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Abstract
The aim of this article is to analyze the changes in public policy against child labor introduced by the 
Brazilian government. The democratic processes of the 1980s in defense of social equity and justice, and 
the partnership with international organizations resulted in the ratifi cation of international guidelines, 
the creation of specifi c legislation and the development of public policy against child labor in the 1990s. 
The result of this process was the Child Labor Eradication Program (PETI), which combined income 
transfer and education. Despite national and international criticism, its continuation was strongly sup-
ported for its contribution to the eradication of child labor. However, starting in 2005, the Brazilian 
government implemented a series of legislative changes in a supposed attempt to improve managerial 
effectiveness. The PETI was extinguished and replaced by an income transfer policy with a focus on 
poverty. Education and child labor, whose existence was mainly attributed to poverty, ceased to be the 
focus of public policy. Other policies followed a similar trajectory, emphasizing family rather than in-
dividual protection and assistance, through fragmented social services with a focus on extreme poverty, 
community surveillance, and universal access to education. 
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Quando a Educação Não é Solução: 
Política de Enfrentamento ao Trabalho Infantil

Resumo
O objetivo deste artigo é analisar as mudanças empreendidas pelo governo brasileiro nas políticas 
públicas de enfrentamento ao trabalho infantil. O processo democrático do país na década de 1980 em 
busca de equidade e justiça social, a parceria com organizações internacionais resultaram na ratifi cação 
das normas internacionais, criação de legislações específi cas e constituição na década de 1990 de uma 
política pública: o Programa de Erradicação do Trabalho Infantil (PETI). O PETI aliava transferência 
de renda e educação. Apesar das críticas internas e internacionais recebeu recomendações de continui-
dade porque foi reconhecido como política de enfrentamento ao trabalho infantil. Mas a partir de 2005 
o governo brasileiro empreendeu mudanças justifi cando a necessidade de aprimoramento da gestão. 
Extinguiu o PETI e instituiu outra política que focaliza transferência de renda e pobreza. Retirou o foco 
do trabalho infantil e da educação porque fez uma leitura de suas causas, essencialmente atreladas à po-
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breza. Deixou o foco da assistência e da proteção social no indivíduo e passou para proteção à família, 
através de serviços socioassistenciais fragmentados, focalizados na indigência e vigilância social em vez 
de investir em políticas educacionais e universais. 

Palavras-chaves: Trabalho infantil, políticas públicas, educação.

Cuando La Educación No es la Solución: 
Política de Enfrentamiento al Trabajo Infantil

Resumen
El objetivo de este artículo es analizar los cambios realizados por el gobierno brasileño en las políticas 
públicas de enfrentamiento al trabajo infantil. El proceso democrático de la década de 1980 en busca 
de la equidad y la justicia social, la articulación con las organizaciones internacionales resultaron en la 
ratifi cación de las normas internacionales, la creación de una legislación específi ca y establecimiento, 
en la década de 1990, de políticas públicas: el Programa de Erradicación del Trabajo Infantil (PETI) 
aliándose la transferencia combinada de ingresos y la educación. A pesar de las críticas nacionales e 
internacionales, se recomendaba continuar el programa. Pero a partir de 2005, el gobierno brasileño 
llevó a cabo cambios en las políticas justifi cando la necesidad de mejorar la gestión. Se Extinguió el 
PETI y se instituyó como eje la transferencia de ingresos y la pobreza. Se retiró el foco del trabajo 
infantil, porque se hizo una lectura de sus causas, principalmente vinculada a la pobreza, el foco se 
convierte en la situación de riesgo y no en el proceso educativo. Se deja el enfoque de la asistencia y la 
protección social en el individuo y pasa a la protección de la familia, a través de servicios de asistencia 
social fragmentado, centrado en la indigencia y la vigilancia social en lugar de las políticas educativas 
y universales.

Palabras clave: Trabajo infantil, políticas públicas, educación.

The aim of this article is to analyze the 
changes in public policy against child labor in-
troduced by the Brazilian government. Although 
the fi rst policies concerning child labor involved 
both income transfer and education, they have 
since been modifi ed to continue delivering social 
assistance and investing in the fi ght against 
poverty, without an accompanying educational 
policy. 

According to Article 2 of Convention 
138, in which the International Labor Organi-
zation (ILO) sets the norms for the minimum 
age for admission to employment, the specifi ed 
minimum age should not be less than the age 
of completion of compulsory schooling. This 
conclusion has been supported by additional 
research (ILO, 1981) demonstrating the impor-
tance of education in preventing, suppressing 
and eradicating child labor. In a study of suc-
cessful strategies for the prevention and eradi-

cation of child labor across 13 countries, the 
Organização Internacional do Trabalho (OIT, 
1999) found that full-time education was the 
main tool in this endeavor. 

The analysis of child labor in Brazil must 
include the following questions: How has child 
labor been historically addressed in Brazil? 
What precipitated the partnership with the ILO 
partnership and the implementation of a public 
policy against child labor? What caused this 
policy to be changed starting in 2003 with the call 
of the World Bank for a fi ght against poverty? 
What caused the shift in focus of Brazilian 
public policy in 2005, from income transfer 
and education to poverty and the Community 
Participation and Strengthening Service (Serviço 
de Convivência e Fortalecimento de Vínculos 
[SCFV])? Why did Brazil change its policy 
on child labor? Why did Brazil select a social 
service policy over an educational policy?
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Antecedents and Implementation
The fi ght against child labor in Brazil be-

gan in 1891, with the promulgation of Decree 
1313, the fi rst form of legal protection against 
child labor in the country, which prohibited 
children aged less than 12 years from obtaining 
employment or engaging in night-time activities 
(Rizzini, 2008). Although the 1824 Constitu-
tion does not address child labor, two decrees on 
the topic were issued in Rio de Janeiro between 
1891 and 1924. In 1917, protection measures 
for the “work of minors” (in the terminology 
of the time) were determined in Decree 1801, 
while Decree 16300, issued in 1923, prevented 
those younger than 18 years from working for 
longer than 6 hours in a 24-hour period (Barros, 
2010). The 1934, 1937 and 1946 Constitutions 
established a legal restriction on the age at which 
children and adolescents were allowed to enter 
the job market (Castro & Castro, 2002). Work-
ing was prohibited until age 14, night work until 
age 16, and hazardous work, until age 18. The 
1967 and 1969 Constitutions, on the other hand, 
forbade any work until age 12, and night and fac-
tory work until age 18.

The legal prohibition of child labor in Bra-
zil, which took place under immense social 
pressure, came about for two major reasons: 
(a) European labor laws passed in the Industrial 
Revolution, which infl uenced the Brazilian ju-
ridical doctrine and led to concerns being raised 
by both society and the judges themselves and 
society (Nascimento, Ferrari, & Martins, 2002); 
(b) the ILO Conventions and Recommendations, 
most of which were signed by the Brazilian gov-
ernment (5, 6, 124, 138, 182 and 190).

Brazilian public policy on child labor was 
also preceded and followed by extensive data 
collection on this issue. The number of individu-
als aged 10 years or older who were currently 
employed had been investigated by the Brazilian 
Institute of Geography and Statistics (Instituto 
Brasileiro de Geografi a e Estatística [IBGE]) 
as early as the 1970s. In 1985, the life situation 
of children and adolescents (referred to as “mi-
nors” after the Minor’s Code of 1979) was also 
investigated by the National Household Survey 

(Pesquisa Nacional de Amostragem Domiciliar 
[PNAD]) conducted by the same institution. 
In 1988, the employment rates of children and 
adolescents were 12.1% and 46.8%, respectively 
(Fausto & Cervini, 1991). The period between 
1980 and 1991 saw a considerable increase in 
the urban population of children and adolescents 
whose families were headed by individuals who 
earned less than the minimum wage. In 1980, 
4.6% of families with children aged between 0 
and 17 years earned less than half the minimum 
wage. In the 1980s, Brazil had a population of 
119 million, of whom 37.5 million or 18.8% 
were children and adolescents aged between 5 
and 17 years. At the time, the richest 20% of the 
population accounted for 62% of the national in-
come, while the poorest 40% accounted for only 
8%. In 1990, Brazil had a population of 147 mil-
lion, of whom 44 million (29.9%) were 5 to 17 
years old. In 1991, the number of families with 
children aged 0 to 17 years who earned less than 
half the minimum wage increased to 12.8%. 
The number of working children aged 5 to 17 
was 9.6 million in 1992, and 9.5 million in 1995 
(Schwartzman, 2004).

By the end of the 1980s, Brazil had become 
known for its social inequality, income concen-
tration, misery, underdevelopment, corruption 
and neglect, all of which had dire consequences 
for children (ILO, 2003). The failure of closed 
institutions, together with “the . . . ethical and 
political rejection of certain sectors of society” 
(Costa, 1990, p. 32), and the increasing sensi-
tivity to human rights issues brought about by 
the protest movements organized by civil so-
ciety at the end of the military rule, created a 
novel sense of awareness, in the form of a new 
attitude toward children and adolescents. At the 
same time, an economic crisis led to a sharp 
decrease in federal funding and the competiti-
veness of Brazilian industry, whose technology 
became increasingly outdated as a result of 
several factors, including a closed economy 
policy. The recession which characterized the 
1980s refl ects the deterioration of peripheral 
Fordism and the resulting rise in unemploy-
ment, precariousness and informality. On the 
other hand, this scenario also gave rise to an 
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intense social movement, which led to the cre-
ation of several organizations (Borges & Druck, 
1993) including those which fought for the rec-
ognition of children and adolescents as subjects 
of rights, and elaborated the Statute on Children 
and Adolescents (Estatuto da Criança e do Ado-
lescente [ECA]).

These data demonstrate the alarming situ-
ation of children and adolescents in the late 
1980s, especially with regards to child labor, the 
institutionalizing practices of the Foundation for 
the Well-being of Minors (Fundação de Bem-
Estar do Menor [FUNABEM]) - an organization 
with an assistentialist and repressive philosophy 
which removed children from their homes and 
placed them in institutions for “recovery” - and 
the violence and murder of children living on the 
streets. Brazilian society was deeply touched by 
these issues, and after organizing civil move-
ments such as the “Diretas já” (”Direct [elec-
tions] now”) and “Constituinte” (“Constituent”), 
which fought for direct presidential elections 
and a new constitution, respectively, began to 
vindicate the rights of children and adolescents. 
Over 200,000 signatures were gathered in sup-
port of popular issues, and a letter of demands 
was drafted and signed by 1.4 million children. 
The two amendments known as “Child and Con-
stituent” and “Children: a National Priority” 
gave rise to articles 227 and 228 of the Federal 
Constitution of 1988, and later, the ECA (Movi-
mento Nacional de Meninos e Meninas de Rua 
[MNMMR], 1994). 

It was in this historical moment, riddled 
with confl ict and political struggles, that the 
concepts of a “subject of rights” and “full pro-
tection” began to take shape. This marked a 
signifi cant departure, at least in the legal sense, 
from the perception of children and adolescents 
as ‘irregular.’ These changes were described by 
Costa, Kayayan and Fausto (1991) in terms of 
their impact in the content, methods and man-
agement of public policy: (a) contents were 
changed when public policies were grouped and 
classifi ed as either “basic” or “special,” and re-
designed to address the right to a legal defense, 
as well as medical and psychosocial care; (b) 
methods changed with the introduction of so-

cioeducational interventions in place of repres-
sion, and guaranteeism in place of irregularity; 
(c) management changed with the introduction 
of popular participation in policy-making and 
control through representative entities (munici-
pal, state and federal councils for children and 
adolescents).

In 1990, in the wake of the democratic tran-
sition and the defense of constitutional rights, 
the Brazilian government ratifi ed the United 
Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. One of the pillars of the Convention is the 
right of children and adolescents to be protected 
from economic exploitation and from perform-
ing any work that is likely to be hazardous, in-
terfere with their education, or represent harm 
to their health and/or physical, mental, spiritual, 
moral or social development (Article 32; Fundo 
das Nações Unidas para a Infância [UNICEF], 
1989). After these legal milestones, child and 
adolescent labor became a priority for govern-
ments and society as a whole.

In addition to these historical landmarks 
in Brazil’s democratic trajectory and quest for 
equity and social justice, there is the country’s 
participation in the International Program on the 
Elimination of Child Labor (IPEC), and articula-
tion with the UNICEF. These initiatives resulted 
in the ratifi cation of international guidelines, the 
implementation of specifi c legislation, as well as 
partnerships which led to the adoption and de-
velopment of public policies, and the creation 
of opportunities for discussion and articulation 
with government and non-government agencies, 
such as the National Forum for the Prevention 
and Eradication of Child Labor (Fórum Nacio-
nal de Prevenção e Erradicação do Trabalho 
Infantil [FNPETI]). The latter is “an opportunity 
for dialogue, consensus-building, advocacy and 
public policy to protect the fundamental rights of 
children and adolescents” (FNPETI, 2013, p. 2).

The Brazilian government then developed 
and implemented a public policy against the 
early employment of children and adolescents. 
The initiative consisted of an ILO pilot project, 
implemented in the Fields of Goitacazes, Rio de 
Janeiro, in 1992. Children were removed from 
sugarcane fi elds and domestic work, and pro-
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vided with scholarships and after-school activi-
ties in partnership with FUNABEM, who was 
responsible for school provision. 

In 1995, this protocol was replicated in an 
experimental initiative known as the Integrated 
Action Program (Programa de Ações Integra-
das [PAI]). The aim of the PAI was to provide a 
working methodology for all participating orga-
nizations. The concept was developed in the FN-
PETI as a result of discussions involving several 
government and non-government institutions. 
The state of Mato Grosso do Sul was given pri-
ority in the implementation of the program, due 
to the high number of children and adolescents 
reported to be working in hazardous conditions 
in yerba mate harvesting and coal plants in 14 
different cities. The work at coal plants is haz-
ardous and exposes children and adolescents to 
physical conditions such as excessive heat from 
the ovens and the sun, that are far too extreme 
for their level of development (Carvalho, 2004).

In 1996, with the support of the IPEC, the 
PAI was transformed into the Program for the 
Eradication of Child Labor (Programa de Er-
radicação do Trabalho Infantil [PETI]). The 
PETI was implemented as an experimental pro-
gram, assisting 893 children and adolescents. By 
December of the following year, 1985 children 
and adolescents from 43% of the cities in the 
state of Mato Grosso had enrolled in the pro-
gram, demonstrating its tendency to expansion. 
According to the ILO (2003), until the program 
was implemented, children and adolescents who 
worked at coal plants or yerba mate plantations 
had never had access to school. 

In 1996, the PETI was extended to the sug-
arcane-growing region of Pernambuco, and the 
sisal-producing region of Bahia. In 1998, it grew 
to include the citrus-growing region of Sergipe, 
the gold mining region of Rondônia, and the 
sugarcane plantations of Rio de Janeiro. In 1999, 
the PETI extended to other states, including Ala-
goas, Paraiba, Rio Grande do Norte, Espírito 
Santo, Santa Catarina and Pará, and began to en-
roll children and adolescents who lived in urban 
regions and worked at landfi ll sites (OIT, 2001). 

The fi rst policy specifi cally directed at child 
labor in Brazil involved several institutions ar-

ticulated into a network, with each playing a 
different role in the project outcome. The Min-
istry of Work and Employment would screen 
and identify working children and adolescents 
through Regional Work Units, and send the list 
of names for enrollment in the PETI. Participants 
would be signed up to the program by the Social 
Action Department of each city, while civil so-
ciety was responsible for social control in all cit-
ies and states through the Commissions for the 
Prevention and Eradication of Child Labor. The 
commissions had a propositional and consulta-
tive role, and sought to assist the implantation, 
implementation and management of the PETI.

The PETI was developed by the Federal 
Government in association with participating 
cities to remove children and adolescents aged 7 
to 15 years from dangerous, diffi cult, hazardous 
or degrading work, which posed risks to their 
health and development, while providing them 
with access to formal education, tutoring, and 
access to artistic, cultural, sport and leisure 
activities after school. The program consisted 
of articulated initiatives which conditioned 
fi nancial support (Child Citizen Allowance) on 
school enrollment and attendance. Parents were 
also required to receive professional training. 
Families in the PETI who lived in rural areas 
or cities with less than 250,000 inhabitants 
received R$25.00 per child or adolescent, while 
those who lived in urban regions with more 
than 250,000 inhabitants received R$40.00 
per child. These values were conditional upon 
a minimum attendance of 75% to both school 
and after-school activities (Ministério do 
Desenvolvimento Social e Combate à Fome 
[MDS], 2004). Interestingly, the latter received 
many different names over the course of time. 
These were fi rst introduced as an “extended 
period” in MDS Ordinance 428, issued in 2001; 
in MDS Ordinance 466, issued in 2005, they 
were “Socioeducational Activities”; in 2007, 
they were described as “Socioeducational 
Services” by the National Department of Social 
Work, in MDS 01 (MDS, 2010a). 

Despite the implementation of the PETI, 
according to the IBGE, 7.7 million children 
between 5 and 17 years were still working as 
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of 1998. These data suggested that, although 
child labor decreased, there was a need for 
other interventions in addition to the PETI, 
which led to increasing levels of national 
and international pressure. This pressure 
was exerted in the form of an international 
social movement: the Global March Against 
Child Labor, which was created in a meeting 
of 27 organizations from the Americas, Eu-
rope, Asia and Africa, in The Hague, Nether-
lands, and eventually spread to 85 countries. 
The aim of the march was to raise worldwide 
awareness of the need to protect and promote 
children’s rights, especially the right to free 
quality education, protecting them against 
economic exploitation and any form of work. 

On an internal level, the demand for further 
action was met with the approval of amendment 
20. However, this was also an attempt to align 
national laws with the international standards 
the country was pressured to adopt, such as ILO 
Conventions 138 and 182. Convention 182, 
which addresses the worst forms of child labor, 
was ratifi ed by Brazil in the year 2000. Yet de-
spite the ratifi cation of Convention 182, which 
was established by the ILO in 1999, Brazil was 
not yet a signatory of Convention 138, the mini-
mum age convention, established in 1973. 

Although the contents of the latter had been 
sent to the Brazilian National Congress in 1974, 
the convention was only ratifi ed in 2002, after 
being rejected by the Senate Committee on Con-
stitution, Justice and Citizenship in 1991 on the 
grounds of incompatibility with constitutional 
guidelines on the minimum age for employment. 
The legal minimum age for employment was 
only modifi ed in constitutional amendment 20, 
issued on December 15th 1998, which altered 
item XXXIII in article 7 of the Federal Consti-
tution, increasing the minimum age for employ-
ment in Brazil from 14 to 16 years, and the mini-
mum age for apprentice employment from 12 to 
14 (Decreto Legislativo Nº 179, 1999).

Even after ratifying Convention 182, it took 
eight years for Brazil to issue a list of the worst 
forms of child labor, which was released on June 
12th 2008, in the form of Decree no. 6481. In 

addition to defi ning the concept of “worst forms 
of child labor,” which includes activities that are 
harmful to children’s health, safety or morals, 
the document lists 93 activities and their poten-
tial risks to working children. Although nearly 
a decade elapsed between the ratifi cation of the 
Convention and the signing of the Decree, the list 
only began to be enforced after signifi cant pres-
sure from civil movements encouraged by the 
FNPETI and the National Council for the Rights 
of the Child and the Adolescent (Conselho Na-
cional dos Direitos da Criança e do Adolescente 
[CONANDA]) with the support of the ILO.

Through the IPEC, the ILO implemented 
over 100 programs against child labor (OIT, 
2010). The international visibility of child labor 
in Brazil once again prompted the cooperation 
of the ILO, which funded a supplement to the 
PNAD. The survey was fi nanced by the Statis-
tical Information and Monitoring Program on 
Child Labor (SIMPOC) and conducted by the 
IPEC (Schwartzman, 2004). The aim of this 
supplemental survey was to investigate child la-
bor between the ages of 5 and 17, whose preva-
lence in 2001 was estimated at 5.4 million (Kas-
souf, 2004). According to the survey, 86% of 
children aged 5 to 17 were currently in school, 
while 12.7% were employed, and 12.1% were 
not in school. In 14.7% of cases, the reason for 
non-attendance was the absence of schools near 
the child’s home. Lastly, 15.5% of the children 
surveyed were enrolled in government programs 
targeting education. The 2001 PNAD survey 
also revealed that school enrollment rates were 
lower among working children, at 80.3%, than 
the remaining children and adolescents, of whom 
91.1% were currently in school (Kassouf, 2004).

As part of the international social movement 
to protect the rights of children and adolescents, 
the 2002 UN Millennium Summit established 
a list of development goals, which focused on 
peace, safety, the eradication of poverty, the en-
vironment and human rights. As a consequence 
of the Summit, social movements articulated 
with the government in order to develop a se-
ries of nationwide plans such as the II National 
Human Rights Program (Plano Nacional de Di-
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reitos Humanos [PNDH II]) in 2002, and the I 
National Program for the Prevention and Eradi-
cation of Child Labor and Protection of the Ado-
lescent Worker (Plano Nacional de Prevenção e 
Erradicação do Trabalho Infantil e Proteção ao 
Trabalhador Adolescente), in 2004. The Nation-
al Human Rights Program included a proposal 
for the extension of the PETI to children and 
adolescents in urban regions who are exposed 
to risk, commercial sexual exploitation, illegal 
activities and drug traffi cking, as well as greater 
support for income generation by participating 
families, and the promotion and dissemination 
of socioeducational activities for the families of 
participating children. The I National Program 
for the Prevention and Eradication of Child La-
bor and Protection of the Adolescent Worker, on 
the other hand, became the legal reference for 
the eradication of child labor and the implemen-
tation of the PETI, proposing the extension of 
the program to all forms of child labor and all 
Brazilian cities (MDS, 2004), since, as of 2002, 
only 2601 cities took part in the program (MDS, 
2004).

In addition to giving rise to the two na-
tional programs which clearly acknowledged 
the importance of the PETI, an assessment of 
its outcomes between 2000 and 2003 in 98% of 
participating cities demonstrated an association 
between PETI initiatives and reductions in child 
labor (MDS, 2004). Nevertheless, the program 
was also criticized for its management, insuffi -
cient infrastructure for socioeducational activi-
ties, and inability to improve the living condi-
tions and perspectives of participating families 
(Carvalho, 2004). 

Assessments of the PETI by authors and 
institutions (Cacciamali, Tatei, & Batista, 2010; 
Carvalho, 2004; Instituto de Pesquisa Econômi-
ca Aplicada [IPEA], 2008; Rua, 2007) discussed 
its low effi cacy relative to its cost, the fl aws in 
its implementation (e.g. insuffi cient coverage 
of working children), delays in the provision of 
fi nancial benefi ts, the lack of support by munic-
ipal authorities, as well as the lack of supervi-
sion of program activities. In spite of the criti-
cism, authors (Cacciamali et al., 2010; Carvalho, 

2004; IPEA, 2008; Rua, 2007) supported the 
continuation of the Program, recommending its 
separation from other income transfer initiatives 
due to its unique characteristics, such as its focus 
on working children and required attendance to 
school (Alberto, Costa, Belém, Sousa, & França, 
2015) and educational after-school activities 
(Ferreira, 2002). 

The support for the continuation of the PETI 
went as far as the IPEC/ILO, who claimed that 
“Brazil created the greatest program against 
child labor in the world” (Oliveira, 2006, p.92). 
Despite the establishment of legal guidelines, the 
attempts of the FNPETI and the CONANDA to 
organize civil society, the creation of a National 
Committee for the Eradication of Child Labor 
(CONAETI) based on a four-fold participation 
model, and the continued presence of the ILO in 
Brazil since 1992, the federal government went 
on to dismantle the PETI, at least as a specifi c 
public policy instrument against child labor, 
starting in 2005 and culminating in 2013.

Civil movements, including the creation of 
a protectionist legislation in the 1990s, resulted 
in the implementation of a public policy against 
child labor which arose from the articulation 
of civil society and the government. This often 
took the form of the four-fold structure fostered 
by participative democracy, which allows civil 
society to secure greater control over public 
administration. Though the participative model 
prevails in the political system, the year 2005 
saw the implementation of several measures by 
the Brazilian government with the aim of im-
proving management structures and instituting 
a new model of public policy against child la-
bor. Contrary to the participative model, this was 
done with no external consultation. The PETI 
was extinguished and replaced by a new type of 
policy with a focus on income and poverty. Al-
though the legal positivization of rights for chil-
dren and adolescents was an important achieve-
ment, Brazil was unable to effectively protect 
this population, since the changes implemented 
were insuffi cient to transform the social context 
which continues to cause injustice, inequality 
and child labor.
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Changes in Public Policy 
against Child Labor

In 2003, the World Bank invited all countries 
with a high prevalence of child labor to discuss 
the situation and the need to act against pover-
ty, which was considered the cause and conse-
quence of child labor, based on “the specialized 
international literature in which poverty is often 
cited as the main reason for the persistence” 
(Cacciamali et al., 2010, p. 276) of child labor. 
What made PETI unique was the combination of 
income transfer and educational initiatives. Yet 
in 2005, in a supposed attempt to increase pro-
gram coverage, rationalize and improve its man-
agement, and provide assistance and protection 
to at-risk families and adolescents, the federal 
government integrated the PETI into the Fam-
ily Grant Program (Programa Bolsa-Família 
[PBF]; Rua, 2007). The original PETI model, in 
which families were provided with fi nancial aid 
in the form of grants, while children participated 
in educational activities in an extended school 
period, was thus modifi ed. In other words, the 
Brazilian government gave up on the original 
PETI model, which arose from the social poli-
cies of the 1990s and the need for a minimum in-
come program which addressed both hunger and 
poverty through a combination of education and 
income transfer (Silva, Yaszbek, & Di Giovanni, 
2007), in favor of “programs focused on poverty 
and increased purchasing power” (Behring & 
Boschetti, 2011, p. 185), much like the combina-
tion of the PETI and PBF. 

The focus was no longer child labor, which 
was assumed to be caused by poverty, and Bra-
zil followed the global trend in social policy on 
poverty in the 21st century, with the return of 
a police state (Wacquant, 2001) and increased 
investment in income assurance programs to 
provide indirect, state-funded salaries (Behring 
& Boschetti, 2011). The result was a compensa-
tory and repressive social protection policy. The 
changes implemented from 2005 onwards shift-
ed the focus of public policy to the situation of 
risk rather than the educational process, unlike 
the original version of the PETI manual (OIT, 
2003), which described the extended school pe-

riod as a time and place for “learning, education-
al support as well as sport, cultural, artistic and 
leisure activities” (p. 7).

As can be seen in subsequent documents 
issued by the MDS, especially the National List 
of Socio-assistential Services published in 2009, 
the focus continues to be on the family, but is 
addressed through social and assistential services 
based on protective measures which encourage 
peaceful coexistence, such as social work and 
observation, performed by the Social Assistance 
Reference Centers (Centro de Referência da 
Assistência Social [CRAS]). 

Brazil currently faces an apparent stagna-
tion, although offi cial fi gures reveal a signifi cant 
decrease in child labor between 1992 and 2012. 
However, the offi cial data also reveals a number 
of oscillations. In 1992, the number of working 
children aged 5 to 17 was 9.6 million. This fi g-
ure decreased by 56% to 5.4 million in 2002. It 
fell to 5.1 million in 2003, before increasing to 
5.3 million in 2004. Numbers continued to rise 
in 2005 to 5.9 million, but decreased to 5.3 mil-
lion in 2006. Estimates decrease further to 4.8 
in 2007, and again to 4.4 in 2009. The data con-
tinuously fl uctuate. According to the 2010 Cen-
sus, 3.4 million children aged between 10 and 17 
years were currently employed, while the 2011 
PNAD survey, using a different methodology, 
put the number of working children between the 
ages of 5 and 17 years at 8.6 million (Ministério 
Público do Trabalho [MPT], 2012). 

An assessment of the I National Program for 
the Prevention and Eradication of Child Labor 
and Protection of the Adolescent Worker also re-
vealed that less than a third of the 133 initiatives 
planned were implemented as expected (Minis-
tério do Trabalho e Emprego [MTE], 2011). As 
a result, the Brazilian government implemented 
the II National Program for the Prevention and 
Eradication of Child Labor and Protection of the 
Adolescent Worker, with the aim of eradicating 
the worst forms of child labor by 2016, increase 
the number of adolescents in apprenticeships 
and eradicate all forms of child labor by 2020; 
Their commitment to this goal was demon-
strated by their offer to host the III Global Con-
ference on Child Labor in 2013, as a country 



When Education is Not the Solution: Public Policy in the Fight against Child Labor.  1701

with an international reputation for their fi ght 
against child labor, which decreased nation-
ally by 67% from 2000 to 2012, while global 
child labor rates decreased by only 36% in the 
same period. Brazil reiterated its commitment 
on an international level by signing the Brasilia 
Declaration along with the 154 countries pres-
ent in the conference, pledging to free 168 mil-
lion children, 85 million of whom engaged in the 
worst forms of child labor, from illegal employ-
ment (ILO, 2013).

The PETI is internationally recognized as 
a model intervention against child labor (ILO, 
2013). Its reputation is supported by the na-
tional literature, which has evaluated the pro-
gram in its attempt to combine income transfer 
with educational activities, with an emphasis on 
learning support. Improvements in the academic 
performance of children enrolled in the program 
were described by Carvalho (2004), while Fer-
reira (2002) evaluated the association between 
the PETI and public education in the state of 
Pernambuco by interviewing teachers working 
in extended day schools. The author found the 
program to have an immediate and signifi cant 
impact on education in the cities studied, espe-
cially due to the school attendance requirements 
for fi nancial aid. 

On a similar note, Alberto et al. (2015), ana-
lyzed the contribution of the PETI to the school-
ing of children and adolescents removed from 
illegal employment from the perspective of ed-
ucators, teachers, administrators and staff. The 
authors found that all those involved at different 
levels of the program believed it made a signifi -
cant contribution to the education of participat-
ing children and adolescents, and acknowledged 
that participants preferred the PETI to working 
precisely because it allowed them to continue 
studying. 

The socioeducational activities involved 
in the program are also believed to have a 
positive impact on language development, and 
help children become less inhibited (Duryea 
& Morrison, 2004; Ferreira, 2002). According 
to the authors, cash transfer programs with an 
educational component have a positive and 
effective impact on participants. This effect is 

attributed to the reduction in the time children 
dedicate to work, and also to improvements in 
children’s educational attainment (Duryea & 
Morrison, 2004). 

To ensure a data-driven approach to the 
inclusion of the PETI in the Unifi ed Social As-
sistance System (Sistema Único de Assistência 
Social [SUAS]), the Department of Assess-
ment and Information Management (Secretaria 
de Avaliação e Gestão da Informação [SAGI]) 
of the MDS conducted a quantitative survey in 
120 cities and a qualitative study in 40 cities 
in 2008, to demonstrate the contribution of the 
PETI to the eradication of child labor. The data 
confi rmed the effectiveness of the program and 
its value as a model of learning support, dem-
onstrating the impact of the PETI on child labor 
rates through its educational program. However, 
in 2009, the Department of Special Protection 
(Departamento de Proteção Especial [DPSE]) 
of the MDS was tasked with the responsibility of 
elaborating the documentation for the manage-
ment and operationalization of the PETI and the 
methodology of the SCFV. 

Despite the positive internal assessment of 
the PETI, as well as its international recognition 
and replication, its integration with the Family 
Grant Program beginning in 2005 continued to 
undermine it as a public policy against child 
labor:

. . . Brazil has in recent years turned from 
solely a benefi ciary of technical support 
through IPEC, to becoming a provider of 
assistance to others . . . Brazil and the ILO 
launched an initiative to promote specifi c 
South–South technical cooperation projects 
and activities that contribute to eliminating 
child labor, which also embraces South Af-
rica and India (OIT, 2010, p. 22).
The focus shifts from child labor and 

education with the PETI to poverty and social 
assistance with the SCFV, in a supposed 
attempt to address the aims of the National 
Social Assistance Policy (Política Nacional 
de Assistência Social; PNAS), which include 
the protection and security of families and 
the community. According to the documents 
elaborated by the MDS (2010a),
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It is important for the service to invest in 
different forms of expression and the cre-
ation of a participative space which leads 
to achievements compatible with social as-
sistance policy, while gradually distancing 
itself from its role as a source of learning 
support (p. 13).
The text goes on to say that those who 

attend extended-day schools must take part in 
the activities organized by Social Assistance 
Reference Centers (CRAS) in the local service 
network. The aim of the document is to guide 
the implementation and improvement of 
SCFV services for children aged 6 to 15 years. 
According to the MDS, one important reason 
for this change was the implementation of a 
policy specifi c to children and adolescents 
aged between 6 and 15 years within the SUAS 
(MDS, 2010a). 

Why was the PETI included in the SUAS? 
According to the MDS, after the approval of the 
National Social Assistance Policy in 2004, it was 
“imperative that the SUAS be implemented in 
a way that facilitated the regulation and organi-
zation of a decentralized and participative man-
agement model” throughout the country (MDS, 
2010b, p. 51). As mentioned by the Ministry 
itself, the integralization was perceived as an 
“assurance of management rationalization and 
improvement, and of increased coverage of ille-
gally employed children and adolescents, as well 
as the extension of SCFV initiatives to working 
children and adolescents in the Family Grant 
Program” (MDS, 2010b, p. 44). In other words, 
the policy against child labor was defi ned a pol-
icy to eradicate poverty. Concerns regarding the 
operationalization of the management system 
and increased coverage appear secondary to the 
need to target particular age groups. This would 
be a valid line of reasoning if attempts to eradi-
cate poverty did indeed result in decreased social 
inequality through the equal division of wealth. 
However, this is not the aim of the income trans-
fer program. 

Further changes continued through to 2013, 
when Resolution 008, issued in April of that 
year by the National Council of Social Assis-
tance (Conselho Nacional de Assistência Social 

[CNAS]) of the MDS, eliminated the PETI by 
excluding it from the list of activities performed 
by the SUAS. The modifi cations made since the 
beginning of its amalgamation with the Family 
Grant Program in 2005 ended in the restriction 
of the PETI to only 1031 cities. As of 2005, 
when the changes began to be implemented, the 
PETI was active in 2788 cities (MDS, 2005) un-
der the direct management of municipal authori-
ties (in some cities, the program was managed 
by the state). Resolution 008 restricted eligibility 
criteria for the program. The PETI continued to 
be active in cities with over 400 cases of child 
labor reported in the 2010 Census, or an increase 
of over 200 cases between census surveys con-
ducted in 2000 and 2010. As a result of these 
changes, although several educational initiatives 
were implemented by federal and state govern-
ments, these were no longer the focus of public 
policy on child labor.

When Education 
is Not the Solution

Although Brazil invested heavily in social 
assistance policies in the fi ght against child la-
bor, combining income transfer and education 
through the conditionality of transfers on school 
attendance, public policies on social assistance 
and education were never fully articulated, nei-
ther in theory nor in practice. Instead, both were 
developed in parallel. 

Brazil invested in several initiatives to im-
prove educational attainment, starting with Law 
no. 9.394, issued in 1996, and known as the Na-
tional Educational Guidelines and Framework 
Law (Lei de Diretrizes e Bases da Educação 
Nacional), which offi cially defi ned and catego-
rized educational attainment into two levels. The 
fi rst, known as Basic Education, was further di-
vided into Child Education, Primary Education 
and Secondary Education. Primary Education 
became mandatory and a responsibility of the 
state. Its provision became a priority, and was 
guided by the following objectives: (a) universal 
access to public education; (b) keeping children 
and adolescents in school, and (c) promoting a 
gradual reduction in child labor rates. 
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The following programs were then imple-
mented to achieve the aforementioned goals: 
The Education Salary, and the Primary Edu-
cation Maintenance and Development and 
Teacher Appreciation Fund (Salário Educação 
e o Fundo de Manutenção e Desenvolvimento 
do Ensino Fundamental e de Valorização do 
Magistério [FUNDEF]), in 1996; the National 
School Nutrition Program (Programa Nacio-
nal de Alimentação Escolar [PNAE]), which 
had existed since 1955 but was decentralized in 
1994; National Textbook Program (Programa 
Nacional do Livro Didático [PNLD]), which 
had existed since 1929 but suffered the conse-
quences of budget cuts and alterations in 1993, 
at which point changes were made to ensure 
the program received reliable fi nancial support; 
Money Straight to School Program (Dinheiro 
Direto na Escola [PDDE]), created in 1995; 
the National School Transportation Program 
(Programa Nacional de Transporte Escolar 
[PNTE]) created in 2004; the National School 
Library Program (Programa Nacional Biblio-
teca da Escola [PNBE]) created in 1997; the 
Fundescola National Program for Information 
Technology in Education (Fundescola, Pro-
grama Nacional de Informática na Educação 
[PROINFO]), created in 1997 (Kassouf, 2004) 
and restructured in 2007; Youth and Adult Edu-
cation (Educação de Jovens e Adultos [EJA]) 
and the National Program for the Integration 
of Technical and Basic Education in Youth and 
Adult Education (Programa Nacional de Inte-
gração da Educação Profi ssional com a Edu-
cação Básica na Modalidade de Educação de 
Jovens e Adultos [PROEJA]), created in 2006; 
the National School Health Program (Programa 
Nacional de Saúde Escolar [PNSE]), created in 
2006; and the National Fund for Basic Education 
(FUNDEB), which replaced the FUNDEF start-
ing in 2006. 

These educational programs did not 
specifi cally focus on child labor, and as such, the 
Brazilian government created income transfer 
programs such as the School Grant, the PETI 
and the Family Grant programs, which, at least 
in their initial stages, addressed both educational 
and social service needs. As time went on, the 

Family Grant program absorbed several income 
transfer initiatives (school grants, food vouchers, 
gas vouchers and the PETI), so that its focus 
shifted from individual assistance and protection 
to the protection of families (Kassouf, 2004). 

These educational policies do have an im-
pact on child labor rates (Di Giovanni, 2004), but 
are not specifi cally designed to tackle this issue. 
Cacciamali et al. (2010) as well Kassouf, Nunes, 
Pontili and Rodrigues (2004) as support its claim 
in their analysis of the Family Grant Program, 
which lists the reduction of child labor rates as 
one of its objectives. However, the authors con-
clude that this goal is not clearly addressed by 
program rules, which do not require parents and 
guardians to remove their children from work. 
Furthermore, the effi cacy of the program in 
achieving this particular objective has not been 
proved. Cacciamali et al. (2010) fi nd that the 
Family Grant Program does improve school at-
tendance, but also contributes to increasing child 
labor rates. On a similar note, the literature on 
the impact of income transfer programs on the 
education of working children and adolescents 
has also found that, while these initiatives have a 
positive effect schooling, they have no impact on 
child labor rates (Cacciamali et al., 2010; Cardo-
so & Souza, 2004). However, studies performed 
in Latin America and the Caribbean demonstrate 
that income transfer programs conditional on 
participation in extracurricular or after-school 
activities lead to higher school attendance rates 
and fewer hours of work (Bouillon & Tejerina, 
2006; Handa & Davis, 2006). This is the case of 
the PETI, which involved both income transfer 
and an educational component.

By Way of Conclusion 

To suggest that poverty is a cause and con-
sequence of child labor is to ignore the asso-
ciations of the latter with capitalism and social 
inequality. The assumption that a sectorial and 
fragmented policy would be able to address a 
structural problem is equally inaccurate. Child 
labor is part of the exploitation of man by man 
(Marx & Engels, 2007). In this particular case, 
it is children and adolescents who are exploited 
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by capitalism. In capitalist systems, rights take 
on a paradoxical character in that they are both 
a means of regulating confl icts between classes 
(Lukács, 1978) but also a tool wielded by work-
ers in the social struggle (Singer, 2010). The cre-
ation of social rights is the result of the fi ght for 
workers’ rights. “Only the working class is sub-
ject to social rights, as these only apply to peo-
ple whose situation warrants their use” (Singer, 
2010, p.191). However, as demonstrated by a 
historical analysis of working class struggles for 
labor rights and standards, worker rights are at 
least procedurally assured by current legislation 
on human rights and social policy. 

As a result, child labor can be understood 
as a consequence of capitalism and social issues. 
These social issues consist of the set of political, 
social and economic problems, which arise from 
the contradiction between capital and labor cre-
ated in the formation of a capitalist society (Ya-
mamoto & Oliveira, 2010) as a result of social 
inequality. The latter, in turn, can only be ended 
through the social transformation achieved by 
class struggles. Social struggles have eliminated 
the private ownership of capital and labor, and 
put the State in a position to advance human 
rights and social policy “In capitalist society, 
legal relationships are only justifi ed by the in-
herently unequal nature of class society” (Iama-
moto, 2009, p. 280), since Laws are a tool of the 
bourgeoisie. However, they can also be used as 
a tool by the working class in their struggle for 
rights against the Capital. 

Social policy can serve a similar purpose, 
as it also contributes to social protection and ad-
dresses the social issues which arise as a result 
of the capitalist production process (Behring & 
Boschetti, 2011). Educational policies, for in-
stance, are universal, essential, and all-inclusive. 
Social service policies, on the other hand, dis-
tance themselves from this model, as they are 
conditional, segmented and no longer universal, 
as their focus on poverty restricts their applica-
bility to specifi c sectors of the population. As a 
result, social service policies in Brazil and Latin 
America are powerless in offering universal ac-
cess to goods and services (Iamamoto, 2009).

The Brazilian government chose to fi ght 
child labor by adopting social service but not 
educational policies, for an approach that is in-
herently inadequate precisely for its lack of uni-
versality. Social service policies are less costly 
due to their selective and conditional nature, 
and though they may reach certain sectors of 
the population, they are certainly not universal 
(Behring & Boschetti, 2011). In its quest to enact 
political change based on budgetary concerns, 
the State eventually reaches social security, the 
core of social policy, and places restrictions on 
citizen rights.

Like many similar initiatives, social move-
ments in defense of child and adolescent rights 
were valuable political tools in the confrontation 
of the authoritarian state, but unfortunately, re-
stricted themselves to the defense of citizen rights 
rather than seeking a radical change in the capi-
talist system. As such, “their political dimension 
was confi ned to their immediate horizons, re-
stricting their ability to situate themselves in the 
larger economic, social and political landscape 
of the class struggles” (Montaño & Duriguetto, 
2011, p.266). This particular feature of the class 
struggle may explain the fragility of partnerships 
between the State and social movements, whose 
struggles paved the way for the creation of sev-
eral laws, but failed to prevent the stripping of 
protective social policies following international 
requests for political adjustments to budget allo-
cation and spending, leading to radical changes 
in the relationship between the state and social 
movements (Iamamoto, 2009) after the modifi -
cation of government policy against child labor.

That is not to say the PETI alone could ever 
guarantee the emancipation of children and ado-
lescents (Tonet, 2005). Schools still fail to pro-
mote emancipatory activities for working class 
children, which comes as no surprise, since 
emancipation is impossible in capitalist society 
(Tonet, 2005). Although the aim of educational 
policies is not to eradicate child labor or elimi-
nate hunger and poverty, they are important tools 
for social transformation, as they contribute to 
the construction and reproduction of the social 
beings who are capable of producing change.
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