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Abstract 

This policy brief studies the case of the Cerro Rico mines in Potosí to analyse child labour, its 

conditions, roots and evolutions in order to better assess how to eliminate or maybe rethink this 

specific form of child labour in the mining industry in Bolivia.  Considering the reality of child 

labour in Bolivia, this paper seeks to analyse the current situation with regard to children 

working in hazardous forms of work in the Cerro Rico, Potosi. The author goes on to identify 

measures that have already been taken at the legal, educational, civil and company levels to 

address this issue. Finally, this policy brief outlines two recommendations that seek to rethink 

children position in the mine production chain while securing them with decent conditions of 

work and an access to education.  
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Introduction 

  

The case of child labour in Bolivia is unique. The country counts a population of about 10.5 

million inhabitants and about a quarter of the children aged between 5 and 14 work in one way 

or another, representing around 850,000 working children and teenagers.1 87% of working 

children are employed in dangerous sectors such as mining, where thousands of them are 

employed.2 Moreover, since August 2014, a new law has lowered the minimum age for children 

to work, from 14 to 10 and 12 years old,3 making the case of Bolivia and child labour full of 

nuance and complexity. 

  

As defined by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), child labour is a form of work that 

deprives children of their childhood, their potential and their dignity and is harmful to their 

physical and mental development.4 In the case of child labour in mines, it refers to work that is 

interfering with their schooling, as some children work from 3AM to 3PM, the kind of which 

is physically and psychologically dangerous for them. To be more specific, child work in mines 

is even considered as a form of “hazardous work” as it exposes children to work underground 

in confined spaces, working with dangerous machinery equipment and tools, while being 

exposed to risky substances, noises or vibrations (like the ones induced by dynamites used by 

miners to make their way in mines).5  

 

The child labour situation in Potosí mines:  

According to a joint study realized by the UNICEF and ILO in 2005, more than 7,000 children 

work in mines across Potosí, Oruro and La Paz6. The Cerro Rico mines of Potosí have a long 

history of extraction of gold and silver, which started in 1554.7 Today, the Cerro is almost 

exhausted. The mine has gone through such intensive extraction that parts of it are almost 

collapsing. Indeed, the Cerro Rico employs more than 15,000 people- 3,000 of them being aged 

 
1 Markisz, Susan. “En Bolivie, préparer un avenir meilleur pour les enfants”, UNICEF, May 07, 2014 
2 Nourmamode, Reza. “Bolivie : les enfants mineurs de fond”, Radio France Internationale, August 06, 20  
3 Dr. Manfred Liebel. “En lugar de prohibir el trabajo infantil, se protege les derechos de los niños trabajadores : 

Bolivia abre nuevos caminos con su legislación”, Freie University Berlin, September 30, 2014, p.2 
4 “What is Child Labour”, International Labour Organisation (IPEC) 
5 Ibid.   
6 Maki, Reid. “Children working in one of the world’s most dangerous mines in Bolivia”, Stop Child Labor, July 11, 

2011 
7 Arun, Rath. “Thousands of children as young as young as 6 work in Bolivia’s mines”, National Public Radio, 2013 
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between 6 and 16.8 On an average, they can expect to earn 20 Bolivian pesos a day 

(corresponding to about 3 USD).9 

 

For children, the mines of Potosí have been qualified as one of the most dangerous in the 

world.10 Most of the children in the mines do not attend school, forced by the necessity of 

earning easy money at the mine. Two main reasons for child labour in mines are poverty and 

family disintegration.11 Working in mines is extremely risky for children, for example, in 2008, 

60 children died from accidents inside the Cerro Rico.12  

 

What’s the issue?  

 

As recognised by ILO, the harm from child labour can be mitigated if it does not affect health, 

personal development or attendance at school.13 As a result, the problem with child labour in 

Bolivia does not reside in its very existence but in its various forms, which include worst forms 

of child labour, demanding elimination. Moreover, there is a right for these children, who are 

often working below the minimum age allowed, to access quality education in order to benefit 

from decent life opportunities and work.14  

 

However, the issue is not as simple as this. First of all, the failing control mechanisms of 

extracting companies allow children to enter the mines by escaping the companies' surveillance. 

Why do children continue going into the Cerro Rico? That’s because they need to earn money. 

In mines, pay is immediate and  good for a child with no skills. Children have even built Unions 

to defend their right to work (UNATsBO).15 Hence, the primary concern is to ensure that 

children who are willing to work- work in decent conditions, which do not affect their 

 
8 Allen, Whitney. “The legality of Child Workers in Bolivia”, Panoramas, October 20, 2016  
9  “Bolivia’s child miners: ‘There is no god in the mine, it is a demon. Our breath is what keeps it from collapsing  - 

video”, The Guardian, June 24, 2014 
10 Maki, Reid. “Children working in one of the world’s most dangerous mines in Bolivia”, Stop Child Labor, July 

11, 2011 
11 Arun, Rath. “Thousands of children as young as young as 6 work in Bolivia’s mines”, National Public Radio, 

2013 
12 Arun, Rath. “Thousands of children as young as young as 6 work in Bolivia’s mines”, National Public Radio, 

2013 
13 “Learn more about Child Labour in mining”, International Labour Organisation 
14 “Convention on the Rights of the Child”, United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, Article 

28, 1990 
15 “Unión de Niñas Niños y Adolescentes Trabajadores de Bolivia”, UNATsBO  Facebook page, 2017 
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psychological or physical health nor prevents them from attending school, while ensuring that 

they receive decent pay and are aware of their rights as employees. The gap required to be filled 

between reality and the desired situation, is thus a real challenge.   

 

What has been done already for the children of Potosí?  

 

In Bolivia, several actions have already been taken with a focus on improving or sometimes 

eliminating child labour in the Cerro Rico. Each of the four actions detailed below, intend to 

tackle the problem whether at legal, education, civil or company levels:  

- Legal: since August 2014, a new law called “Niño, Niña y Adolescente” have been voted by 

the Bolivian state with the support of Evo Morales.16. The main standard of this law lowers 

the minimum working age to 10 years old if it is for independent work, and to 12 years old if 

it is dependent work under certain conditions.17 Before this law, the minimum work age was 

14. The aim of this law is to provide legal and social security to working children. It has been 

highly criticized by the international community but it is a testament to the reality of the 

Bolivian context.18 This law has been drafted with the participation of children workers 

themselves (UNATsBO)19.  

 

- Education: Right next to the Cerro Rico, a school called Robertito, was founded in 2007 by 

the NGO Voces Libres and UNICEF.20 It is the only school that serves the local mining 

community, which would otherwise have no access to education. The school gives incentives 

by paying bonuses to child miners’ families when they come to school instead of going to the 

mine, as a means to reduce their presence in the Cerro Rico.  

 

- Civil: Children are willing to work and have organised themselves into a workers’ union called 

UNTAsBO to claim their rights to decent work. This union is composed by children working 

from 6 to 18 years old.21 Through the UNATsBO manifesto, the children denounce 

 
16 Dr. Manfred Liebel. “En lugar de prohibir el trabajo infantil, se protege les derechos de los niños trabajadores : 

Bolivia abre nuevos caminos con su legislación”, Freie University Berlin, September 30, 2014, p.6 
17 Ibid.  
18 Arun, Rath. “Thousands of children as young as young as 6 work in Bolivia’s mines”, National Public Radio, 

2013 
19 “Unión de Niñas Niños y Adolescentes Trabajadores de Bolivia”, UNATsBO  Facebook page, 2017 
20 Markisz, Susan. “En Bolivie, préparer un avenir meilleur pour les enfants”, UNICEF, May 07, 2014 
21“Unión de Niñas Niños y Adolescentes Trabajadores de Bolivia”, UNATsBO  Facebook page, 2017 
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international organisations’ lack of understanding of the Bolivian context and reinstate their 

right and will to work. They propose measures to lower the working age and  garner  better 

recognition of the economic and social contributions of their labour by the state through 

increased rights, protection, pay and improved working conditions.22  

 

- Company: Extraction companies are encouraged by ILO to adopt reliable techniques to verify 

the age of their workers.23 For example, they propose to conduct medical examinations of 

candidates before employment, hold culturally sensitive interviews with prospective 

employees who seem too young or to ask for a schooling certificate for young employees with 

fewer working hours.24  

 

Recommendations 

 

The reality of the Bolivian context regarding child labour in mines must be respected in order 

to formulate viable and realistic recommendations. The complete elimination of child labour in 

mines as desired by the ILO is not realistic in the Bolivian context in the short-term. Even if 

their work was prohibited by law, they would still go to work.25 Hence, the most viable solution 

is to completely rethink their work.  

 

- A schooling alternative for child miners: Schools like Robertito should continue to exist and 

expand their range of propositions to better adapt to children. First, these schools could offer 

alternative schooling hours, offering evening classes, from 3PM to 7PM to children, starting 

from the age 12 (earliest allowed age to enter the mines). Moreover, in the hope of reducing the 

number of children going into the mines and providing them with better opportunities, these 

schools could increase the provision of vocational training. Instead of going to the mines during 

the day, children from the age of 12 would take part in apprenticeship programmes in various 

fields such as sewing, masonry, mechanics, etc. These vocational training programmes would 

pay children for their work, up to the level of what they can expect to earn in the mines, which 

 
22 Schmidt, Amy. “Unión de Niños y Niñas Trabajadores de Bolivia : A Children’s movement in Bolivia”, 

International Centre on Non-violent Conflict, 2018 
23 “Checkpoints for companies: Eliminating and Preventing Child Labour”, International Labour Organisation, 2016, 

p.6, p.11 
24 Ibid.  
25 Arun, Rath. “Thousands of children as young as young as 6 work in Bolivia’s mines”, National Public Radio, 

2013 
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would greatly reduce the attractiveness of entering the Cerro Rico. These programmes could be 

subsidised by actors such as the Potosí municipality or UNICEF. 

 

- Rethink children’s position in the mines: Since children of ages 12 and above  will enter the 

Cerro Rico under certain conditions, their position in the work chain should be rethought. The 

objective would be to prevent anyone below the age of 18 to enter the mines, where the structure 

is very unstable and  noises and substances are highly dangerous, making child labour in mines 

one of the worst forms of child labour.26 Thus, an alternative could be to put the youngest 

(below 18) workers at the very end of the chain of work.  Indeed, at the end of the production 

chain, children would not have to enter the bowels of the mine. Their mission would therefore 

be to sort out what has been extracted by the miners, away from noise, confined spaces and 

breathing difficulties. The latter would not have to unload what has been extracted (which 

would be too physically tiring) but rather to carry out the meticulous work of sorting to find 

what is saleable or not alongside the adult women who usually carry out this task. The adult 

women would not lose their jobs, but would simply be responsible for unloading the minerals 

and supervising and assisting the work of the young workers. As there would be more children 

doing this task than before, they would be able to work for shorter hours, reducing the risk of 

work interfering with their schooling. In addition, companies would have to ensure these 

children earn as much as they earned when they used to enter the mines through improved 

labour supervision systems.  

 

  

 
26 “What is Child Labour”, International Labour Organisation (IPEC) 
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