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5.4 Current initiatives 

There are many initiatives in Paraguay which are
aimed at trying to address the continuing
demand for cheap child domestic workers and
the high degree of tolerance in society for the
type of exploitation and abuse to which these
children are submitted.  For example, on 22
March 2005, the Government approved a list of
child labour activities which it considered
dangerous to the health, safety or morals of
children.  This list includes child domestic work
or criadazgo.64

The minimum age for performing the activities
on the list is 18, but domestic work is the only
exception and can be done at 16 or 17 years old,
but only if the education, health and the security
of the child is protected and they have been
adequately trained for the tasks involved.

This provides a clear legal framework for ending
exploitative forms of child domestic work.
However, the fact that domestic work takes place
in the home, where it is difficult to monitor,
means that it is equally important to change
public attitudes towards criadazgo and domestic
work in general.

In 2002, a survey showed that 49 per cent of
people interviewed thought that giving children
to others for criadazgo was bad.  Some 46 per
cent of those interviewed thought the practice
was good with the percentage reaching nearly 60
per cent in the more rural areas of the country.65

The NGO Global Infancia and the ILO have been
working on raising awareness about the negative
aspects of child domestic work and criadazgo
among target groups.  During 2003 and 2004,
adverts were placed on television and talks and
workshops were carried out all over the country
reaching more than 2,000 people, including
officials from the Ministry for Education and
Culture and journalists.  

5.3 Why do families send their
children into criadazgo?

Of the families interviewed, more than 50 per cent
were living on an income equivalent to half the
minimum wage or less.  The families also had a
high rate of illiteracy with 23 per cent of parents
unable to read and write.61

While a lack of money, food and work are key
problems identified by families to explain why
they send their children away to be domestics,
poverty is not in itself a sufficient explanation.
Family structures (including absent fathers, a
large number of children, illness, violence in the
family, etc.) also play a role, as do pull factors
such as a desire to help the family, to get an
education and to have a better standard of living.

While the vast majority of child domestics in the
CDE survey did attend school, the amount of work
they did is likely to impede their progress as they
are left with little or no time for relaxing.  Around
45 per cent of children said they worked every day
with some 26 per cent saying they has less than
two hours rest each day.62

The intervention of a third party who offers to take
a child or place them with another family also
appears to be pivotal in the family's decision to
send their child away.  In 40 per cent of cases,
parents said their children started working as a
domestic because a women or a family offered to
take them. In a further 25 per cent of cases a
relation or someone recommended by friends
offered to take them.63  

In many cases the third party will be a respected
member of the community (e.g. teachers, nuns,
local officials) or a family member.  These people
could be acting with good intentions or they may
be intentionally deceiving the family in order to
profit from the exploitation of the child. 

61 Clyde Soto, op. cit., pages 25-30.
62 Clyde Soto, op. cit., pages 48-49.
63 Clyde Soto, op. cit., page 36.
64 The list was drawn up by the National Commission for the Prevention and Eradication of Child Labour (CONAETI) as part of the National Plan for the Eradication

of Child Labour and in line with ILO Convention 182.  As well as child domestic work and criadazgo, the list includes activities that expose children to toxic 

substances or agricultural chemicals; work in mines or underground; and night work (between 7.00pm and 7.00am).
65 Verónica López, et al., Trabajo Doméstico remunerado en Paraguay, ILO, Asunción, 2005, page 199.
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skills or qualifications for the job.

The awareness raising and capacity building
programmes being run by Global Infancia with
CODENIs and schools are key to the long term
solution because these institutions offer local
services, operate nationally and are supported
under a national budget as opposed to being
temporarily funded by an international agency.
This strategy appears to be working as CODENIs
are becoming more professional and more
popular, with many ordinary Paraguayan now
actively wanting CODENIs to be set up in the areas
where they live.  One CODENI has even criticised
the inactivity of police, lawyers and judges in
Encarnación for not acting on a complaint it made.  

Measures must be taken to enforce the new laws
prohibiting all domestic work under 16 and
should be accompanied by further awareness
raising with the general public about the harms of
criadazgo and child domestic work. This could
involve reviewing the discriminatory laws relating
to adult domestic workers, which would not only
help to change attitudes to domestic work, but it
would also help to alleviate poverty in the
households of adult domestic workers. 

Providing good quality and accessible education
in rural areas, along with social policies to provide
employment options for women, would also
undermine some of the pressures which
encourage families to send their children to work
away from home.

6. Child soldiers

Military service is obligatory in Paraguay for men
over the age of 18.69 However, in practice children
between the ages of 12 and 17 are recruited,
either through force or by persuading their parents
to authorise their recruitment (see case study). 

These initiatives seemed to have raised media
interest in the issue as reflected in an increase in
coverage from 2002 to 2003.66

Global Infancia have particularly focused on
teachers as a target group that can both
discourage criadazgo and provide support to
pupils who are domestic workers.  This initiative is
being supported by the Ministry of Education and
Culture, which is changing the registration system
at schools in order to try and help teachers
identify those children who are working so that
they can assist them and talk to their families.  

Such support will help ensure that children do not
drop out of school and provides a protection
mechanism for children who can tell their
teachers if they are being exploited or abused.  For
example, in June 2005, a teacher reported an
official from the Ministry for Children for
mistreating a pupil who was working in her house
as a domestic.67  

Global Infancia is also working to build the
capacity of the CODENIs and getting them to work
together with schools.  The CODENIs are financed
at a municipal level to provide free services to
protect and promote children's rights, including
legal support services.  

However, only about 50 per cent of municipalities
have CODENIs and many of these lack even the
most basic resources in order to perform their
function, including transport, specialist care and
even accommodation.  For example, in Presidente
Franco the CODENI does not have an office; in Los
Cedrales the CODENI has no budget and has
operated for a year on a voluntary basis; and in
Asunción only 10 out of the 6,000 municipal
officials work in CODENIs. 68 Consequently, in
practice, some CODENIs are just one person with
an inadequate budget.  The individual may also
be a political appointment without the necessary

66 In relation to stories dealing with child labour, the percentage that referred to child domestic work increased from eight per cent in 2002 to 23 per cent in 2003

(the media analysed was ABC, Ultima Hora and Popular).  See María Silva Calvo, Con ojos de Niña: una mirada a la prensa Paraguay.  Análisis cuantitativo y cual-
itativo de prensa paraguaya, ILO, Asunción, 2004, pages 51-53. 
67 CDIA press release, June 2005.  Quoted in Coordinadora de Derechos Humanos de Paraguay (CODEHUPY), Informe Alternativo de la CODEHUPY al Segundo

Informe Periódico del Estado de Paraguay del Pacto Internacional de Derechos Civiles y Políticos, CODEHUPY, Asunción, 2005, page 59.
68 Juan Miguel Petit, UN Special Rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography, op. cit., page 18.
69 Some groups are exempt from this, like conscientious objectors, indigenous people and catholic priests.  
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Child soldier case study

Pedro Antonio Centurión, an Argentine,
was forcibly recruited for military service
when he was 13 years old.  His mother
said the boy was virtually kidnapped by
the army who said he was tall enough to
do military service.  In September 2000,
the boy was killed by a single shot to the
head.  The authorities claimed his death
was suicide and tried to block an autopsy
being carried out.  It later transpired that
the boy's documents had been falsified
in order to present the boy as an 18 year
old Paraguayan.72 

In 1999, it was estimated that 84 per cent of those
recruited into the military and police were 17
years old or less and 36 per cent were 15 years old
or under.70 

Since this time the number of complaints relating
to forced recruitment of children into the armed
forces has diminished, but the practice continues.
This was documented by the Inter-Institutional
Human Rights Commission for Visiting Barracks
when they carried out a series of visits between 7-
29 March 2005 and interviewed 1,458 conscripts.
The Commission found that 168 children had
been enlisted.

While children are carrying out their military
service they are obliged to perform forced labour,
which benefits their superiors and for which they
are not paid.  SERPAJ-Paraguay registered 52
cases of forced labour involving at least 643
soldiers between 1991-98.  SERPAJ- Paraguay
also documented 110 cases of individuals aged
between 12 and 20 years old who were killed
while performing their military service between
1989 and 2005.71 Some of these cases are
currently before the Inter-American Court on
Human Rights.

The Government has argued that children are in
the armed forces either because they want to be
or because their parents have placed them there
because of their own poverty.  However, the issue
of consent is not relevant when Paraguay's own
regulations state that no one under 18 can be
recruited into the armed forces.  The Government
must remove all children from military service as a
matter of urgency and ensure that the recruitment
of minors is completely stopped, in compliance
with domestic and international laws. 

70 Coordinadora por los Derechos de la Infancia y la Adolescencia, 1999.  Quoted in CODEHUPY, op. cit., page 61.
71 CODEHUPY, op. cit., page 63.
72 Quoted in CODEHUPY, op. cit., page 65.
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