to the older groups of 12-14 years (4.5 per cent) and 
15-17 years (4.7 per cent). 

The MICS 2006-07 had measured a total CL prevalence of 16.4 per cent within the 5-14 age 
popula  on. This same propor  on had decreased to 13.5 per cent in the recent MICS, sugges  ng 
a posi  ve trend within the same age groups. Yet, both historical measures suggest that the 
prevalence rate in Guyana is signifi cantly higher than the average La  n American and Caribbean 
rate (9 per cent prevalence rate for the 5-14 years9). 

The MICS 2014-15 also reports a generally high 83 per cent of children aged 5-17 years who are 
engaged in some forms of economic ac  vi  es,10 while 22 per cent are in child labour situa  ons 
because they are performing such tasks for long hours (above the age-specifi c number of hours). 
Similarly, a very high propor  on of children (57 per cent to 83 per cent) perform household chores 
for various lengths of  me, and yet only a negligible propor  on of them perform above the age-
specifi c threshold in all three age groups.

It is noteworthy that the MICS 2014-15 asked ques  ons on child labour and economic ac  vi  es 
of children between 5 and 17 years of age. Given that the minimum age for employment is 16 
in Guyana, the MICS does not provide any indica  on concerning the ‘legality’ of the forms of 
employment for children between 16 and 17 years of age. It only assesses the performing of paid 
or unpaid economic ac  vi  es or household chores by the child, and it verifi es if those ac  vi  es are 
undertaken for a number of hours appropriate for the age specifi c group.

7  Government of Guyana’s Contribu  ons to the OHCHR Study on Children Working and/or Living on the Streets. OHCHR 
background paper. GoG (2011). 
8  This result cumulates the incidence of child labour recorded for children performing economic ac  vi  es, as well as the 
incidence of child labour for children performing household chores.
9  Global Sta  s  cs. Available at h  p://data.unicef.org/child-protec  on/child-labour.html. Consulted on August 2016. 
(UNICEF 2016).
10  The Mul  ple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) defi nes economic ac  vi  es as any paid or unpaid work on plot / farm / 
food garden; looking a  er animals; helping in family or rela  ve’s business, running own business; producing or selling ar  cles / 
handicra  s / clothes / food or agricultural products; or any other ac  vity in return for income in cash or in kind.
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When comparing the evolu  on of child labour within the age specifi c groups between MICS 
2006-07 and MICS 2014-15, we observe that the percentage of children 5-11 years engaged in 
child labour has decreased passing from 21.4 per cent to 19.7 per cent.11  On the contrary, the 
percentage of children 12-14 years engaged in child labour has signifi cantly increased passing 
from 4.5 per cent to 15.3 per cent. For the 14-17 age group, the percentage of child labour is 18.4 
per cent, but this cannot be compared to earlier trends as previous surveys only focused on the 
5-14 age group (See Table 2). Overall, the above points to a high prevalence of child labour since 
the early years of life for Guyanese children, with a marked increase of child labour incidence 
star  ng at around the age of 12. This is compa  ble with the feedback from a number of interviews 
with informants who indicated 12 as the age at which ‘it is good for a child to start working’, or the 
age ‘at which parents start to educate children into work’. Individual cases of children below the 
age of 5 years engaged in child labour were also observed during the fi eld visit.
 

Table 2: Incidence of Child Labour and Hazardous Work  (5) 
Category MICS 2006-7 MICS 2014-15
Child labour

5-14 years 5-17 years
Incidence of child labour among 
children 

16.4 13.5 (5-14 years)
18.3

5-11 years 12-14 years 5-11 years 12-14 years 15-17 years
21.4 4.5 19.7 15.3 18.4

Hazardous work
Total percentage of children 
working under hazardous 
condi  ons12

5-17 years 5-11 years 12-14 years 15-17 years

12.5  9.5 13.8 16.9

Source: MICS 2006-07 and MICS 2014-15

The remarkable worsening of child labour for the children aged 12-14 years recorded by the two 
MICS (4.5 per cent and 15.3 per cent respec  vely) could be par  ally explained in the context 
of the many advocacy interven  ons to prevent child labour carried out by the Government and 
its partners in the past decade. These advocacy programmes have been par  ally successful at 
preven  ng the recruitment of new children into child labour at an early age (the percentage of 
child labour for the 5-11 years has decreased from 21.4 per cent to 19.7 per cent between 2006-
07 and 2014-15); and yet, these programmes of sensi  za  on have not benefi  ed children that, 
in 2006-07 and the immediate following years, were already in labour situa  ons. These children 
have simply grown-up without abandoning their labourer status. This is confi rmed in a number 
of interviews held with children, where it was explained that once a child starts engaging in work 
ac  vi  es, it is extremely diffi  cult for him/her to abandon same, as the work allows for some form 

11  The comparison between the two Mul  ple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) is done in a simplis  c manner as slight 
diff erences exist in the methodology and defi ni  ons adopted by the two data collec  on exercises. The recent child labour module 
of the MICS 2014-15 has been developed with the support of the ILO and it includes the Resolu  ons and Standards adopted by 
the 2008 Conference of Labour Sta  s  cians. This includes age specifi c thresholds for number of hours a child can be performing 
economic ac  vi  es or household work/chores.  
12 Hazardous child labour condi  ons are defi ned by the MICS as per Ar  cle 3 (d) of ILO Conven  on concerning the 
Prohibi  on and Immediate Ac  on for the Elimina  on of the Worst Forms of Child Labour, 1999 (No. 182): Work which, by its nature 
or the circumstances in which it is carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children.
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of fi nancial independence, and creates a feeling of freedom and par  al empowerment. Similarly, 
parents experiencing the fi nancial help provided by child labourers will be par  cularly reluctant 
to renounce the fi nancial contribu  ons received at the level of household income, and reverse it 
into a situa  on of exclusive school a  endance by the child. Overall, the decrease of child labour 
incidence observed for the 5-11 age group is a posi  ve development, however small in nature, 
compared to the magnitude of the problem.

Hazardous child work progressively increases with the age groups, passing from 9.5 per cent, to 
13.8 per cent, to 16.9 per cent. Hazardous working condi  ons is defi ned in line with the 2008 
Resolu  on concerning sta  s  cs of child labour13 and it includes work requiring carrying heavy 
loads; working with dangerous tools; opera  ng heavy machinery; exposure to dust, fumes, gas, 
extreme cold, heat or humidity, loud noise or vibra  ons; working at nights; working with chemicals 
or explosives; or exposure to any other processes or condi  ons deemed bad for the child’s health 
or safety.  No historical comparison is possible on this indicator as it was not collected for the 
previous MICS.

Gender Analysis

A total of 19.7 per cent of boys and 17.0 per cent of girls between 5 to 17 years of age perform work or 
chores that fall under the defi ni  on of child labour14.  This fi nding is comparable with the average situa  on 
recorded in La  n America and Caribbean (LAC) whereby girls are less likely to be involved in child labour 
than boys.  However, the gender divide observed for Guyana is less signifi cant when compared to the 
average gender divide recorded for children ages 5-14 engaged in child labour in the LAC region (12 per 
cent for boys against 7 per cent for girls on average15).  Another interpreta  on is that Guyanese girls are 
more at risk of child labour than average La  n American/Caribbean girls. This means that both boys and 
girls have similar probabili  es of performing work in child labour situa  ons in Guyana. However, boys are 
more exposed to hazardous work than girls. The percentage of boys recorded working under hazardous 
condi  ons is higher than the percentage of girls (14.5 per cent vs. 10.5 per cent respec  vely), sugges  ng 
a gender diff erence in the types and condi  ons of work faced by boys when compared to same age girls. 
This data was confi rmed by the general percep  ons of respondents who reported that boys and girls were 
equally at risk of performing economic ac  vi  es that might result in child labour. 

Table 3: Percentage of Children Engaged in Child Labour and Hazardous Condi  ons by Sex16

Category
MICS 2006-7 MICS 2014-15

Boys Girls Boys Girls
Percentage of children in 
child labour by sex16

17.3 15.5 19.7 17.06

Children working under 
hazardous condi  ons

NA NA 14.5 10.5

Source: Author, star  ng from raw data from MICS 2006-07 and MICS 2014-15

13  Interna  onal Labour Organiza  on (2008). Resolu  on concerning sta  s  cs of child labour. Retrieved from h  p://www.
ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/norma  veinstrument/wcms_112458.pdf
14  MICS5 2014-15. Department of Sta  s  cs. Georgetown.  (Government of Guyana 2016).
15  Global Sta  s  cs. Available at h  p://data.unicef.org/child-protec  on/child-labour.html. Consulted on August 2016. 
(UNICEF 2016).
16 The Mul  ple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2006-07 reports on children between 5 to 14 years of age, while the MICS 
2014-15 reports on children aged 5 to 17, thus making a gender comparison over  me a simplis  c approxima  on of real trends.
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Looking at the evolution of child labour through a gender lens, a straightforward comparison 
between the MICS 2006-07 and the MICS 2014-15 is not possible because the latter only 
reports the combined incidence of child labour by gender for the 5-17 age group, compared 
to the combined incidence of child labour by gender for the 5-14 age group recorded by the 
previous MICS. Yet, what the results still suggest is that in both studies boys were slightly 
more likely to be recorded as child labourers, and that this gender divide has not changed 
over time for both surveys (Boys have a small difference of roughly a 2 per cent higher 
probability of becoming involved in child labour than girls). 

This result is at odds with the results from the focus group discussions that, on the contrary, 
would suggest that more boys than girls are exposed to child labour when performing work 
outside the household, while more girls than boys are at risk of child labour when performing 
household chores. 

By using the data from the MICS 2014-15, it is possible to disaggregate the above results by 
making a gender analysis of children engaged in child labour, looking exclusively at the data 
for economic activities performed by children in the different age groups; thus excluding 
from the cumulative gender analysis the incidence of child labour occurring for household 
chores. With this approach, we obtain an interesting picture (See Table 4). Girls are more 
likely than boys to be engaged in child labour, for all age groups. Again, the gender divide 
is negligible as the percentages are very similar for both sexes, and yet girls appear to be 
more at risk than boys of being trapped within child labour when performing economic 
activities outside the household.  It is true that boys engaged in economic activities, for an 
acceptable number of hours, in the categories 12-14 and 15-17 age groups, significantly 
outnumbered girls by 6.7 and 10.2 percentage points respectively. This suggests that for 
boys the experience of light and acceptable forms of work in economic activities is a more 
common feature than for girls, but girls have a higher probability than boys of experiencing 
abuse in the same working contexts.

Table 4: Percentage of Children Involved in Economic Ac  vi  es by Age and Sex (%)
 Percentage of 

children age 5-11 
years involved in 
economic ac  vity for 
at least one hour

Percentage of children age 12-
14 years involved in:

Percentage of children age 15-
17 years involved in:

Economic 
ac  vity - less 
than 14 hours

Economic 
ac  vity - 14 
hours or more

Economic 
ac  vity - less 
than 43 hours

Economic 
ac  vity - 43 
hours or more

Total 16.9 28.4 2.7 32.5 2.4
  Male 16.1 31.7 2.4 37.7 1.9
  Female 17.6 25.0 3.0 27.5 3.0

Source: MICS 2014-15

If we now focus our analysis on child labour occurring while performing household chores -- thus 
excluding from the cumula  ve gender analysis the incidence of child labour occurring for economic 
ac  vi  es -- we obtain another interes  ng result: Boys are more at risk than girls of performing 
child labour activities in household chores, despite this risk being very modest (See Table 5). 
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Household chores reported by informants include cooking or preparing food, cleaning the 
house or the yard, washing clothes, shopping, fishing or hunting, caring for siblings or old 
people, repairing household equipment, collecting firewood or fetching water. 

Again, the mainstream belief of girls being more exposed to a higher burden of household 
chores is not confirmed by the statistical data gathered. On the contrary, for all age groups, 
boys are subjected to a higher prevalence of child labour within the household. In addition, 
we notice that slightly more boys than girls are introduced to household chores at an 
early age, while these latter are protected and preserved for some more years from heavy 
household work. Yet starting from age 12, girls are more likely to work within the household 
for an acceptable number of hours. 

Table 5: Percentage of Children Involved in Household Chores by Age and Sex (%)
 Percentage of children age 

5-11 years involved in:
Percentage of children age 
12-14 years involved in:

Percentage of children age 
15-17 years involved in:

Household 
chores less 
than 28 
hours

Household 
chores for 
28 hours or 
more

Household 
chores less 
than 28 
hours

Household 
chores for 
28 hours or 
more

Household 
chores less 
than 43 
hours

Household 
chores for 43 
hours or more

Total 56.5 0.1 75.5 1.1 82.6 0.5
Sex
Male 58.2 0.3 74.1 1.4 78.0 0.9
Female 54.9 0.0 76.9 0.9 87.0 0.2

Source: MICS 2014-15

We could advance an explanation for this apparent counter-intuitive result, as clarified by 
some informants. Typical gender stereotypes would suggest an ‘intrinsic vulnerability’ of 
girls to high number of work hours performed to satisfy the household’s immediate needs. 
While boys would be more vulnerable to child labour when undertaking work outside the 
household to contribute to the household’s income from an early age. And yet, in Guyana 
the ‘typical’ division of labour has been challenged by the progressive melting of cultures 
and traditions over the years. The same gender stereotypes have also been challenged 
and adapted to the living environment of Guyanese households. For instance, for the 
indigenous families it is common for women (including girls) to transport heavy loads on 
their shoulders/front while men proceed with machetes to clean the walking path. For the 
Indian communities, women and girls are more likely to be involved in trade than men and 
boys, in addition to the household chores, exposing them to very long and tiring hours of 
work, sitting on small stalls on the side of the roads. African girls are likely to be employed 
as domestic workers at an early age. Again, for indigenous children, hunting and fishing 
for self-sustenance with their fathers would often fall under the category of ‘exploitative 
household chores’ because of the number of hours involved, the dangers faced, and because 
they would perform these activities as opposed to going to school. These are all examples of 
how the stereotyped gender roles can be challenged by the statistics at hand due to the very 
nature of the Guyanese multi-ethnic society and expansive geography.
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Analysis by Areas of Se  lement

In Guyana, a marked difference exists for the areas of settlement. In common discourse, 
informants constantly make remarks by juxtaposing the living situations of children, youth 
and families living on the coast, against those living in the forests/the interior. This distinction 
is further deepened by the difference between families living in urban settings and families 
living in rural areas. What characterizes Guyana from other Caribbean countries is that this 
distinction is not just related to livelihood options and habits, but it surpasses economic 
processes of life to include an ethnographic and anthropologic discourse of culture, 
identity, and spirituality. The areas of settlement define social relationship processes as 
well as the very structure of Guyanese societies. This is particularly evident if we think 
about indigenous people and their relationship to nature and community life. The forest is 
not where they live, the forest is their life.

As a direct consequence of the above, the nature and incidence of child labour is 
drastically different between rural and urban areas, coastal or interior settlements. Interior 
settlements are, by far, the most exposed to the phenomenon of child labour compared 
to coastal regions. Interior areas have an incidence of child labour double of coastal areas 
(37.1 per cent against 14.2 per cent respectively). This is a clear demarcation of significant 
proportion and it is mostly explained by the above-mentioned divide in culture, identity 
and spirituality. The phenomenon of child labour also has a visible urban/rural divide: 
Rural areas, whether in coastal or interior regions, experience a higher incidence of child 
labour (Approximately 30 per cent higher in rural areas than urban areas). Thus children 
living in rural or forestry areas of the interior regions face a doubled vulnerability for 
child labour and are therefore significantly more likely to engage in economic activities or 
domestic chores in excess of the age specific threshold (See Table 6).

The same can be said by looking at the percentage of children working under hazardous 
conditions in the interior (30.7 per cent) compared to those working on the coast (8.6 per 
cent); or those working under hazardous conditions in rural areas (13.6 per cent) compared 
to those experiencing hazardous work in urban areas (9.5 per cent). 

For both indicators, the percentages for child labour and hazardous work in the interior are 
more than the double the national average. For both indicators, the percentages for child 
labour and hazardous work in rural areas are only very slightly higher than the national 
average. This suggests a clear element of vulnerability to child labour and hazardous work 
that lies first of all in interior areas, and secondly in rural settings. 
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Table 6: Percentage of Children Engaged in Child Labour and Hazardous 
Work by Area of Se  lement (%)

 Children involved in 
economic ac  vi  es for 
a total number of hours 
during last week:

Children involved in 
household chores for a 
total number of hours 
during last week:

Total 
children 
working 
under 
hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Below the 
age specifi c 
threshold

At or above 
the age 
specifi c 
threshold

Below 
the age 
specifi c 
threshold

At or above 
the age 
specifi c 
threshold

Total 19.1 9.7 67.9 0.5 12.5 18.3
Area
  Urban 17.4 6.8 65.5 0.8 9.5 14.5
  Rural 19.7 10.7 68.8 0.4 13.6 19.7
  Coastal 17.2 7.5 65.9 0.5 8.6 14.2
     Urban Coastal 14.6 5.8 63.5 0.9 6.0 11.4
     Rural Coastal 18.2 8.1 66.8 0.3 9.6 15.3
Interior 27.9 19.8 77.2 0.6 30.2 37.1

Source: MICS 2014-15

The deep rural/urban divide resonates with previous measures of poverty and marginality 
in Guyana. In 2005, as a follow-up to the Population and Housing Census, the World Bank 
calculated the incidence of poverty in Guyana using both the Living Conditions Index (LCI), 
and the Enumeration District Marginality Index (EDMI), see Table 7.17 The first Index looks 
at the access and quality of a household’s source of water, the source of drinking water, the 
type of toilet facility, the main method of garbage disposal, and the extent of crowding in the 
household. The second Index looks at the degree of education of household members, the 
employment status and sector, the electricity, water and sanitation facilities, the method of 
garbage disposal, and the extent of crowding within the household. For both Indexes, rural 
areas are far poorer than urban areas, and yet, this difference is particularly accentuated 
for the EDMI Index which incorporates some employment variables for the members of the 
household above 15 years of age. 

Table 7: Poverty Map of Guyana by Areas of Se  lement18

Poverty Score 
based on LCI

Poverty Score 
based on EDMI

Total CL (%)

Rural 341 0.333 19.7
Urban 426 -0.782 14.5

Source: World Bank 2005 and MICS 2014-15

17  A Poverty Map for Guyana: Based on the 2002 Popula  on and Housing Census. Georgetown. (World Bank 2005). 
18  See World Bank 2005 for a complete methodology on the LCI and EDMI scores. Available at: www.sta  s  csguyana.gov.
gy/pubs.html#povertyind
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Analysis by Marginality and Regions 

Interior regions are characterized by a very low population scattered in an area of 
approximately 18.4 million hectares of Amazonian forest and savannahs, resulting in a total 
average population density of only 3.42 habitants per square kilometre (amongst the lowest 
in the word), mainly concentrated around the Georgetown area (20-30,000 inhabitants per 
square kilometre) and away from the interior (0-1 inhabitants per square kilometre). On 
the coast, excluding the greater Georgetown area, the density is 2-3 inhabitants per square 
kilometre.19 

Both MICS 2006-07 and MICS 2014-15 have collected statistics covering child labour by 
regions, and yet again, a straight comparison between the two studies is not possible as the 
grouping of the regions is substantially different in the two surveys.20  All regions dominated 
by forests have a much higher incidence of child labour as opposed to regions bordering 
the sea (See Table 8). In Region 9, more than seven children in every 10 are involved in 
child labour regardless of their age specific category, representing a clear area of particular 
concern, with an incidence of nearly four times the national average. Regions 7 and 8 have 
a combined total of 35.3 per cent child labour, double the national average. The combined 
total incidence of child labour in Regions (1, 7, 8 and 9) is 43 per cent, nearly 3 times higher 
than the combined total child labour incidence in coastal Regions (2, 3, 4, 5) of 15.7 per cent. 
The incidence of child labour in Regions 1, 6, 7 and 8 has increased by 3 percentage points 
between the MICS 2006-07 and the MICS 20014-15.

Region 9 also has a 56.6 percentage of hazardous work -- more than 4.5 times higher than 
the national average of 12.5 per cent. The other highest incidences of hazardous work are 
recorded in Regions 7 and 8 (30.2 per cent), and Region 10 (24.9 per cent), showing a direct 
correlation between child labour and hazardous work by region of analysis. 

Again, by looking at the LCI and EDMI Poverty scores by regions, we observe that the poorest 
regions 1, 7, 8 and 9 fully overlap with the regions that have the highest incidence of child 
labour and hazardous working conditions by children (See Figure 2).21   Regions 4, 5 and 6 
are wealthier regions with a low incidence of child labour and hazardous conditions of work 
by children (See Table 9).

19  Calculated from Bureau of Sta  s  cs (2012). Popula  on and Housing Census, Guyana.
20  Mul  ple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2006-7, grouped together Regions 1, 7, 8 and 9; Region 2 with Region 1*; and 
Region 5 with Region 6.
21  Both Regions 9 and 8 are poor and in forested areas, yet Region 9 has a signifi cantly higher incidence of child labour. This 
might be because in Region 9 there are two major mining sites, while in Region 8 there are no major mining sites.
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Table 8: Percentage of Children Involved in Child Labour and 
Hazardous Work by Region and Economic Ac  vity (%)

 Children involved in 
economic ac  vi  es for a total 
number of hours during last 
week:

Children involved in 
household chores for a total 
number of hours during last 
week:

Total 
children 
working 
under 
hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Below the 
age specifi c 
threshold

At or above 
the age 
specifi c 
threshold

Below the 
age specifi c 
threshold

At or above 
the age 
specifi c 
threshold

Total 19.1 9.7 67.9 0.5 12.5 18.3
Region
  Region 1 22.1 7.8 66.3 1.2 15.0 23.0
  Region 2 19.1 12.7 63.2 0.0 15.0 21.5
  Region 3 20.6 7.5 72.4 0.3 11.3 16.3
  Region 4 13.0 6.4 65.9 0.8 6.2 11.2
  Region 5 30.0 4.7 63.9 0.0 10.0 13.8
  Region 6 21.0 10.3 61.7 0.0 9.9 18.0
  Regions 7 & 8 25.3 16.1 77.1 1.0 30.2 35.3
  Region 9 26.1 47.0 91.4 1.0 56.6 70.7
  Region 10 31.5 9.8 75.1 0.0 24.9 27.8

Source: MICS 2014-15

Table 9: Poverty Map of Guyana by Regions
Based on LCI Rank (Poorest 

on top)
Based on EDMI

Region 8 162 1 Region 1 2.125
Region 9 184 2 Region 9 2.049
Region 1 207 3 Region 8 1.982
Region 7 259 4 Region 7 1.023
Region 2 278 5 Region 2 0.583
Region 3 352 6 Region 5 0.303
Region 5 355 7 Region 3 0.234
Region 10 364 8 Region 6 0.188
Region 6 373 9 Region 4 -0.137
Region 4 375 10 Region 10 -0.299
Georgetown 453 11 Georgetown -1.0204

Source: World Bank 2005
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Figure 2: Marginality Index by Regions

Source: Guyana Bureau of Sta  s  cs 2002

Analysis by Household Wealth 

The previous sec  on already highlights great economic dispari  es in the country, and how those 
are intrinsically related to marginality, geography, and the prevalent economy of the diff erent 
regions. The same analysis can be undertaken at household level. Household wealth plays a very 
important role in decisions concerning whether or not children of the family will be involved in 
economic ac  vi  es, the number of hours of work, the typology of work, and the percep  on by 
parents of the importance of child work. The poorer the family, the higher the probability and 
propor  on of child labourers recorded in the household. The MICS 2006-07 has revealed that the 
percentage of children from the poorest quin  le who are involved in child labour ac  vi  es (29.4 
per cent) is nearly double that of the second poorest quin  le (17.3 per cent), and more than 7.5 
 mes that of children from the richest quin  le (3.9 per cent). Furthermore, children’s involvement 

in family work (farm or business) is most prevalent among the poorest households.

This predominant narra  ve, confi rmed by respondents and supported by previous sta  s  cs, has 
been strongly supported also by the recent MICS 2014-15 that confi rms hazardous work and child 
labour being directly correlated to the wealth quin  le of the household.  This last research shows 
that families from the poorest quin  le are two and three  mes more likely to have children in 
child labour than families of the second poorest quin  le or of the richest quin  le respec  vely 
(32.0 per cent against 15.0 per cent  and 11.6 per cent). The data, however, also shows that there 
is li  le diff erence in terms of percentage of child labour amongst households from the four richest 
quin  les. This suggests that culture and social norms, together with household wealth, are playing 
an important role in the decision of parents to ask their children to start working at an early age. 
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Similarly, the percentage of children in hazardous working condi  ons from the poorest households 
is nearly two and fi ve  mes higher that of second poorest and richest households respec  vely 
(24.0 per cent against 11.5 per cent and 5.0 per cent).

Table 10: Percentage of Children Engaged in Child Labour and 
Hazardous Condi  ons by Wealth Index Quin  le (%)

 MICS 2006-07 MICS 2014-15
Children working 
under hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Children working 
under hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Wealth index quin  le
Poorest NA 29.4 24.0 32.0
Second NA 17.3 11.5 15.0
Middle NA 13.1 8.7 14.8
Fourth NA 11.5 8.6 12.8
Richest NA 1.9 5.0 11.6

Source: Author, from data of MICS 2006-07 and MICS 2014-15

The fact that cultural and social norms play an important complementary role in families’ decision 
to allow their children to enter economic ac  vi  es that might take the form of child labour in 
Guyana is also confi rmed by looking at the level of educa  onal a  ainment of mothers and primary 
caretakers of child labourers. Educa  onal a  ainment is inversely correlated to the level of wealth 
of a household, as well as the reduc  on of prac  ces that can harm children. And yet, in Guyana, the 
educa  onal a  ainment of the child’s main caretaker is not a strong predictor of the vulnerability 
of children to either hazardous work or labour.  

In 2014-15 the percentage of children involved in child labour is slightly lower for households 
whose primary caretaker has a secondary educa  on (19.2 per cent) than for those who have no 
educa  on (19.6 per cent) or primary educa  on (18.0 per cent). Children whose mothers have a 
higher educa  on also have a markedly lower involvement in child labour (12.6 per cent) and work in 
hazardous condi  ons (6.9 per cent), compared to those whose mothers have lower or no educa  on. 
Yet percentages for mothers with high levels of educa  on are s  ll remarkably high (See Table 11).

Table 11: Percentage of Children Engaged in Hazardous Work and Labour by Educa  onal 
A  ainments of Primary Caretaker (%)

 MICS 2006-07 MICS 2014-15
Children working 
under hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Children working 
under hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Mother/Caretaker’s Educa  on
   None NA 26.4 16.8 19.6
   Primary NA 17.6 13.8 18.0
   Secondary NA 17.9 12.3 19.2
   Higher NA 14.8 6.9 12.6
   Undetermined NA 23.3 13.5 16.1

Source: Author, from data of MICS 2006-07 and MICS 2014-15
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Another variable that has o  en been associated with the economic status of the household is 
the nature of the family, whereby the single female-headed household is usually reported to be 
predominant in the poorest quin  les. Respondents have o  en men  oned that ‘the loosening of 
social and family  es is a pushing factor for Guyanese children to enter working condi  ons at an 
early age’.22  In the 2011 Ministry of Labour Survey, 75 per cent of child workers were found to be 
coming from single female-headed families (Widowed, separated, single, or divorced).23  Most of 
the guardians are between 30 and 50 years of age (80 per cent), but a signifi cant propor  on of 
elderly women were also found to be in charge of the households (17 per cent), or young women 
and adolescent girls below the age of 30 (3 per cent). Fathers have been reported to be generally 
absent in the lives of these children, having migrated away or abroad. When the father is present, 
the educa  onal role is s  ll nearly en  rely delegated to the woman.

Child Labour and School A  endance 

The prevalence of child labour among children a  ending school and children not a  ending school 
is nearly iden  cal (See Table 12). This represents a small improvement from the data available 
within the MICS 2006-07, where there was a lower prevalence of children combining school with 
child labour, especially for the lower age groups. This is probably the posi  ve eff ect of a number of 
educa  onal programmes which focused on increasing the enrollment and the reten  on of children 
in primary educa  on, even if the vast majority of these programmes were undertaken in urban 
coastal areas. 

Interes  ngly, the prevalence of children involved in economic ac  vi  es at or above the age specifi c 
threshold, combining school with child labour -- two out of every three -- is signifi cantly higher 
than for children involved in household chores at or above the age specifi c threshold -- one 
out of every three. This would suggest that household chores performed by children are o  en 
incompa  ble with school a  endance, or that children employed for household work are not 
allowed to a  end school. Of the children 5-11 years of age, 17.4 per cent combine school with 
economic ac  vi  es. This propor  on increases with age, becoming 31 per cent for children 12-14 
years of age; and 32.8 per cent for children 15-17 years of age. One out of every three children not 
a  ending school is involved in economic ac  vi  es for both the 12-11 and the 15-17 age groups.

Table 12: Children Combining Work and Schooling (%)
 Children involved in economic 

ac  vi  es for a total number of 
hours during last week:

Children involved in household 
chores for a total number of 
hours during last week:

Total child 
labour

Below the 
age specifi c 
threshold

At or above the 
age specifi c 
threshold

Below the 
age specifi c 
threshold

At or above the 
age specifi c 
threshold

Total 19.1 9.7 67.9 0.5 18.3
School a  endance
   Yes 17.8 10.2 67.4 0.4 18.2
   No 11.29 5.5 72.5 1.1 18.9

Source: MICS 2014-15

22  Guyana Women Miners Organiza  on. Personal Interview. (August 2016).
23  Guyana Na  onal Child Labour Rapid Assessment. Department of Sta  s  cs and ILO. Georgetown. (Ministry of Labour 
2013).
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Looking at the evolu  on of child labour through a gender lens, a straight-forward comparison 
between the MICS 2006-07 and the MICS 2014-15 is not possible because the la  er only reports the 
combined incidence of child labour by gender for the 5-17 age group, compared to the combined 
incidence of child labour by gender for the 5-14 age group recorded by the previous MICS. Yet, 
what the results s  ll suggest is that in both studies boys were slightly more likely to be recorded 
as child labourers, and that this gender divide has not changed over  me for both surveys (Boys 
have a small diff erence of roughly a 2 per cent higher probability of becoming involved in child 
labour than girls). 

This result is at odds with the results from the focus group discussions that, on the contrary, would 
suggest that more boys than girls are exposed to child labour when performing work outside the 
household, while more girls than boys are at risk of child labour when performing household 
chores. 

Figure 3 provides ini  al data on children who are out of school at the primary and secondary 
levels, by gender, income and area of se  lement. It is also interes  ng to note that one of the main 
reasons for the high number of out-of-school children, especially at the secondary level among 
the rural and the poor popula  on, is a nega  ve trend of public spending on educa  on by the 
Government of Guyana. Public spending on educa  on as a percentage share of total Government 
expenditures passed from 17.5 per cent in 2000, to only 10.5 per cent in 2014, with obvious 
implica  ons in the capacity of the country to promote social programmes in support of educa  on 
a  ainment.24

While the MICS does not provide any informa  on on full-  me or part-  me schooling or a  endance 
at training ins  tu  ons, previous data has indicated that in Guyana 38 per cent of working children 
are enrolled in full-  me schooling, while 22 per cent are a  ending school part-  me.25  Similar 
results were obtained by the USA Department of State which indicated that 23.2 per cent of 
children are combining work with school.26

Figure 3: Percentage of Children Out of School in the Primary and Secondary Levels

Source: FHI360 2014. Na  onal Educa  on Profi le Update

24  Educa  on for People and Planet: Crea  ng Sustainable Futures for All. Global Educa  on Monitoring Report. Paris.
(UNESCO 2016).
25  Guyana Na  onal Child Labour Rapid Assessment. Department of Sta  s  cs and ILO. Georgetown. (Ministry of Labour 
2013).
26  Sta  s  cs on Children’s Work and Educa  on for Guyana. (USA Department of State 2014).
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Informants to the Study have reported that while all working children are enrolled in school, 
labourers have to often compromise attendance or performance in classes due to the very 
nature of their economic activities. Working activities have been presented of four different 
forms: 1) weekly working activities happening during school hours; 2) weekly working 
activities happening after school hours; 3) weekly working activities happening during 
the weekend; and 4) periodic working activities that are triggered by seasonal businesses, 
economic opportunities, or needs. While all activities have the potential to be detrimental 
for children’s capacity to concentrate during classes, only seasonal summer jobs or week-
end activities do not directly clash with school attendance. 

During a UNICEF-funded Workshop held in January 2016 on Business and Children in Guyana, 
participants have reported early teenage pregnancy as an important factor for girls to drop 
out from school and enter into early work.

Access to schools has also been reported as an issue facing a number of children, especially 
in the interior. Not all villages have primary schools, and secondary schools are often very far 
away from villages. Children reported of having to travel long distances to access schools. It 
is not uncommon for children of indigenous communities to walk for more than two hours to 
go to school in the morning, crossing large rivers with boats, and walking in forests to finally 
arrive at their destination. Previous surveys indicate child labourers walking in excess of 10 
miles per day to access schools, or having to take multiple forms of transport including boats, 
bicycles, busses or taxis.27   The problem of access to school increases with the age of the 
child as secondary schools are even rarer and strategically established in catchment areas 
that could actually be very difficult to reach. Children of the interior wanting to continue their 
tertiary or professional education will have no other option than migrating to coastal areas 
and are invariably required to look for work to support their living and schooling expenses.

The costs associated with education are also reported to be a barrier for children attending 
school full-time. Despite public schooling being free, it has been reported that some schools 
charge families a fee. This led the Ministry of Education, in 2014, to publicize guidance to 
families explaining that only the Parent-Teacher Association has the authority to approve and 
collect fees from parents, and that no child may be excluded from school for non-payment 
of fees.28   School uniforms have also been reported to be a barrier for school attendance 
by poorest families, as well as transport costs and costs for books. It is common, during 
the holiday seasons, for children to engage in economic activities to save enough money to 
register and attend school the following year/term.

The role of the parents in sending children to work instead of to school, and the quality of 
educational programmes, have been flagged by children as the two main reasons for their 
part-time or none attendance at school.  Some children, parents and social workers have 
openly questioned the utility of school programmes that do not offer options in life, and 
the current model of education that seems to be able to offer only limited, life-changing 
opportunities to youth and children through the building up of their skills and competencies. 

27  Guyana Na  onal Child Labour Rapid Assessment. Department of Sta  s  cs and ILO. Georgetown. (Ministry of Labour 
2013).
28  Guyana Regular Country Progress Report on Child Labour. (USA Department of State 2014). 
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Some respondents also highlighted the very limited, economic opportunities available to 
some of the graduated children in rural and interior areas, due to the poor state of economic 
development, manufacturing and industrialization. This suggests a situation where children 
who do complete secondary education, do not seem to be able to systematically access jobs 
that are different or better remunerated than those accessible to school drop-outs, unless 
they migrate to coastal areas. For these reasons parents value early working experience as 
a quicker and more effective way for children to gradually contribute to the household’s 
economy.

The degree of commitment of some teachers in urban and rural areas has also been called into 
question by some of the respondents to the Study.  Best performing teachers are migrating 
abroad or applying to work at the few private institutions that exist. The vast majority 
of teachers employed in public schools are not willing to take up service in the interior. 
Teachers do not seem to systematically engage parents, and if they observe a working child 
often tired during classes, they prefer to punish the child instead of talking with parents to 
better understand the causes associated with the child’s lack of attention. In some villages, 
primary schools do not have the personnel needed to run classes, or the existing personnel 
are often absent and inconsistent. In some secondary schools, classes have been equipped 
with laboratories and computers, and yet there are no teachers to put the facilities to use 
to benefit the children.  Finally, the majority of public spending for education and donors’ 
support in the last 10 years has been directed towards rehabilitating education infrastructure 
and not towards improving the quality of the curricula, working conditions, or teachers’ 
training, resulting in a pupils’-teachers’ ratio of over 40-1 in the interior areas.

All this information seems to point to a double problem of access to, and quality of school 
programmes that could constitute push factors for parents and children to look for economic 
activities as an alternative to education. The often low reputation that teachers might 
have in the eyes of some parents also limits the advocacy role that teachers could have 
to prevent child labour.   All the above push factors could explain why in Guyana there 
is no large variation in school participation of student labourers compared with general 
school participation by sex, place of residence, household wealth, mother’s education and 
mother’s ethnicity.29  In July 2016, UNICEF and the Ministry of Education launched a national 
survey on children out of school that will investigate more on the barriers to education 
faced by children in Guyana.

Analysis by Ethnic Groups

Indigenous peoples (Amerindians) are the ethnic group most vulnerable to child labour 
(40.9 per cent). It is also the ethnic group most exposed to hazardous work (33.5 per cent). 
Children from descendants of East Indians and Africans are equally vulnerable to both child 
labour and hazardous work (See Table 13).

29  Mul  ple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2006-07.
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Table 13: Percentage of Children Engaged in Child Labour & Hazardous Condi  ons by Ethnic Groups (%)
 MICS 2006-07 MICS 2014-15

Children working 
under hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child labour Children working 
under hazardous 
condi  ons

Total child 
labour

Ethnicity of household head
East Indian NA 13.4 9.4 16.0
African NA 11.7 10.8 16.0
Amerindian NA 37.1 33.5 40.9
Mixed Race NA 15.7 8.8 13.1

Source: Author, from data of MICS 2006-07 and MICS 2014-15

Ethnic origins also determine, by large, the typology of economic ac  vi  es performed by children. 
Agricultural work, farming, forestry and hun  ng are economic ac  vi  es predominantly associated 
to indigenous children, while Afro-Guyanese children are more exposed to services and Indo-
Guyanese children to trade ac  vi  es. 

Typologies of Work Performed by Children

A range of economic ac  vi  es performed by children have been reported by informants. These 
include work in agriculture, work in rice fi eld, at sawmills, plan  ng and processing vegetables, animal 
farming, collec  ng and selling fruits, domes  c work, and work in sugar cane fi elds all of which have 
o  en been presented as the predominant occupa  ons of children. In the interior, children have been 
reported to engage in mining (mostly gold mining), cooking, pros  tu  on, strip dancing, restaurant 
vending, forestry work, hun  ng and fi shing, and logging. In urban or coastal areas children have been 
reported to engage in shop trading, market trading, working in boats or ferries as cleaners or helpers 
or to load luggage and goods, street vending, car washing, fruit selling, fi shing, welding, a  ending 
clients in bars and restaurants, pros  tu  on and strip dancing, retailing of clothing, domes  c work 
and babysi   ng. Some sta  s  cal informa  on on the typologies of work performed by children is 
available in the survey conducted by the Ministry of Labour and presented in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Industrial Classifi ca  on of Working Children by Age

Source: Author, star  ng from data presented in MoL 2013. Guyana Na  onal Child Labour Rapid Assessment.
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Sec  on Four

Findings on Worst Forms of Child Labour: 
Green Boys and Fresh Girls

No specific statistics were found on the worst forms of child labour (WFCL) beyond the 
statistics concerning trafficking or some hazardous work. A child protection help line exists 
and it records data on abuse, violence, exploitation and neglect, but does not specifically 
record if the abuses took place in situations that fall under the definition of WFCL.

However, several independent reports, news articles, human rights reports, direct experience 
by social workers or respondent youth, all suggest a relatively high incidence of cases of 
WFCL. The Guyana Women Miners Association and the Amerindian Peoples Association are 
two NGOs that have worked to prevent abuses towards children, women and men in mining 
for several years. Both NGOs report systematic cases of children -- and in some exceptional 
cases girl -- involved in mining. Age determination is extremely difficult in the absence of 
birth certificates, but some of these children are as young as 12 or 13 years old.

Small family mining is predominant in Regions 1 and 8, where families and communities 
have property titles or concessions for the land. In other areas or regions mid- and large-
scale mining is, on the contrary, more predominant. There seems to be no issues of children 
working in gold mining for the large scale, often international, exploration or exploitation 
operations. These are formal employers that are periodically subjected to labour inspection 
and no report of child labour has been filed for these establishments.  Informal and small-
scale mining is, on the contrary, where the majority of incidents are reported. The recruitment 
of these children happens in different ways, however, parents are usually aware of the life 
awaiting their children in the mines, and many youngsters still actively look for employment 
in this field.

Children, like the other workers, are organized in shifts that typically last 4 to 6 weeks. 
They would work an average of 12 hours (from 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.) and mostly in pits 
washing the gold or as ‘donkey man’, transporting the gold to and from the washing well. 
Children are typically paid very little compared to adults, they would earn between USD300-
340 compared to adults who are paid between USD700-950. This is because the payment 
often consists of a percentage of what the worker can extract during the quarter, and ‘green’ 
children will typically extract less than adults. Once the shift ends, children and adolescents 
will go to the nearest trading centre to exchange gold into cash, and they will typically spend 
a sizeable amount of their income for alcohol, drugs, and prostitution. Children will typically 
use mercury to bind gold, forming an amalgam. The amalgam is then heated releasing toxic 
vapours and purified gold, exposing the children to direct health consequences as well 
as indirect pollution of the drinking water and poisoning the fish. Children working with 
mercury have high levels of intoxication that shows in all biometrics. The use of missile 
dredges and other heavy machinery is sometimes a source of injuries and creates devastating 
consequences for the environment. Oftentimes the only safety equipment available would 
be plastic boots.  
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Mining camps will typically depend on one or more cooks. While often these are men, some 
cases of young boys or girls employed as cook have also been reported. If the cook is a 
girl, she will also typically provide sexual services to the males in the camp, usually under 
coercion or pressure by clients. 

The economy of gold mining is a recipe for the flourishing of a night life in trading centres 
characterized by debt bondage, abduction, trafficking, prostitution, violence, and alcohol 
and drug abuse. Young adolescent girls are the involuntary victims of this economy. Most 
of the minors working in bars as strip dancers, bar attendants and sex workers have 
been illegally recruited, abducted or detained. They are promised cleaning, household or 
restaurant jobs by traffickers, community people or relatives, then find themselves lured 
or forced into prostitution.  The trafficker -- sometimes a bus driver -- would typically lend 
the transport money to the girl who would then be forced to work in the sex industry to 
repay the loan. Payment is typically negotiated by the client directly with the bar owner, the 
pimp or the bus driver.  Girls don’t know how much their services are worth, and they will 
only typically receive around USD28 per night, out of a profit of USD95 that would go to the 
pimp. International trafficking has also been recorded, where the young girls are not only 
Guyanese but are also from the bordering countries of Suriname, Brazil and Venezuela. 

The distance of these ‘fresh’ girls from their communities of origin prevents them from 
seeking help and refuge. Law enforcement agents and policemen have been reported by 
social workers to be part of the problem as they would not act on the reported cases of child 
prostitution or child labour.

Finally, boys have also been reported as being used in the smuggling of arms, drugs and 
goods in coastal boats operating between Guyana and other Caribbean countries including 
Trinidad and Tobago. The boats approach the coast or the interior of navigable rivers at 
night, and within a short period of time, they load or unload their illicit cargo by using gangs 
of children who are then kept on the boat to complete the work at the port of destination. 
These gangs are rewarded either with cash, drugs or arms.
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Sec  on Five

Learning From Practice

Some Programmes of Interest30

Between October of 2004 and November of 2005, a Pilot Programme for the Rehabilitation 
of Child Labourers and Prevention of Child Labour in Parika, was implemented by the 
Government through the Varqa Foundation. The Programme targeted children involved in 
urban economic activities, e.g. vending; logging and transporting; and agriculture. It worked 
directly with child workers and their families, and the communities to: 

• withdraw and rehabilitate working children from exploitative and hazardous employment 
by providing remedial education -- literacy, numeracy and life skills -- to prepare them for 
placement in mainstream education and/or apprenticeship programmes; and 

• prevent almost 200 children who were `at risk,’ from entering child labour.

In 2005, the EDUCARE Guyana Project, implemented by Partners of the Americas with funding 
from the United States Department of Labor, came on stream with the aim of reducing the 
incidence of child labour in Guyana by focusing on withdrawing and preventing the entry of 
children into exploitative or hazardous child labour.  The Project consisted of a total budget 
of USD2 million with an implementation period of 42 months.  Activities under the Project 
were grouped under three objectives: 

1. Raising public awareness of the threat of child labour at both the national and community 
levels;

2. Strengthening policies and institutions to support direct interventions; and
3. Strengthen educational systems at both the primary and secondary levels. 

The Project reached over 3000 children, and it ‘has demonstrated that an extended school day 
with additional academic support and opportunities for structured recreation (afterschool 
clubs) are more effective than material support alone (primarily school feeding). The 
Project has also highlighted the critical role that local churches, NGOs, and parent-teacher 
associations (PTAs) must play in working with households and in the ongoing monitoring 
and support of school attendance. Interviews with participants and their parents suggest 
that reincorporating marginalized young people into a training or educational environment 
requires a comprehensive program that provides academic and psychosocial support rather 
than an exclusive focus on vocational skills. Through training and ongoing support for 
improving program management and reporting capacity of grantees, EDUCARE has created 
new community-level resources capable of managing educational initiatives designed to 
combat child labor’ (xi).31

30  Informa  on on these programmes to prevent child labour was collected from the GoG 2011 contribu  on to the OHCHR 
Global Study on Children in Street Situa  ons. Unfortunately, this informa  on could not be verifi ed as ins  tu  ons that were involved 
did not have any historical memory of it, resul  ng in previous experience being lost or forgo  en. 
31  Independent Final Evalua  on of EDUCARE: Comba  ng Exploita  ve Child Labour Through Educa  on in Guyana. Partners 
of the Americas. (MACRO 2009).
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From 2005 to 2012 the Government, in partnership with the ILO, started a TACKLE Programme 
to eliminate child labour. The ini  a  ve aimed at tackling and elimina  ng child labour through 
educa  on and poverty reduc  on. The key objec  ves were to: 

• reduce poverty by providing access to basic educa  on and skills training for disadvantaged 
children and youth; 

• strengthen the capacity of na  onal and local authori  es in the formula  on, implementa  on 
and enforcement of policies and legal framework to tackle child labour; and 

• design and put into place targeted ac  ons to combat child labour and ini  ate awareness-
raising, sensi  za  on and public advocacy on this issue.

The Project also focused on child labour in the informal sector and it linked the issue of school 
dropouts in Guyana through skills training and places emphasis on keeping children in the school 
system. It was commended by local offi  cials as the fi rst posi  ve a  empt to tackle child labour 
through an interdisciplinary and inter-ministerial approach. This last Programme was par  cularly 
eff ec  ve as reported by ILO, and yet the ins  tu  onal memory associated with it was compromised 
by the change in key Government fi gures.

Good Prac  ce: The Skills and Knowledge for Youth Employment

The Skills and Knowledge for Youth Employment (SKYE) in Guyana is a USAID-funded Programme 
which has a direct relevance to the preven  on of child labour and WFCL, through the off er of 
educa  on, skill-building, and employment for at-risk youth, with the overall goal of reducing 
youth crime and violence. It is a fi ve-year ini  a  ve that provides targeted alterna  ve sentencing, 
work readiness training, literacy strengthening, microbusiness development, and coaching for 
more than 1,500 youth ages 15–24. The Programme operates in urban and rural areas in six of the 
country’s 10 regions. The Programme was largely designed taking into account the partnership 
between Caribbean countries and the United States under the Caribbean Basin Security Ini  a  ve 
(CBSI) and the priori  es set out under that ini  a  ve.32

The main ac  vi  es provided by the Programme are to: 
• train youth in work-readiness, literacy and entrepreneurship, using Educa  on Development 

Center Inc’s (EDC) innova  ve Work Ready Now! Curricula;33 
• improve youth livelihoods through job placement in new/be  er employment or in-kind 

fi nancing for micro-business start-up; 
• create a cadre of professional trainers and coaches to support at-risk youth; 
• support youth through 6-12 months of one-on-one coaching including crea  on and 

implementa  on of an Individual Livelihood Plan; 
• promote use of alternate sentencing and legal diversion op  ons for youth within the juvenile 

jus  ce system; 
• develop and implement non-formal educa  on courses for func  onally illiterate at-risk youth; 

and

32  See more on the CBSI Ini  a  ve here: h  p://www.state.gov/p/wha/rt/cbsi. 
33  See more on EDC’s Work Ready Now! Ini  a  ve here: h  p://idd.edc.org/resources/publica  ons/work-ready-now-wrn-
fact-sheet 
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• collaborate with the Government, local NGO partners, and the private sector to increase the 
capacity of local ins  tu  ons to provide literacy and livelihood services to at-risk youth.

The results so far achieved are that more than 1,800 youth (71 per cent male/29 per cent female) 
have successfully completed the programme, and 700 youth (76 per cent male/24 per cent female) 
found new or be  er employment. Ninety fi ve per cent of employers report sa  sfac  on with 
their entry-level employees trained under the SKYE Project.  Of 92 youth alterna  vely sentenced 
through SKYE, only two have returned to prison.  Eleven local organiza  ons and Government 
ins  tu  ons have received technical assistance around work readiness, literacy strengthening, self-
employment, or alterna  ve sentencing.34

34  Skills and Knowledge for Youth Employment (SKYE). Guyana. Georgetown. (USAID 2015).
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Sec  on Six 

Recommendations

Posi  ve recogni  on is given to the eff orts by the Ministry of Social Protec  on to strengthen the 
exis  ng policy environment by considering the development of a child labour Policy (or Act), and 
for having accepted the publica  on of previous key research fi ndings in the area of child labour. In 
line with the work already commenced, this assessment recommends con  nuing the systema  c 
dissemina  on of data and analysis to increasingly sensi  ze the public on ma  ers concerning child 
labour and WFCL. Yet the development of a new child labour Policy, or the amendment of exis  ng 
Acts should be carried out within the context of legal reform programming to harmonize domes  c 
Legisla  ons and defi ni  ons with interna  onally ra  fi ed Standards.

Child labour programming has suff ered from the formal closure of the Child Labour Coordina  ng 
Task Force once the TACKLE Programme came to an end. Coordina  on and informa  on exchange 
should be valued independently from their formal a  achment to specifi c programmes that are 
funded by external donors. The current TIP Task Force is an exis  ng inter-sectoral and inter-
ministerial structure that has the poten  al to also address issues concerning child labour, hazardous 
work and WFCL. This assessment recommends the expansion of the current TIP Task Force’s 
mandate to also systema  cally and formally cover the coordina  on of child labour programming 
and data sharing. The expansion of the focus of this exis  ng task force will be to the benefi t of the 
very same members that are already a part of it, with minimal or no cost.

This assessment also recommends increasing tripar  te collabora  on and dialogues and to expand 
these dialogues by periodically consul  ng with civil society organiza  ons such as the Guyana 
Human Rights Associa  on, or Government independent bodies such as the Rights of the Child 
Commission, on ma  ers concerning child labour or WFCL. This will allow the tripar  te structure 
to speak with a unanimous and stronger voice well beyond the ad hoc sensi  za  on campaigns 
conducted in the past. This approach could also provide an opportunity to eff ec  vely mobilize 
addi  onal fi nancial and other resources needed for greater implementa  on of child labour 
preven  ve ini  a  ve by leveraging the inputs and networks of the private sector -- business, and 
workers.

Another key recommenda  on calls for the Government of Guyana to be  er recognize the nexus 
between child labour and other inequality factors such as poverty, vulnerability, exclusion, and 
degree of educa  on. Given the mul  -faceted nature of child labour, preven  ng the phenomenon 
will imply a deeper review of the role that inequality plays both as a cause and consequence of 
child labour. As a consequence, and following the example of previous interven  ons in Guyana, 
child labour programming will have to be based on several interconnected priori  es aimed at 
addressing poverty, marginality, barriers in educa  on, gender/ethnic/geographic inequali  es and 
child labour preven  on.

In addi  on, as the data and interviews have suggested, the areas most aff ected by school drop-out, 
child labour, hazardous work ac  vi  es and WFCL are nestled in hard-to-reach regions and ethnic 
groups such as indigenous peoples living in the interior or rural areas. Given the weak presence 
of Government offi  ces and infrastructure in these hard-to-reach areas, a proper programme of 
decentraliza  on and outreach will need to be developed to ensure con  nuity and consistency in 
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response programming. The recent choice of the Ministry of Social Protec  on to decentralize its 
services to regions that were not tradi  onally covered is an important step in the right direc  on, 
despite budget limita  ons and programma  c constraints.  But even with a decentraliza  on 
process undergoing, it will be unrealis  c to expect social services or labour inspec  on to be close 
to the communi  es where child labour is more prevalent.  As a consequence, it is recommended 
that the Ministry of Social Protec  on seek to establish systema  c partnerships and collabora  ons 
with the other Ministries that have a more decentralized structure and opera  onal capaci  es. 
These include the Ministry of Indigenous People Aff airs, the Ministry of Interior and the Police 
force, the social workers sta  oned within the Neighborhood Democra  c Councils, the Ministry of 
Educa  on, and NGOs such as the Guyana Women Miners Organiza  on, or the Amerindian People 
Associa  on. In a context of budget and capacity constraints, the most rapid and successful course 
of ac  on to respond to child labour in remote and hard to reach areas is the establishment of 
eff ec  ve partnerships.

A number of previous ini  a  ves to prevent child labour were successfully tested in Guyana with 
posi  ve outcomes. These include the EDUCARE Project, the ILO-IPEC TACKLE Project and the SKYE 
Programme, all of which were posi  ve interven  ons that achieved posi  ve results towards the 
ini  al objec  ves. And yet the legacy of these Projects is threatened by the weak sustainability and 
ins  tu  onal memory, making it diffi  cult for those interven  ons to be visible nowadays.  An essen  al 
lesson learnt in Guyana is that previous experiences, methodologies and results should be used to 
guide and inform future planning and interven  ons, allowing greater effi  ciency and ensuring the 
sustainability of posi  ve outcomes. In addi  on, previous programmes have also showed the need 
for specifi c child labour programming and interven  ons, beyond general advocacy interven  ons.

A  er discussion with offi  cials including the Minister of Social Protec  on and the Minister within 
the Ministry of Social Protec  on, this assessment highly recommends a follow-up study on children 
in the WFCL in Guyana to be  er understand the magnitude of the problem, its dynamics, and its 
policy implica  ons. The consistency of the reports gathered, the diversity of the informants, fi eld 
visit reports, and the evidence collected by social protec  on, police and social workers, all point 
to a serious problem of WFCL, and the need to be  er understand the dynamics surrounding it to 
be  er respond to the problem. The proac  ve leadership role, and the openness of the current 
Ministry of Social Services in advoca  ng and seeking assistance for a follow-up ac  on research 
able to be  er guide policy and programma  c interven  ons against the WFCL, is commendable. 
‘We don’t intend to sweep problems under the carpet to say we have solved them’.35 This is the 
level of commitment that will be par  cularly indispensable as the phenomenon surely also has 
cultural roots that will need  me to be properly changed. 

Finally, this assessment recommends the focus of this follow-up analysis to be on children in (gold) 
mining (including ancillary work as well as cooking, logging and machinery opera  on); children 
involved in the sex industry (including vic  ms of sexual abuse, exploita  on, debt bondage, and 
traffi  cking); and children involved in gangs and other illicit ac  vi  es. The follow-up research should 
be focused on be  er understanding the dynamics associated with the WFCL in Guyana, as well 
as exploring the feasibility of ini  al response ideas such as the establishment of a cer  fi ca  on 
procedure for gold mining free of child labour.

35  Par  cipant Interview. Personal Communica  on. (August 2016).
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Annex 1: 

People and Institutions Contacted in Guyana

Agency and contact number People
Amerindian People Associa  on
Tel: 592-227-0275

Laura George, Governance and 
Rights Coordinator

Bureau Of Sta  s  cs
Tel: 592-226-0982

Ian Manifold, Head of Department 
Survey

Jacqueline Tull, Senior 
Offi  cer 

Canadian Interna  onal Development Agency
Tel: 592-227-2081

Daniel Joly, Head of Aid

Consulta  ve Associa  on of Guyanese Industry
Tel: 592-225-7170

Samuel J. Goolsarran
Director 

Bibi S. Ramchan
Secretary 

CUSO Interna  onal
Tel: 592-226-8242

Roberta Ellis, Director Nicole Bowen, Programme 
Support Offi  cer 

Guyana Girls Guide Associa  on
Tel: 592-227-6516

Senior Secretaries

Guyana Women Miners Organisa  on
Tel: 592-223-6978

Ms Urica Primus, President

Stephanie Miguel, Region One 
Representa  ve

Marina Charles, Head of 
TIP Unit 

Guyana Human Rights Associa  on
Tel: 592-227-4911

Mike Mc. Comack 
Co-President

Interna  onal Organiza  on for Migra  on
Tel: 592-225-3745

Nathalie Hanley, Project 
Coordinator for the Caribbean

Ministry of Indigenous People Aff airs Pauline Klelch, Senior Social Worker
Ministry of Social Protec  on
Tel: 592-225-7302

H.H. Velda Lawrence
Minister of Social Protec  on

H.H. Keith Sco  , Minister within 
the Minister of Social Protec  on

Charles Ogle, Chief Labour OSH 
Offi  cer

Karen Vansluytman-Corbin, 
Assistant Chief Labour OSH 
Offi  cer

Ivelaw Henry
Chief Sta  s  cal Offi  cer

Gweneth King, Advisor OSH 
Neighborhood Democra  c Council of Parika 
Tel: 592-662-2574

Jaideo Kowsilla
Chairman

Shamaine John
Assistant Overseer 

Rights of the Child Commission 
Tel: 592-2181916

Rosemary Beijamin-Noble
Deputy Chairperson

Sandra Hooper

Andre Gonsalves
Inves  ga  ve Offi  cer 

Trade Union Confedera  on
Tel: 592-226-2481

Norris Wilter
Vice President

Pancham Singh 

United Na  ons Children’s Fund
Tel: 592-226-7083

Marianne Flach
Representa  ve

Paolo Marchi
Deputy Representa  ve

Jewell Crosse
Youth and Adolescent 
Development Offi  cer 

University of Georgetown Mr. Michael E. Sco  
Dean Faculty of Social Sciences

Jeff rey Walco  , Personnel Offi  cer

Claude  e Aus  n 
Dean Faculty of Educa  on 
and Humani  es

USA Embassy
Tel: 592-225-4900

Sandra Zuniga Guzman
Deputy Counselor, Poli  cal, 
Economic and Commercial Sec  on

Shonne  e Tross
Poli  cal Specialist

Wyne  e Oudkerk
Economic Specialist 

USAID
Tel: 592-225-4900

Fernando Cutz, Principal Offi  cer
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