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Malawi
MODERATE ADVANCEMENT

In 2016, Malawi made a moderate advancement in efforts to eliminate the worst 
forms of child labor. The Government expanded the Malawi Social Action Fund 
and other social programs to address child labor, particularly in the tobacco sector. 
The Government also hired and trained 21 new labor inspectors. However, children 
in Malawi continue to engage in the worst forms of child labor, including in the 
harvesting of tobacco and in commercial sexual exploitation. The Government has 
not finalized or fully implemented key legislation or policies protecting children 
from the worst forms of child labor, including the Child Labor Policy and the Child 
Protection Policy. In addition, gaps continue to exist in labor law enforcement related 
to child labor.

I. PREVALENCE AND SECTORAL DISTRIBUTION OF CHILD LABOR

Children in Malawi engage in the worst forms of child labor, including in the 
harvesting of tobacco and in commercial sexual exploitation.(1) Table 1 provides 
key indicators on children’s work and education in Malawi.

Table 1. Statistics on Children’s Work and Education

Children Age Percent

Working (%) 5 to 14 34.0

n ing oo  (%) 5 to 14 89.6

o ining Work n  oo  (%) 7 to 14 39.1

ri r  o on t  (%) 79.3 

(2)
(3) 

t  on orking i r n  oo  n n  n  i r n o ining ork n  oo  r  not o r  it  t  i  in t  r io  
r ion o  t i  r ort  o  i r n  t n r   to o t t  t .

Based on a review of available information, Table 2 provides an overview of children’s work by sector and activity.

Table 2. Overview of Children’s Work by Sector and Activity

Sector/Industry Activity

gri t r n ng n  r ng t  o on  n  g r (4  5)
n ng n  r ng to o  ring n  i ing to o r ing  ng n  n ing  ing  

n  king r  to o  (1  6 12)
i ing (4  13)

r ing i to k (4  14)
n tr rr ing  ining o ng n  n  ri k king (14 16)

on tr on  i  nkno n (15)
r i o  ork in t ir rt  o  (10  15)

 (  or  o   or) (17  18)
gging  (19)
n ing n  o ing (10  15  20)

t gori  Wor t or  o  
i  or‡

o r i   oit on  o    r t o  n tr king (1  10  15  19  21)
r ing go t  n   r ing ( r o in nt  to o)  ing  o  ork  n  ork in  
in    r t o  n  r   o    r t o  n tr king (10  13  16  22 26)

or  gging (16  22)
 in ri  (16  17  22)

 t r in   n on   or r g on  r o  n    r nt to r  3( ) o   . 182.
‡ i  or n r too   t  or t or  o  i  or  n r r  3( ) ( ) o   . 182.
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Children in Malawi are engaged in hazardous work in the production of tobacco.(9, 15, 22) Children who handle 
tobacco risk illness from nicotine absorption, including green tobacco sickness.(9) They are also exposed to pesticides and 
chemicals.(6) Some children work alongside family members who are tenants on tobacco farms.(1) In the tenancy system, 
tenants’ pay is based on the quantity and quality of tobacco sold to farm owners after the harvest season. Tenants must also 
pay off loans incurred during the growing season, and when some are unable to repay these debts, their entire families may 
be placed in debt bondage.(1, 27-29)

Most human trafficking of children for labor in Malawi is internal.(16, 22) Children, typically boys, are trafficked from 
southern Malawi to work on tobacco farms in Malawi’s northern and central regions; they are also forced to work as cattle 
herders and in the brickmaking industry.(16, 22, 30, 31) Children also are trafficked from Malawi to Mozambique, South 
Africa, Tanzania, and Zambia, often for use as child labor in the fishing industry.(13, 26, 30, 32) Children who are trafficked 
may be charged for their clothing, food, housing, and transport. They may also be forced to work in debt bondage and be 
unable to return home or support themselves.(22)

Girls from rural areas are sometimes promised clothing and lodging from brothel owners. They are later coerced to engage in 
commercial sexual exploitation to pay off their debts.(16, 22, 30) Girls who work in rest houses or bars are often coerced to 
engage in commercial sexual exploitation for room and board.(1, 10)

Although primary education is free, considerable barriers to education exist, including families’ inability to pay required 
school-related fees and expenses such as books and uniforms.(1, 10, 26, 33)

Children with family members with HIV/AIDS may assume responsibility as heads of their households and need to work 
to support their families. These children, especially those who are orphaned, are at increased risk of entering into the worst 
forms of child labor.(34, 35)

II. LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR

Malawi has ratified all key international conventions concerning child labor (Table 3).

Table 3. Ratification of International Conventions on Child Labor

Convention Ratification

 . 138  ini  g

 . 182  Wor t or  o  i  or

 
  on  roto o  on r  on i t
  on  roto o  on t   o  i r n  i  ro t on n  i  ornogr

r o roto o  on r king in r on

The Government has established laws and regulations related to child labor, including its worst forms (Table 4). However, 
gaps exist in Malawi’s legal framework to adequately protect children from the worst forms of child labor.

Table 4. Laws and Regulations on Child Labor

Standard
Meets International 
Standards: Yes/No

Age Legislation

ini  g  or Work No 14 on 21 o  t  o nt t (36)
ini  g  or r o  Work 18 on 22 o  t  o nt t  on 23 o  t  

on t on (36 38)
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Table 4. Laws and Regulations on Child Labor

Standard
Meets International 
Standards: Yes/No

Age Legislation

n on o  r o  on  
or i  ro i it  or i r n

on  1 9  n  r gr  6  on  1 6 o  t  
o nt ( ro i i on o  r o  Work or i r n) 

r r (39)
ro i i on o  or  or on 4 o  t  o nt t  on 27 o  t  

on t on  on  140 147 n  257 269 o  t  n  
o  on  79 n  82 o  t  i  r  rot on 
n   t  on 15 o  t  r king in r on  

t (36 38  40  41)
ro i i on o  i  r king on  140 147 n  257 269 o  t  n  o  on 79 

o  t  i  r  rot on n   t  on 15 o  t  
r king in r on  t (38  40  41)

ro i i on o  o r i   
oit on o  i r n

on  137 n  138  140  142  147  n  155 o  t  n  
o  on  23 n  84 o  t  i  r  rot on n  

 t  on  15 n  20 o  t  r king in r on  
t (38  40  41)

ro i i on o  ing i r n in i it 
i

on 23 o  t  i  r  rot on n   t (38)

ini  g  or i it r  r it nt
t t  o or N/A*
t t  o nt r 18 on 19 o  t  n  or  A t (42)

Non t t  o or No
o or  on Ag 18 Ar  13 o  t  on A t (33)
r  i  on Ar  13 o  t  on A t (33)

* No on ri on (42)

Section 21 of the Employment Act sets the minimum age for employment at age 14 in agricultural, industrial, or 
nonindustrial work.(36) The minimum age is not extended to workers in third-party homes, such as in domestic work, or 
non-commercial agriculture in which children are known to work.(36, 43, 46) In addition, Malawi lacks a legal framework 
for the tenancy system used in tobacco production. This is of particular concern since children involved in the tenancy 
system can face debt bondage.(1, 27-29, 44) Although non-state armed groups are not known to recruit children for military 
activities in the country, Malawi law does not meet international standards because it does not expressly prohibit this 
practice.

III. ENFORCEMENT OF LAWS ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR

The Government has established institutional mechanisms for the enforcement of laws and regulations on child labor, 
including its worst forms (Table 5). However, gaps  in labor law and criminal law enforcement remain and some enforcement 
information is not available.

Table 5. Agencies Responsible for Child Labor Law Enforcement

Organization/Agency Role

ini tr  o  or ( ) r or  in on  n  in g t   or o int  in ing t o  r t  to i  or.(15) 
 i  or nit ( ) onitor  n  i nt  i  or  o i n  t ro g  i  or 

onitoring i it .(47)
i tri t or n or  i  or  t t  i tri t .(15)
ini tr  o  n r  i r n  

i i it  n  o i  W r  ( ) 
rt nt o  i  o nt

ro i  i  rot on n  o nt r i .(48)

ini tr  o  o  A ir n or  n tr king  n  ro t  n tr king o n .(32  49)
ini tr  o   n  

on t on  A ir
ro t  ri in  o n r .(50)

(cont)
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Labor Law Enforcement

In 2016, labor law enforcement agencies in Malawi took actions to combat child labor, including its worst forms (Table 6).

Table 6. Labor Law Enforcement Efforts Related to Child Labor

Overview of Labor Law Enforcement 2015 2016

or n tor t  n ing Unknown Unknown
N r o  or n tor 120 (51) 141 (1)
n tor t  A t ori  to A  n  (52)
r ining or or n tor

ni  r ining or N w o N/A (51)  (1)
r ining on N w w  t  to i  or No (51) Unknown

r r o r  ro i No (51) Unknown
N r o  or n on 116 (51) Unknown

N r on t  t Work it 116 (51) Unknown
N r on t   k i w 0 (51) Unknown

N r o  i  or io on  o n 148 (51) Unknown
N r o  i  or io on  or W i  n  W r  o 142 (51) Unknown
N r o  n  o  t t W r  o t 142 (51) Unknown

o n  n on  on t No (51) Unknown
o n  n on  rg t No (51) Unknown

Un nno n  n on  r i  (51)  (1)
Un nno n  n on  on t  (51) Unknown

o int ni  i t  (51)  (1)
i ro  rr  ni  i t  tw n or A t ori  n  o i  r i  (51)  (1)

In 2016, the Ministry of Labor (MOL) recruited and trained 21 new labor inspectors. The MOL’s Child Labor Unit (CLU) 
had one full-time employee based in Lilongwe, down from three previously.(1, 53) Each of Malawi’s administrative districts 
employed a District Labor Officer (DLO), who was responsible for enforcing all labor laws including those related to 
child labor.(15, 19, 46) In previous years, the MOL reported an insufficient amount of funding to carry out the Ministry’s 
child labor monitoring and prevention mandate, and research has not found that the MOL budget for these activities has 
increased.(19, 53) According to MOL officials, DLOs were limited in their ability to carry out monitoring and reporting due 
to budget and resource constraints, including a lack of transportation.(15, 19, 46, 54)

The Government supports a child protection helpline operated by an NGO that identifies cases of child sexual and labor 
exploitation.(22) Research did not find information on the number of calls related specifically to child labor.

Criminal Law Enforcement

In 2016, criminal law enforcement agencies in Malawi took actions to combat the worst forms of child labor (Table 7).

Table 7. Criminal Law Enforcement Efforts Related to the Worst Forms of Child Labor

Overview of Criminal Law Enforcement 2015 2016

r ining or n g tor
ni  r ining or N w o  (51)  (55)
r ining on N w w  t  to t  Wor t or  o  i  or Unknown (51) Unknown

r r o r  ro i Unknown (51) Unknown
N r o  n g on Unknown (51) Unknown
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Table 7. Criminal Law Enforcement Efforts Related to the Worst Forms of Child Labor

Overview of Criminal Law Enforcement 2015 2016

N r o  io on  o n Unknown (51) Unknown
N r o  ro on  ni t Unknown (51) Unknown
N r o  on i on Unknown (51) Unknown

i ro  rr  ni  i t  tw n ri in  A t ori  n  o i  r i  (51)  (1)

The Government has a referral process in place to transfer human trafficking victims detained by law enforcement authorities 
to service providers, although services remain limited.(56) The Government operates a social rehabilitation center providing 
assistance to several child trafficking victims in Lilongwe, but the quality of the facility has been reported to be very poor, 
leading law enforcement officers to regularly refer victims to civil society organization-run shelters.(30, 56) The Government 
operationalized a text messaging system for sending and analyzing trafficking information from district offices monthly.(55)

IV. COORDINATION OF GOVERNMENT EFFORTS ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR  
The Government has established mechanisms to coordinate its efforts to address child labor, including its worst forms 
(Table 8).

Table 8. Key Mechanisms to Coordinate Government Efforts on Child Labor

Coordinating Body Role & Description

N on  t ring o i  on 
i  or

ro i  o i  g i n  to ort t  i in on o  i  or n  i nt on o  t  
N on  A on n on i  o r (NA ). ir   t  ini tr  o  Agri t r  r  in  
r r nt  ro  go rn nt ini tri  tr  nion  o r  o nt rtn r  n  i i  
o i t  org ni on .(19  31  35)

N on  ni  Working ro  
on i  or n  rot on

r  i  rot on i . n  r r nt  ro  t  o rn nt  int rn on  
org ni on  o nt rtn r  n  N  n  i  ir   t  .(15  19  22)  ni  
Working ro  on i  or t t r   ring t  r or ng rio .(53  55)

i tri t i  rot on 
o i

oor in t   i  rot on i  t t  i tri t  n  i ro  o  oor in on on i  
rot on i .  o rn nt i  on i ring o ining t  o i  wit  i tri t or n n  

n r  i  o i  n  i tri t o i  on i  rig t .(19  22)
N on  oor in on o i  

g in t r king in r on *
n 2016  t  r king in r on  A t o  2015 r ir  t  r on o  t  o i . n No r 2016 

it  r i  i t r  in t  o rn nt o  wi  n  t  o i  t or t  r t 
 on r 12  2016.(1)

* ni  to oor in t  ort  to r  i  or w  r t  ring t  r or ng rio .

V. GOVERNMENT POLICIES ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR

The Government has established policies related to child labor, including its worst forms (Table 9).

Table 9. Key Policies Related to Child Labor

Policy Description

N on  A on n on i  
o r or wi  

(2010 2016)

A ign  ro  n  r on i i i  or  ini tr  in rg  o  i n ng i  or o i i  ro i  
 o r n i  r work to r  t  wor t or  o  i  or  n  ro o  on r t  i  to 

ort o i i  t t o t i  or.(57) n t r 2016  n o r on  nning work o  w   
to gin t  ro  o  r i ing t  NA .(58)

i  rot on tr t gi  
n

t in  t  r on i i i  o  t   wi o i  r i  n   in oor in ng ort  to o t 
i  or.(19)

N on  A on n 
or n r  i r n 

(2015 2019)

ro i   r work or t  o nt o  i tri t i nt on n  or i ng n r  i r n  
in ing t o  n r  to i  or  oor in t   t  .(53  59)

UN o nt A i t n  
r work (2012 2016)

ogni  i  or   o on on tr int to t  r on o  nt n  ro  o nt. 
ro o  tr t gi  to r  i  or  in ing n or nt o  i ng or w  n  n t nt o  

n ing gi on n  o i i .(60  61)
wi rowt  n  
o nt tr t g   

(2011 2016)

n  tr t gi  to i in t  i  or    int gr ng i  or i  into o nt ini  
n  int r n on  ig ig t  t t o rt  i  t  root  o  i  or.(15  60) o n r  on i t n  ro  
o i i  t   i  in or or ng i  or into  t  tor  o  t  wi rowt  n  o nt 
tr t g  .(15  62)

(cont)
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In 2016, research was unable to determine whether activities were undertaken to implement the key policies above. The draft 
National Child Labor Policy, which would provide the Government, civil society, and other partners with a framework to 
implement child labor prevention programs and activities, underwent national consultation that included circulation among 
ministries.(1, 15, 19, 53) The Government has not finalized or started implementing the Child Protection Policy, which 
outlines the Government’s child protection strategy.(19, 53) The Government has not integrated child labor elimination and 
prevention strategies into either the National Youth Policy or the National Education Sector Plan.(63, 64)

VI. SOCIAL PROGRAMS TO ADDRESS CHILD LABOR

In 2016, the Government funded and participated in programs that include the goal of eliminating or preventing child 
labor, including its worst forms (Table 10).

Table 10. Key Social Programs to Address Child Labor‡

Program Description

U n  ro t  U n  r r  ro t  i nt    to in r  t  know g   ro n  i  or 
 o ng n w t  n ing i ng t  n  i ing it  to on t r r  in t i  r . 

 ro t  in  t  o  r  on i  or r nt n  o i  o nt 
( A ) (2013 2017) in 10 o ntri  in ing wi  n  t  o  A on rogr  on i  or 

 ro t (2011 2016).(65 67) ring t  r or ng rio  t   n  t  N on  t   
ro  n  n  r   r ort or t  on  N on  i  or r .(68) or i on  

in or on o t U  work   i it o r W  it .
A i ing on o  i  

or in ort o  on  
(2015 2018)

2 i ion n o o nt rn on  ( ) n  3 r ro t t t ro i  tr t gi  to ro ot  
ono i  ow r nt  r i  w r n  o  i  or  n  ro i  on ort.(69  70)

i  or onitoring t  t  in i ot i tri t  t t i n  working i r n. o t  t  on oo  n n  n  ot r 
t  oint .(19)

N on  o i   r n r 
rogr

 rogr  t t ort  ow in o  i i  in ig ri k i tri t  to n  i r n to t  in oo .
(15  48) n  2016  t  o rn nt int in  t  rogr  in 304 534 ro t r i nt o o  

t n nn  o t o  68 i ion.(71) r   own  r  in i  or r t    r t o  
r i on in t i  rogr .(72  73)

o i nt r  i  on 
rogr

1.1 i ion o rn nt n  ro t t t ro ot  oo  nro nt or i r n w o r  r o  
ro  i  or. o t  n t  11 000 i r n  gr t  ro  t i  rogr .(53)

wi nt Work o ntr  
rogr  (2011 2016)

 rogr  t t k  t  i in on o  t  wor t or  o  i  or n  i t  o t  wo n  n  
o  wit  i i i   r ng i on  in o g n r ng o ort ni .(60  74)

wi o i  A on n   
(2014 2019)

70 i ion  Wor  nk n  5 r ro t t t ro i  o n  or o nit  o nt n  
o i  ort rogr  in ing work o ort ni  ki i ing  n   tr n r .(19  53) ring 

t  r or ng rio  t  ro t g t w  in r  ro  32.8 i ion to 70 i ion n  t n  n 
i on  r to 2019.(1)

r n  n  n r  
i r n nt r n on

4.9 i ion r i nt  rg n  n or A  i n  rogr  t t  in rtn r i  wit  
 ro i  n r  i r n ro  irt  to g  17 wit  on  i  rot on r i  irt  

r gi tr on  n  t r n  r  t ro g  t  t i nt o  o nit   r  nt r .(75)
ir  ow r nt rogr * U A n  n   t  i r n i nt  ro t  t t o  on r ing tr t r  n  t r  

rri r  to gir   to on.  ro t  in  t ir  rn (2016 2021) n  ir  
ow r nt t ro g  on n  t  A it  (2014 2018) in k  n  ing  i tri t .(1  75)

irt  gi tr on rogr U  n  UN n  rogr  t t n r  n r   t  i i  in i ongw  r gi t r i r n 
t irt  n  ort  go rn nt troni  tor g  o  irt  t  o t  t t  i tri t .  
o rn nt  N on  gi tr on r  ini t  o it  irt  r gi tr on in o  n  n  
i tri t .(22)  U. . nt r  or i  ontro  n  r n on ( ) ort  irt  r gi tr on in 

nt r  i  n  Nt  i tri t .(19) UN  ort  irt  r gi tr on in i ongw .(53)
N on  gi tr on n   
Program

50 mi ion o rnm nt an  UN P o n  rogram aiming to r gi t r a  a awian  o r t an 16  
t  n  o  2017.(52)

* Program wa  a n  ring t  r or ng rio . 
 Program i  n   t  o rnm nt o  a awi. 

‡  o rnm nt a  ot r o ia  rogram  t at ma  a  in  t  goa  o  imina ng or r n ng i  a or  in ing it  wor t orm .(15  32  76)

Although Malawi has programs that target child labor, the scope of these programs is insufficient to fully address the extent 
of the problem in all relevant sectors, including agriculture and commercial sexual exploitation.
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VII. SUGGESTED GOVERNMENT ACTIONS TO ELIMINATE THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOR

Based on the reporting above, suggested actions are identified that would advance the elimination of child labor, including 
its worst forms, in Malawi (Table 11).

Table 11. Suggested Government Actions to Eliminate Child Labor, Including Its Worst Forms

Area Suggested Action Year(s) Suggested

ga  ram work n r  t at a  orm  o  i r n  work  in ing work on t   i r n in ri at  
om  ( om  r i ) an  on non omm r ia  arm  r i  ga  rot on  in ing a 

minim m ag  or work t at om i  wit  int rna ona  tan ar .

2009  2016

n r  ga  rot on or i r n working in t  t nan  t m. 2009  2016
n r  t at t  aw rimina  ro i it  t  r r itm nt o  i r n n r 18  non tat  

arm  gro . 
2016

n or m nt P i  in orma on a o t t  a or in torat  n ing an  in orma on a o t t  
training t m or a or in tor .

2015  2016

P i  in orma on on t  n m r o  a or in on  on t  in ing at work it  
an   k r i w  a  w  a  t  n m r o  i  a or io a on  t at w r  o n  an  t  
n m r o  na  t at w r  im o  an  o t .

2016

tr ngt n t  a or in torat   ini a ng ro n  in on  rat r t an r orming 
in on  o  a  on om aint  r i .

2015  2016

n r a  r o r  to t  U an  i tri t a or in tor  to on t r g ar i  a or 
in on .

2009  2016

i aggr gat  ata on i  a or rom i  rot on ot in  a  an  i  t  
in orma on.

2014  2016

P i  in orma on on t  training t m or rimina  aw in gator  an  t  n m r o  
in ga on  io a on  ro on  an  on i on .

2013  2016

o rnm nt Po i i n r  a i  ar  n rtak n to im m nt k  o i i  r at  to i  a or. 2016
ina i  an  im m nt t  Na ona  i  a or an  i  Prot on o i i . 2009  2016
nt grat  i  a or imina on an  r n on trat gi  into t  Na ona  a on 

tor P an an  Na ona  o t  Po i .
2011  2016

o ia  Program n r  t at a i ona  a ona  o t  an  t  im a t o  /A  o not r  a  arri r  
to a on.

2012  2016

n r a  t  o  o  i ng o ia  rogram  to r a  mor  i r n at ri k o  t  wor t 
orm  o  i  a or  an  o  i  rogram  to targ t i r n in t  agri t r  

tor an  omm r ia  a  oita on.

2011  2016
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