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Executive summary
The purpose of this study is to explore and analyze the characteristics and working conditions of
child domestic workers in Ethiopia, in 3 zones of Amhara Regional State. A rapid assessment
methodology was employed using different methods including in-depth interviews, observation,
drawing, essay writing, Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and review of secondary materials.
General conditions of child domestic workers: The results of this study demonstrated that
various social and economic factors serve as reasons to become child domestic worker. The
reasons include material poverty, intra household conflicts, escaping from early marriage in the
countryside, parental divorce, aspiration to learn in the urban centers and peer pressure. Most of
the interviewed domestic workers (4 in 5) are migrants from neighboring rural areas (approx.15150 kms). Many of the child domestic workers are either unpaid or underpaid workers. And, for
most employers and the parents of child domestics who reside in the countryside, schooling is
considered as a compensation/payment in exchange for child domestic work. Yet public
schooling is supposed to be free to all children, especially primary education (see for e.g.,
Woldehanna & Araya 2016: 9).
The key source of child domestics: different intermediaries including parents and relatives of
the child, individuals who work in a government structure (for e.g., health extension workers,
teachers, and community police officers) facilitated the transportation of child domestic workers
(age starting from 8) from rural areas to the urban centers using public transportation. All the
interviewed adult domestic workers started domestic work as a child at an early age (as early as
age 7). They transitioned from childhood into adulthood working in households as domestic
workers, experiencing exploitation in the hands of the employers, with low payments (the least
is 40 birr/month) and lack of education. Although local employment agencies in Amhara
Regional State are prohibited to facilitate the employment of children in any work including
domestic work, they do so through informal arrangements. This has deepened informality and
informal employment, and children by implication are exposed to exploitation and abuse in the
hands of the employers.
Working conditions: The working conditions of most of child domestics is characterized by
lack of time to take rest, to visit parents and relatives in the rural areas. Many domestic have a
bad relation with their employers experiencing physical and verbal harassment. Many child
3

domestics were involved not only in reproductive (domestic) activities in the households, but
also to productive activities such as working with employers in tea rooms, making and selling
local liquor Tella and vegetable to mention some. This has added to the workloads of child
domestic laborers. Multitasking is one key characteristics of child domestic workers. It was
found that both child and adult domestics in Amhara Regional State perform several types of
household tasks, yet none of the activities are valorized. This has adversely affected the financial
benefit entitled to the wage rate of domestic workers making domestic work one of the less
rewarding occupation in Amhara Regional State.
Policy framework pertaining to child domestic labor: Although Ethiopia ratified some
important child protection laws including the UN CRC, most of the country’s laws have little to
say about child domestics in particular and the local domestic economy in general. Concerned
stakeholders such as MOLSA, MOWCA Regional BOLSA and BOWCA, have so far given little
attention to the problems child domestics face. Although the existing laws and regulations
including the labour law, ILO conventions (138 and 182) prohibit child labor exploitation
including the worst forms of child labor, it was found out that these laws are not sufficient to
prevent child domestic labor and regulate children’s everyday activities in the households. Thus,
a specific policy to regulate the domestic economy can have a paramount importance to reduce
child domestic labor exploitation.
Policy suggestion: meaningful efforts should be made to reduce child domestic labor
exploitation. This can greatly benefit both child and adult domestic workers in many ways. For
instance, domestic work wage rates can potentially increase. The study mainly recommends for
the introduction of a legal and policy framework to regulate the domestic economy. In particular
if ratified, the ILO convention number 189 can serve as a useful guiding framework to regulate
both child and adult domestic work.
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1. Introduction
Around the world, child domestic labor is a widespread phenomenon in which millions of
children mainly girls, are in paid or unpaid domestic work in households other than their own
(ILO 2013, 2017). From the total child domestic workers, about two third of them are estimated
to be working in unacceptable situations, under hazardous conditions, employed below the legal
minimum working age, and working in circumstances that are equivalent to slavery. Most of
these domestic workers’ time and movements are strictly controlled by their employers. The
employers prefer younger domestic workers as children demand little or no pay and also easier to
be controlled and manipulated. The workplaces of child domestic workers are mostly
households, making it difficult to regulate the working conditions.
The International Labor Organization (ILO) Convention 189, “The Domestic Workers
Convention,” which was brought into force in 2013, calls for normal working hours for domestic
workers, including at least 24 hours of weekly rest, paid annual leave and minimum wage.
Furthermore, the ILO convention No 189 promotes the enforcement of the minimum work age,
consistent with other forms of work; a decent work environment and protection from all forms of
abuse, harassment, violence, and more. So far, only 29 countries globally have ratified ILO’s
Convention 189. For this reason, there exists lack of a protective framework to millions of
children and also adult workers working in a domestic economy in many countries including
Ethiopia.
In Ethiopia, evidence from Young Lives research showed that 90 per cent of children starting
from age 8 were involved in some form of work in and outside of their households including in
domestic work (Woldehanna et al. 2011). A vast majority of Ethiopian child domestic workers
originated from poor rural families and working in urban areas. One study in Addis Ababa found
that 97 percent of domestic workers migrated to the area from rural areas (Erulkar & Mekbib
2007). In Ethiopia, domestic workers are significantly less educated than their peers who are not
in domestic work. The same study found that domestic workers are vulnerable to sexual abuse,
and are nearly twice as likely to experience nonconsensual sex as girls who were not domestic
workers. Few programs support girls in domestic work, including CVM programs in different
regions of the country. Yet, due to lack of attention to the issue of child domestic workers,
awareness of their situation is limited.
5

Child domestic workers carry out multiple tasks including cooking, cleaning, collecting water,
looking after other children, ironing, gardening, and caring for the elderly. Such chores can be an
integral part of family life and of growing up when undertaken in their own homes, in reasonable
conditions, and supervised by those closest to them. Yet the concern of this report is outside of
the scope of acceptable works that are beneficial for children’s growing up that facilitate skills
acquisition and socialization processes. This study is rather concerned about those child domestic
workers who work for employers outside of their own households either paid or unpaid and have
faced exploitative working conditions by their employers in Ethiopia, Amhara Regional State.
The research explores the working conditions of child domestic work and the reasons for girls’
entering into this form of work insofar as this is important to provide insight to policy makers,
local leaders, and program managers. The study has included some policy suggestions that - if
implemented - will go a long way to alleviate some of the worst forms of child labor.
1.1. The Ethiopian context
Bordered by Sudan, Kenya, Djibouti, Somalia, South Sudan and Eritrea, Ethiopia is a multiethnic country with a federation of nine ethnically defined regions and two city administrations.
The country has over 100 million population, the second most populous in Africa, and the first in
the Horn of Africa (UNDP 2018). According to the 2007 Ethiopian census, the population that
lives in rural areas constituted over 83% with only 16% of the population living in urban areas
(Population and Housing Census Commission 2008). Although Ethiopia is a relatively stable
state in the volatile region of Horn of Africa for the last two decades, it has long been described
as a fragile state, politically and economically speaking. Ethiopia’s economy is mainly agrarian
with more than 80% of employment coming from subsistence agriculture and 46% of the GDP
from agriculture. Yet agriculture in Ethiopia is typically manual and dependent on rainfall
making many parts of the country vulnerable to food insecurity and climate related shocks.
Despite the substantial decline of poverty over the past five years, poverty still remains
widespread and the substantial challenge of millions of people in Ethiopia including women and
children. The national poverty reduced from 36% in 2004/ 5 to 29.6% in 2011. However, poverty
in rural areas is higher than that of urban settings: in rural areas, the population below the
poverty line stood at 30.4%, and in urban areas it was 25.7% in 2011 (UNDP 2018). Despite this,
Ethiopia’s economy is also recently known to be one of the fastest growing in the world and
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according to a recent IMF report (2019), it is estimated that the economy will show an
impressive 7% growth in the year 2019/20 despite civil and political unrest here and there.
In Ethiopia, the informal economy that also includes much of the domestic (household-base)
economy is the main source of employment for people migrating from the countryside and also
for those originally from the urban setting (Brixiova and Aragie 2010). In particular, the
domestic sphere is a key component of the informal economy with widespread involvement of
children in household chores.
Child domestics constitute among the most vulnerable segments of the Ethiopian society. This is
mainly because children are most likely exposed to exploitative work in less regulated
workplaces like the domestic sphere. As such, many child domestic workers are exposed to
different forms of violence like physical, verbal, and sexual. For example, one of the informants
(female domestic worker, age 15) disclosed that her employer (a housewife) insults her for small
mistakes, and for playing outside with her peers (interview notes, Sept. 2019). Such cases reveal
that whilst working as a domestic laborer, children’s rights are violated by the employers and the
basic provisions of the UN Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which Ethiopia
ratified are overlooked. Although the UNCRC provides a framework to protect children from
different forms of exploitation, ensuring child protection and promoting their rights is quite
challenging in informal work arrangements especially when they got involved in household
chores in the less regulated domestic sphere.
Domestic work in Ethiopia is traditionally an occupation usually left for the girl child. Yet, there
are no or very little rights and privileges that the girl child enjoys from becoming a domestic
worker. In fact, the child domestic worker loses a lot from the work arrangement due to the
unique characteristic of domestic sphere which is mostly about working in another family’s
house, isolated from own family and friends. The child domestic workers usually work for cheap
or even unpaid and treated with utmost incivility. As compared to other categories of workers,
child domestics are found to be less visible, being controlled by their employers.
Child domestic work also affects the adult domestic labor market. Yet in the Ethiopian contexts
little has been studied on the relationships between child and adult domestic work. By zooming
in on the case of child domestic laborers in selected Woredas of Amhara regional state, this study
7

aims to fill the gap on the situation of child domestic labor, its relation with the adult domestic
work and thereby provides an insight into the nature and magnitude of child domestic work. The
study specifically aims to achieve the following objectives:

2. Objectives of the study
To analyze the characteristics of the nature of working and living conditions of child domestic
laborers in selected Zones of Amhara Regional State, Ethiopia, using a rapid assessment method.
The study specifically aims to:


have a preliminary understanding of the conditions of domestic child labor;



provide insight into the problems and nature of child domestics;



provide a relatively complete and reliable picture of the situation of child domestics ,
focusing on the magnitude, characteristics, causes, and consequences of child domestic work
as a worst forms of child domestic work, as well as the pathways that lead children to worst
forms of child labor;

3. Methodology
For this assessment, the consultant collected both primary and secondary data from child
domestic laborers and concerned stakeholders who work in the field of child labor and child
protection. Secondary data was mainly drawn from both offline and online materials available.
These include, policies of child labor, statistical abstracts, ILO conventions including among
others, ILO 138, ILO 182 and ILO 189 to mention but a few.
The target population of this study was child domestic laborers (below age 18) living in Amhara
Regional State and primarily working in the domestic sphere. However, in order to have a
holistic picture of the phenomenon of child domestic labor, the consultant also included key
informants from concerned Regional Government offices such as Bureau of Labor and Social
Affairs (BoLSA), Bureay of Women Children Affairs (BOWCA), Justice Bureau, and Police
stations members of Community Based Coalitions (CBCs) CVM partners, and community
workers. In choosing the study of participants, the consultant followed purposive sampling
technique to select participants who have experience, knowledge and accumulated wisdom in
relation to the phenomenon of child domestic labor in the assessment areas.
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In this study, the researcher employed qualitative and quantitative methodological approaches.
The consultant conducted the study in different operation areas of CVM in East Gojjam, West
Gojjam and Awi Zones including Debre Markos, Bitchena, Enjibara and Bahir Dar towns.
The methods employed include semi-structured interviews, Key Informant Interviews, Focus
Group Discussions (FGDs), survey. The researcher also employed some participatory research
techniques with child domestics including essay writing and drawing exercises.
In total, 80 informants participated in the study including 52 child domestic workers below the
age of 18, 15 adult domestic workers (ages between 19-45) and 16 key informants from various
stakeholders. The adult domestic workers were approached in order to better understand the life
phase transitions of domestic workers from childhood into adulthood using a broader life-course
perspective. Apart from this, Key informants from selected government and Non-government
offices that have direct working relationship with the issue of domestic workers in general and
child domestic laborers in particular were approached and interviewed. The offices that key
informants come from include Amhara Region and Zonal level Labor and Social Affairs office
officials, Women and Children Affairs Officials, members of Community Care Coalitions
(CCCs), Zonal police, and Justice bureau of three different Zones (East Gojjam, West Gojjam
and Awi Zones).
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4. Key findings
4.1. How children become domestic workers
The findings of this study show that the employment of children in the domestic economy is
facilitated and mediated by many actors. These include relatives and non-relatives of the child.
Parents themselves as well as members of the extended family system such as aunts and uncles
play a key role in transporting children from the countryside to work as domestic workers in
urban settings. There is also a condition in which chidren from rural poor families work for well
to do rural households. Yet the scope of this report is limited to those domestic workers who
migrated from the countryside to urban settings. As found out in this study, family members
mainly send their children to work in urban settings as domestics residing in a relative’s
household for the sake of education. Many family members in the rural Amhara region do not
have the economic ability to send their children to schools, and therefore rely on their relatives in
the urban areas so that their children can attend schooling. Despite the motive of their parents,
the children end up as domestic workers, rarely accomplishing their schooling as they eventually
drop out from schools.
The other key actors who serve as intermediaries between employers and child domestics are
those individuals who work in a government structure including health extension workers,
teachers and community police officers. Due to the nature of their work, these government
workers frequently travel to neighboring rural areas. In those rural areas, they have a chance to
meet children who are orphaned, experienced different abuse and living in abject poverty. The
workers therefore bring the children to the urban settings and link them up to households that
need domestic workers.
Apart from this, brokers (this are mainly men who work informally linking child domestics and
employers for money) and local employment agencies usually registered and regulated by the
government) (play a role facilitating the employment of children as domestic workers in informal
arrangements. In so doing, both brokers and local employment agencies rely on their social
network in both rural and urban settings to facilitate the employment of child domestic workers.
There are also cases where the parents/relatives and guardians of children approach brokers or
local employment agencies in order for their children to get recruited and work in someone’s’
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household. As stated in section 4.3 below, this is mainly due to material poverty, lack of social
support and orphanhood. Although facilitating the employment of children below a certain age
is illegal according to Ethiopian laws including the revised labor law, this has however been the
case through intermediaries (brokers and local employment agencies) in the case of child
domestic workers, through informal modes of recruitment. This has contributed to the deepening
of informality and informal employment in the domestic economy. Consequently, as discussed in
section 4.4., such employment arrangement has exposed children to precarious working
conditions, low payments, lack of time to rest and different forms of violence including physical,
sexual and verbal violence. Apart from this, it has devalued the demand for adult domestic
workers insofar as the wages of child domestics is relatively cheap (see section 4.4.4 below).

4.2. Types of work domestic workers involved
Child domestic workers perform different activities, including unpaid household activities (see
table below) and business activities such as selling vegetables, brewing and selling local liquor
(Tella). This is mainly the case for those domestics living in the urban settings. Child domestics
in the countryside perfom even more tasks everyday including working as cowboys, shepherds to
mention but a few. Yet as stated earlier, the focus of this study is on those child domestics living
and working in the urban and semi-urban settings. As found out in this research, many of the
urban living child domestics undertake several household activities like cooking food (see the
table below). A few of the informants (5 of the 52) combined household activities with other
families businesses (for e.g., working in a small shop). The following are the most common
domestic activities that children in Amhara Regional State perform.
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.
Common household activities performed by child domestics (age below 18)
No.

List of activities

Frequency

1.

Carrying kids (mazel)

Everyday

2.

Taking and bringing kids to and from school

Every school days

3.

Washing baby’s clothes/Shint Cherk:

At least three times a week

4.

Washing kids’ bodies:

At least once a week

5.

Cleaning the house and the outside

Everyday

6.

Fetching water

Everyday

7.

Bringing milk for the child:

Everyday

8.

Going to market and buying things:

At least once a week

9.

Running an errand:

As employers needed

10.

Cooking food/making wot:

2-3 times a day

11.

Baking Enjera:

At least twice a week

12.

Serving food:

Three times a day

13.

Making coffee:

Everyday

14.

Grinding coffee:

Everyday

15.

Making handicrafts1:

***

16.

Making fire/kesel mayayaz:

Everyday

17.

Brewing liquor/making tella

Once a month

18.

Baking Dough for Enjera

At least twice a week

Remark

Some of the above activities like baking Enjera and washing clothes have wage rate (market
value) per piece of the production; especially when adult female workers perform them on a nonresident domestic work arrangement (interview notes, Sept. 2019). For example, non-resident
domestic workers got paid 3 birr per Enjera (the cost of labour per Enjera) in Debre Markos
1

This is a task done by very few child domestic workers. Only 2 of the 52 informants mentioned of doing this task.
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town in the year 2019 (interview notes, Sept. 2019). Yet those child domestics who performed
the same activity in a household, regardless of the amount of work, no wage rate were attached
to it. This is one indicator in which child domestics experience labor exploitation working just
without a wage rate for their labor (for details, see section 5.3.4 below).
4.2.1. Multitasking

The work of the child domestics is characterized by multi-tasking: many combine multiple tasks
at the same time. This often causes them to commit mistakes and consequently go into conflict
with their employers. There are cases in which the child domestic workers are also involved in
activities within and outside of the household to supplement the income of their employers. For
example, a 17-years-old girl from Enjibara, who worked for her aunt since the age of 11said:
I live with my aunt working as a domestic worker. My aunt has a small business:
selling tea and coffee to her customers in her small café located 10 minutes away
from home. Every day, we work in the tearoom and serving customers the whole
day. When we get back home, I have to continue doing household chores and
since I have less time and get tired, I do many tasks at the same time (interview
notes, Enjibara, Sept. 2019).
The above interview extract briefly shows a girls’ day in Engibara: combining domestic work
with other business activities. The girl, in another note, mentioned that she was unpaid to both
the domestic work and to her work in tea room. Other cases from Bichena and Debre Markos
also revealed how several domestic workers tried to combine multiple tasks at the same time, to
save their time in order to attend schools. Some of the activities that were cited by these child
domestic workers include working in small shops and household businesses, selling food, selling
tea and coffee, brewing and selling local liquor (Tella) to mention but a few. Yet for these
additional activities, the child domestic workers did not get paid any payment. And as explained
on section 5.3.4. below, this is clearly an exploitation of the child domestics’ labor.

4.3. Reasons of becoming a domestic worker
The results of this study reveal that children become domestic workers due to several factors,
mainly migrating from the countryside to the urban settings. The cases below present some of the
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most common reasons that the respondents gave when asked why they become domestic
workers.
Table 2: Interview quotes: why you become a domestic worker? (Ages: below 18)

A few years ago, my mother and father divorced and no longer living together. My father took me
to Debre Markos. But he was financially incapable to cover our daily subsistence and my
educational expenses. He, therefore, linked me to the people (at the age 0f 12) who needed a
domestic worker (Debre Markos, 15 years-old informant Sept., 2019).
I am an orphan, having no one to care for me. For this reason, I must work to cope up the
challenge in life. Before I become a domestic worker, I lived on the street for some time. My close
friend advised me to work as a domestic worker and continue my education simultaneously. I
followed her advice and become a domestic worker (Enjibara, Sept., 2019).
My parents are living in poor living condition. Out of compassion, our relative (my uncle) asked
my parents to take me to Debere Markos so that I can work for his household and also attend my
school at the same time. Both my parents and myself accepted his request and then I flocked to
Debre Markos, started living with my relatives working as a domestic worker and while also
attending school (Debre Markos, Sept., 2019)
I lost my father when I was an infant and I was living with my mother. We had a good living
condition. At some point, she got sick and then passed away. After her passing, I started living
with my aunt. However, my aunt was economically incapable to care for me for long term. She
therefore brought me to Debre Markos to work as a domestic worker(at the age of 9) and to
support her. Every month, my employers send my salary to my aunt. How old was he and how
much is been sent to the aunt?
I was in conflict with my older brothers. Due to this, I left my home and started working as a
domestic worker (Bichena, Sept., 2019).
My mother is incapable of sending me to school as she was financially poor. For this reason, her
sister who lives in the town of Enjibara took me first to teach me when I was age 8.Then I started
working for her in the home (Enjibara, Sept., 2019).

One can see from the above cases that from the perspectives of children, the key reasons for
them to become domestic workers include material poverty, lack of social support including
being orphaned, intra-household conflicts and parental divorce. Adult domestic workers also
added more into this. According to the views of several adult domestic workers (all female and
age above 18), material poverty is the number one reason and lack of social support due to the
death of parents is the second most important reason for them to end up working in someone’s’
household (interview notes, Sept. 2019).
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Apart from this, Key informants from different government offices and members of Community
Care Coalitions (CCCs) revealed that child domestic labor is fuelled by other important factors,
in addition to the aforementioned reasons, including

the cheapness of child labor, food

insecurity (many child domestics come from food insecure and less fertile Woredas), the docility
of children, early marriage, labor market problems (lack of professionalization of adult domestic
work), and sociocultural beliefs; in particular a widespread belief that younger girls (ages 9-13)
are more suitable for child care purposes. A key informant from Bahir Dar City (head of the
Child Welfare department in BOWCA) noted that about 73 Woreda’s in Amhara Regional State
are food insecure due to lack of rainfall, less fertile and ragged land. He added that many of the
child domestic workers in the East Gojjam, Awi and West Gojjam Zones are mainly migrants
from the neighboring food insecure Woredas such as Shebel Berenta and Anebse Sar Midir
(interview notes, Bahir Dar, Sept., 2019). These Woredas are declared by the Amhara regional
state as food insecure and consequently the dwellers in these places are beneficiaries of the
productive safety net program.
Another reason which is found to be important for the participation of child domestic workers in
some specific activities is the local sociocultural beliefs attached to childhood. In particular, this
is the case with child care as the researcher found out that younger girls (ages 9-13) are more
suitable for child care purposes. This view fits very well with the nimble-fingers attitude, a case
in South Asian countries. The nimble-fingers attitude portrays children as more suitable and
skillful in certain industrial activities like carpet and mining than adults and consequently, those
who embrace this attitude encouraged children’s employment in those activities (ILO 1996a,
Cox 1999). As such, sociocultural beliefs and attitudes that state children can outperform adults
in certain activities have long served as important factor for the use of child labor. Employers
take advantage from the cheapness of wages of child domestics, from their docility to undertake
multiple tasks and from their legal inability to form unions, to mobilize themselves and fight
against the exploitative working conditions they faced (see also, Siddiqi et al., 2002).

4.4. Working condition of child domestics
Several problems were identified pertaining to the working conditions of many of the child
domestic laborers. These problems include, lack of time to rest (wake up time 5:00-6:00 a.m. and
sleeping time 9-11 p.m.) including long hours of work (average working hours: 7.5 hours/ day),
15

denial of permission to visit friends and family, physical and verbal harassment of the child and
low (the lowest payment was 40 birr/month) or no payment to the work. In labor studies, one of
the key defining features of working condition is extent of working hours. And for many
employees working in the formal economy, they are paid for additional working hours in the
form of overtime. Nonetheless, this is not the case for most of the employees working in the
informal economy in general and in the domestic economy in particular. As such, Ethiopia and
many other developing countries have no standard that defines the amount of hours that domestic
workers are expected to work. Despite this, the researcher attempted to explore the extent of
work including the number of hours children spend doing domestic work in order to better
understand the working conditions of child domestic workers. The table below shows the
working hours of several respondents.
4.4.1. Working hours

Table 3: Daily working time of domestic workers (age below 18)
No

Working hours/day

Number
of
Respondents

1.

3-4 hours

5

2.

4-5 hours

14

3.

6-7 hours

12

4.

8-10 hours

12

5.

11-12 hours

6

6

Above 12 hours

3

Total respondents

52

As shown in the table above, the working time of child domestic workers greatly varies. But, in
relative terms, they spend a lot of time doing domestic work. The median and average daily
working hours of child domestic workers are 9.5 hours and 7.5 hours respectively. This means
that on average child domestic workers spent about 52.5 hours per week. According to the ILO
standard (2004) a work that takes more than 28 hours per week is considered as child labor
exploitation, especially for children below age 14, as it potentially affects their personal
development interfering with their schooling. One key finding of this study is that due to their
16

over involvement in domestic activities and other household chores, most child domestics often
experience time poverty. For example, a 15-years-old domestic worker from Bichena said:
I don’t have time to take rest. I work the whole day starting from 6.a.m. the
morning.to 6 p.m. in the evening. (interview notes, Bichena, Sept., 2019).
The above interview extract clearly shows how a child domestic worker experienced time
deprivation to take rest. Time poverty also includes lack of time to do home-take assignments, to
study, and to play with peers, something which several domestic workers in the research sites
experienced. As such, this study claims that child domestic workers childhood is stolen with their
over involvement in different activities in the employers’ households. From a generational
perspective, stolen childhood reproduces adulthood poverty; mainly because during their
childhood, many of the adult domestic workers did not have time to attend school, to study and
to invest their time on their personal development. Consequently, when they transitioned into
adulthood, they ended up in less rewarding working conditions. This is precisely what the
researcher has found out from the interviews with adult domestic workers as most of them have a
lower educational status (mostly school drop outs or still doing school work), working under
exploitative environment and extremely underpaid (monthly salary min 200 birr- max 700 birr)
despite their hard work. Those domestic workers who worked under non-residential working
arrangement (temelalash Serategna) are better off that those working under residential
arrangements.
4.4.2. Rest and leaves

The other important aspect to evaluate the working condition of domestic workers is weekly rest
and visiting families in the countryside2 and friends when needed. In this research, we found out
that many of the child domestic laborers rarely visit parents in the countryside. In most instances,
child domestics visit their families in the countryside during holidays: the most cited holiday that
child domestics visited families was the New Year in September. As such, the frequency of
family visit was quite limited to once or twice a year for most of the informant child domestic
workers (42 of the 52). Moreover, the child domestics also have lack of rest as well as very
limited leaves. In relation to this, a 15-year-old domestic worker from Bichena stated:
2

As stated in this research report, many child domestic workers who worked in urban settings are migrants who
are originally from small towns and neighboring rural settings. As their families reside in the countryside, they have
to travel approximately 15 kms to over 150 kms to visit their parents.
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There are no enough leaves to visit friends and family (interview notes, Sept., 2019).
Another girl (age 17) from Enjibara said:

My employers provide me with the necessary things. But they do not allow me to
go out and play with friends (interview notes, Sept., 2019).
The above two interview extracts reveal that the girls were not satisfied with the leave the
employers granted them. One of the informants could not even get a permission to go outside of
the home to play with her peers. Another girl (15 years old) from Bichena said:
I don’t have time to take rest. I work the whole day starting from 6:00 a.m. morning.to
12 p.m. I will visit my Mom on holidays. Always there is a high load of task (interview
notes, Bichena, Sept. 2019).

In a nutshell, although time to take rest and paid leave is the right that domestic workers need to
enjoy, the empirical findings of this study show that this is not as such the case for several child
domestic workers. In such working situation, child domestic workers will have little stamina to
properly attend their schools. Linking her education and the lack of rest she experienced, a 16years-old respondent from Enjibara said:
Sometimes I missed class to care the child. Because I don’t have proper leave to
attend classes. They (the employers) give me leave when they themselves got a
leave from their workplace (interview notes, Sept. 2019).
In a nutshell, above sections revealed the challenges child domestic workers faced
including the psychological stress and trauma that young children/teenager domestic
workers encountered, as well as their deprivation of family care and love, and the lack
of appropriate rest to play and engage in recreational activities interacting with their
peers. The section below will give an analysis of the educational status of domestic
workers, payment issues and the relational problems those child domestic workers faced
due to the nature of their work. .
4.4.3. Educational status of child domestic laborers

This section demonstrates the little interest of employers to support the basic right of the child
domestic worker to have access to education. The study found out that many of the child
18

domestic laborers we interviewed are at lower grades as compared to their age and peer groups.
For example, 13 % of teens (ages between 13-18) were attending Grades 1-4 while 10 % of the
same ages were in Grades 5-8. Those who were not attending school constituted about 30 % of
the informants. The most important key defining feature of the educational status of child
domestic laborers is that many attended night schools. According to a seasoned teacher (taught
for over 30 years) who taught at the Abma primary school in Debremarkos, most of his night
school students were females and domestic workers. He shared that this exposed many of the
domestic workers to sexual violence in the evening including rape by gangsters. As such, this
study concludes that many child domestic workers are really work in a full cycle of exploitation.
This is even so in the face of unpaid and underpaid working conditions as explained hereafter.
4.4.4. Payment

The other important aspect to define the nature of working condition is payment. In this study,
the researcher found out that most of the child domestic workers were either unpaid or underpaid
(payments range from 40 birr-300 birr/month). During an interview, a 17-years-old domestic
worker from Bichena said the following:
Interviewer (question): Your view towards domestic work.
Respondent (answer): I would be nice if it has a payment.
Another respondent from Debre markos said
The payment is not balanced to the work load but they bought me school
materials and clothes (interview notes, DebreMarkos, Sept., 2019).
Another respondent (age 16) from Enjibara stated:
I get paid 300 birr per month. The payment is not enough but my employer covers school
expenses (interview notes, DebreMarkos, Sept., 2019).

The above three interview excerpts reveal the respondents’ dissatisfaction with the amount of
payment for their work. In the last two cases, covering educational expenses is presented as a
component of the compensation for the works of respondents. Likewise, several of the
respondents mentioned that their employers think sending them to school is a compensation
(payment) for child domestics. This is, however, in contravention to one of the basic human
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rights of the child: the right to get free education. Although many states including Ethiopia have
declared primary education (regular program) as free, the cases of child domestic workers clearly
demonstrate that it is not yet free in the Ethiopian context! Girls, in particular, have to risk
themselves to experience sexual violence attending paid night schools whilst working as
domestic workers in someones’ household. As such, several Ethiopian children have to exchange
their labor in the domestic sphere in order to attend their schools.
Apart from this, many children get denied of their payments, both in cash and in kind. For
instance, the child domestics got denied of their payment (salary) from their employers when
requested to get paid in exchange for their work. A key informant, a police officer in Debre
Markos city, stated that one of the key issues of mediation that they always deal with in the case
of child domestic workers is that a denial of payment by the employer (interview notes, Debre
Markos, Sept. 2019). As the law prohibits a formal contractual agreement between the child
(below age 16)3 and the employer, through informal arrangements the employer exploits the
child domestic worker without payment. According to the police officer, as justice workers, the
only thing they can do in such cases is to mediate and convince the employer to pay for the child
insofar as taking the case to the court is quite difficult due to the informality of the nature of
employment and unavailability of contractual agreement. Consequently, the police and other
concerned officers in the justice sector can do little to help children due to the absence of formal
contractual agreements between the child domestics and and their employers.
The other issue in relation to payments to child domestics is unavailability of wage rates. The
availability of child domestics performing different tasks with less or without any wage rate is
not only a problem to them: it is also a problem to adult domestic workers. Because due to the
involvement of children in domestic activities for no wage or less wages, the market value for
the work of adult domestic workers becomes lower. This is confirmed by a male key informant
(age around 50-years-old) from the CCC in Debre Markos city. The informant stated:
In Debre Markos, the wage rates paid to adult domestic workers is not showing
any progress from time to time and due to this, there is shortage of adult domestic
workers in the labor market. This is mainly because many people prefer child
3

According to the Ethiopian labor law a person below the age 14 has no capacity to form employment contractual
agreement. Apart from this, the Ethiopian civil law a person below age 18 is considered incapable to sign any type
of contractual agreement.
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domestics as their wages are quite cheaper (interview notes, Debre Markos, Sept.
2019).
The above interview extract proves the presence of a vicious cycle of labor exploitation
in the domestic economy insofar as the exploitation starts from childhood and continues
after transition into adulthood. Consequently, this study concludes that unless the
occupation of domestic workers is professionalized and their work is valued, the
production and reproduction of exploitation will continue to prevail throughout the life
course of all domestic workers. In most instances, the nature and quality of relationships
that child domestics maintain with their employers is an important factor in defining the
working conditions.
4.4.5. Relationships with employers

The relationships of child domestic workers with their employers can be defined as ambiguous
and the ambiguity can be explained in different ways. For example, even though parents know
very well that their child will be involved in domestic work, they may place their children with a
relative or employer, not as a “worker”, but as a “daughter”. There are also several cases in
which parents gain financial advantage from child labor. As such, several domestic workers that
we interviewed are not considered as workers although they spend a significant amount of their
everyday time (7.5 average work hours/day) performing different household activities. In most
cases, child domestic workers are not treated like a family member. One indicator for this is
when the employers sent their own children to a day-school programs, they sent the child
domestic to a night school –putting her at risk of being sexually assaulted. In many cases, they
also deny the rights of the child domestics to go to schools. An key informant from Debre
Markos stated that there is a most common saying that indicates domestic workers, regardless of
their age, are not really considered as family members: they are named ‘Engida Derash’
(literally to say stranger coming) to refer to domestic workers (interview notes: Debre Markos,
Sept., 2019).
Many of the child domestic workers (more than half of the interviewees) stated that they
experienced physical and verbal abuse from their employers, in particular when they are out to
play with their peers, and for their mistakes while working. A 15-years-old domestic worker
from Enjibara noted:
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Sometimes I might make mistakes and my employer insults me for the tiny issues, at that
time I feel of unhappy and start rememberingmy mom who showed me love all the time
(interview notes: Enjibara, Sept., 2019).

As found out in this study, women employers are mainly the ones who harass child domestics
verbally and physically. Spanking and name calling are the most common forms of abuse child
domestic laborers experienced. Child domestic laborers are also subject to various kinds of
abuses, i.e., physical, verbal, sexual abuse or harassment. The most common form of punishment
is being beaten and being shouted for doing a tasks badly or for working slowly.

4.5. Awareness about the rights of domestic workers
This study found out that several of the child domestic workers do not have sufficient awareness
about their rights. Only 1 in 5 knew about the rights of domestic workers. And the knowledge
they have about their rights is limited to the basic human rights including the right to get good
food and bed provisions. They lack awareness about some important labor rights including paid
leave, weekly rest, etc… However, some older domestic workers have some knowledge
pertaining to the rights of domestic workers, thanks to CVM. During fieldwork, the researcher
met 15 adult domestic workers who were members of Domestic Workers’ Association (DSW)
supported by CVM. Apparently, the members of DSWs have a relatively good understanding
about the rights of domestic workers as they took several awareness raising trainings. The
trainings focused on important topics such as the relevance of having contractual agreement
(employee-employer agreement), domestic workers’ rights to paid rest and leave to mention but
a few. As such, awareness raining trainings are quite important in this regard. A 17 years-old
informant from Debre Markos said:
I never heard about the rights of domestic workers until yesterday. From a one day
training given by CVM yesterday, I heard about the rights of domestic workers that I was
not aware before. These rights include the right to have payment, the right to negotiate,
the right to form associations… (Interview notes, Debre Markos, Sept., 2019).

4.6. Legal/policy frameworks
During the study, a key policy related problem that was identified was the ambiguity that exists
on how to regulate child domestic labor. Although the current child protection mechanisms and
laws have their merits in safeguarding the interests of children, they seldom give attention to the
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issue of child domestic labor. This is similar to the cases in some developing countries like
Pakistan (see for e.g., Akhtar & Razzaq 2005). In the Ethiopian case, it was found that different
stakeholders in Amhara Regional State attach childhood vulnerabilities to orphan hood, street
children, child prostitution and the issue of children with HIV/AIDS. The problem of child labor
is also one area of child protection that different stakeholders work on. Yet, in the child labor
issue, domestic work is often overlooked and is less considered as a social problem. This is
mainly because child labor is mostly associated to work outside of the household not necessarily
domestic work. Due to this, the girl child who is involved in domestic work is often neglected
and apparently, her issue is not really a pressing issue and even hidden in the eyes of policy
makers. As such female child domestic workers mostly experienced a silent form of exploitation
hidden from the public as their problems have not really got sufficient attention from members of
the community and also policy makers This is even so as most of the child domestic workers are
migrants from rural areas and lacking knowledge about urban life, with limited information
where to go at times of experiencing abuse in the hands of their employers. Generally, we found
out that for the society to have a more organized everyday life and for several households to
sustain properly, female children have to carry quite a lot of burden working as domestic
workers, sacrificing their education and experiencing time poverty. Worse still, this is even the
case for the households of the so called ‘advocates of child rights’. A good example in this case
is a story of one of the key informants4, who stated with the strongest conviction that for her to
work as the head of the office of women and children affairs, a 14-year-old female domestic
worker was doing all the household chores and babysitting her 8 months infant. The informant
further noted that she sent the child domestic worker to a night school. This case illustrates that
even if the problems of child domestics is under the eyes of those working in the so called child
and women rights department, the employment of child domestics is viewed as normal and
consequently they are by and large invisible even for those policy makers and implementers in
the social development sector.
This study finally stresses that the aforementioned problems of female child domestic workers in
the context of urban Ethiopia mainly originates due to the presence of a policy gap to specifically
address child domestic labor and to regulate the overall domestic economy. Albeit the presence
4

A middle aged woman working as head of women and child affairs office in one of the Amhara regional state
Zones
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of some anti-child labor policy frameworks, there is lack of clarity and consensus among
different stakeholders (for e.g., women and children affairs office and labor and social affairs
office) on how to regulate child domestic work in the Ethiopian context. Clearly, there exists a
role conflict between the labor affairs and the women and child affairs offices in overseeing the
issue of child domestic labor in the case of Amhara regional state. On the one hand, domestic
labor is viewed as ‘a labor issue’ and left for the labor and social affairs office to regulate it. Yet
no policy/legal framework gives a clear mandate to the labor and social affairs office to address
child domestic labor. On the other hand, child domestic labor is viewed as a ‘girl child related
issue’: the child and women affairs office is expected to take the case on board and work on it.
Nonetheless, the child and women affairs office has no clear policy guide given to it to address
child domestic labor. In fact, none of the child and also labor related laws in Ethiopia attend to
child domestic labor. The Ethiopian labor law, for example, does not really give full protection to
domestic work in the country including child domestics. Likewise, other anti-child labor laws
(including C-138, and C-182) that are harmonized in the Ethiopian laws are mainly executed to
alleviate children’s involvement in‘productive activities’,mostly performed outside of the
household. As such, the domestic activities done by children and the exploitation children
encounter from doing domestic work are not really priorities of law makers and child protection
officers. Therefore, this study finally argues and wants to underline that the existence of a policy
gap has greatly impacted the domestic economy in general posing a huge challenge on the
professionalization of domestic work as a reputable and valuable occupation in urban Ethiopia.
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5. Conclusion
This study aimed to provide an insight into the problems of child domestic labor in selected
Zones of Amhara Regional State in Ethiopia. The study mainly followed a qualitative research
method supplemented by quantitative data. The findings of the study showed that child
domestics in Amhara Regional State have encountered several problems.
The working conditions of most of child domestics are characterized by lack of time to take rest,
to visit parents and relatives in the rural areas. Child domestic workers are excessively involved
in domestic activities: on average, they worked 7.5 hours per day, excluding other non-household
tasks.
One of the pressing issues in relation to child domestics is violation of their human rights: many
of them experienced physical and verbal harassment from their employers. Besides as shown on
section 4.4.4 above, several of the child domestics in Amhara regional state are unpaid or
underpaid. The prevalence of unpaid/underpaid child domestic work has even downgraded the
working conditions of adult domestic workers, fuelling low payment and dragging down the
income of adult domestic workers. It also created lack of demand to adult domestic workers, and
consequently posing difficulty to professionalize the occupation of adult domestic workers. This
research also found out that the existence of lack of awareness about the rights of domestic
workers including getting paid. The psychological impact on children is tremendous and affects
them for life: family separation especially from their mothers, missing the love and care that only
a mother can give, and been rarely allowed to visit family. Furthermore, as distances are far, they
have no family encouragement and consequently, the separation becomes bigger. This impacts
the child domestics very negatively, both psychologically and socially. In particular, they are not
allowed to be a child insofar as they have no time to play like other children. As such, they only
know more about work instead of play and education. In most cases, the girl child goes to night
school confronting the risks of being alone and getting sexually harassed by gangsters. In general
the psychosocial damage experienced by female children due to working as child domestic
workers is serious and needs to be urgently addressed. Finally, this study therefore proposes a set
of program and policy suggestions in order to systematically address the problems of child
domestic labor.
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6. Program and policy suggestions
Reducing child domestic labor should be the key goal of all concerned stakeholders in order to
protect children from exploitation and to better change the working conditions of adult workers
in the domestic economy. This study suggests that such a change needs to start from a genuine
commitment and effort to formulate rules and thereby regulate the domestic economy.
Specifically, this study provides three policy suggestions: recognize and include child domestic
labor as key issue in child protection programs, introduce a legal/policy framework to regulate
domestic work, work towards the professionalization of adult domestic work
The first policy/program suggestion is recognizing child domestic labor as a problem and
including it as one key issue in child protection programs. As stated earlier, child protection
programs in Amhara Regional State and elsewhere in Ethiopia seldom give attention to the issue
of child domestic labor. This has contributed, as we found out, to the excessive involvement of
children in domestic work in urban settings. Thus all government offices at all levels and child
protection workers and community care coalitions need to provide an increased attention to the
issue of child domestic labor to protect children from exploitation in households. They also need
to incorporate the issue of child domestic labor in their programs.
Secondly, we propose the introduction of a legal/policy framework that aims to professionalize
adult domestic work and at the same time, prevent children from involvement in exploitative
domestic work. In particular, the ILO Convention Number 189 gives a useful framework to
guide the practices of concerned stakeholders. Thus, this study recommends policy makers and
civil societies to strongly lobby the Ethiopian government to ratify ILO Convention No. 189.
This will be helpful for the country insofar as the stated ILO convention 189 provides a more
holistic approach in addressing the labor-related problems in the domestic economy including
precarity and child domestic labor exploitation. Furthermore, the ILO Convention No. 189 is
useful as it promotes the rights of adult domestic workers and also embraces some important
guidelines to monitor child domestic labor. For example, due to its focus on the domestic
economy and the inclusion of minimum age for work in it, the ILO Convention No. 189 is more
suitable than other international policy instruments and national rules and regulations to regulate
domestic child labor in the domestic sphere. Other international conventions like that of the ILO
convention number 138 and 182 and national laws like the revised labor law
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The last policy suggestion this research wants to give is the importance of working towards the
professionalization and recognition of adult domestic work. The researcher suggests that the
professionalization of adult domestic work needs to be integrated with the aforementioned two
policy suggestions in order to reduce child domestic labor exploitation and also promote the
recognition and valuation of adult domestic work. As such, this paper finally underscores that
recognizing domestic work in Ethiopia as a professional occupation with decent working
conditions will greatly contribute to the reduction of child labor exploitation and at the same time
will help to alleviate illegal migration of domestic workers to work abroad.
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