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“RESTAVEKS” CHILD SLAVERY IN HAITI: 

HOPE SEEMS RIGHT OUTSIDE THE 

CHILDREN’S FINGERTIPS 

Autumn Barionnette† 

INTRODUCTION 

Although Haiti’s overthrow of slavery and declaration of 

independence might have won their freedom from slavery from the 

French, ironically, it did not generate a freedom from enslavement of 

each other, and the sad truth is over 2001 years later enslavement of the 

Haitian children has launched into a direct child human trafficking issue 

with no end in sight. These children are known in the Haitian 

community as Restaveks.2 This means, “to stay with.”3 Currently, at this 

minute and hour in Haiti, severely impoverished families are faced with 

the decision of sending their children away with blinders on that the 

outcome is forcing them into a life that equates to modern day slavery.4 A 

country that fought tooth and nail to free themselves of slavery now has 

 

                                                      
† Autumn Barionnette, J.D. (2015), Ave Maria School of Law; B.S., Florida Gulf Coast University; 

A.S., Edison State College; A.A., Edison College. The author would like to extend a very special 

thank you to her husband, Lesly Barionnette for assistance with translation for publication and for 

the encouragement to pursue the issue; Kevin Govern of Ave Maria School of Law for his expert 

guidance, wisdom, and encouragement; and her grandmother, Alma W. Calmes without whom she 

would not be the accomplished scholar she is today.  

 
1 Michaela Alfred-Kamara, At What Price Did Haiti Win Its Freedom?, REPORTER (Anti-Slavery 

International, London, U.K.) , Spring 2010, available at 

http://www.antislavery.org/english/press_and_news/reporter_magazine.aspx. The 2010 Action Plan 

for National Recovery and Development of Haiti outlines immediate key initiatives that address the 

countries underdevelopment in which they plan to show their emergence as a better country by 

2030.  
2 Haiti (Special Case), 10 DEP’T ST. TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS REP. 357, 357–358 (2010), available at 

http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/142979.pdf.  
3 Beverly Bell, A Second Slave Rebellion in Haiti: What's the Worth of a Haitian Child? Part III, THE 

WORLD POST, July 8, 2010, available at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/beverly-bell/a-second-slave-

rebellion_b_639363.html.  
4 Id. 
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different battle at the forefront that can no longer be overlooked by the 

Haitian people and can no longer endure a blinds eye of the world.   

Haiti’s children are sent by their real birth families to other 

families in hopes of being provided with food, shelter, and an education 

for the trade-off of doing little housework. These children are forced to 

give up the opportunity of education due to lack of opportunity, forced to 

give up the endearment from a parent to a child, never having the 

opportunity to play and imagine. In the place of love, dreams, 

imagination, aspirations, the Restavek children are at the mercy of early 

rises to start their workday, cooking, dressing the other children of the 

house for school, and cleaning the home.5 The problem is that they are 

not given inadequate food, but are made to sleep on cold filthy floors and 

are most likely never given the opportunity to go to school or ever shown 

any compassion or love.6 The few that do get to go to school might attend 

for a year here and there missing several years in between or going for a 

few weeks or months and then being forced to quit by the families they 

live with known as the “host” family.7 The matron of the host house or 

the male is habitually very cruel to the Restavek children and punishes 

them often if not daily with beatings. This goes on in several hundred 

thousand homes every day.8 

The domestic enslavement of children in Haiti is an issue that 

presents a three-fold cause that must be recognized and conquered 

morally, ethically, and legally. The effect that the need for biological 

parents to make the decision of sending their children off into the lives of 

slavery whether knowing they are or not, the continued acceptance of 

the practice, largely due to the legal loophole of the government law 

allowing the slavery to occur without punishment such as child cruelty 

laws, provides a barrier of such treatment and in fact promotes the 

 

                                                      
5 Id. 
6 Id. 
7 The term “host family” is used to designate the family in which the Restavek child is given to stay.  

It does not describe how the family treats the child or how the child perceives the family to which 

they are sent.  The child is viewed as source of labor, not as a child to be raised and nurtured. 
8 Bell, supra note 3. 
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cycle.9 However, the results of the continued cycle are just as sad as the 

cycle itself.  

Families are forced with the decision to send one or more of their 

children, usually into a main city like Port-au-Prince, due to the lack of 

common life needs.10 These needs are the family’s ability to financially 

survive to feed and support their own children, this includes, food and 

water, shelter, school, and transportation to school. The most tragic 

reality is that these families send their children away in hopes of them 

being provided with the needs they cannot provide, but in reality they 

suffer more and most times are completely deprived of the most basic 

civil rights.11 

In 2011, the Haitian Government made an attempt to eliminate 

the Restavek system of child slavery.12 However, the Haitian Government 

lacks adequate legislation to address their immense child slavery issue, 

because there is not an enforced minimum age restriction for domestic 

service workers.13 Therefore, employers “host homes” are easily able to 

sneak by and avoid any penalties which allow the continuance of child 

slavery.14 

The solution is to attack the issue from the root which is when the 

decision by the children’s families arises. Therefore making the effort to 

understand and research the main reasons that put those particular 

families in the situation, and provide the “life fertilizer” to nourish the 

families’ needs in order to exterminate the desperate need to make the 

decision in the first place. The internal acceptance of the Restavek 

process also needs to be tackled in a manner that would allow the 

Haitian population to understand the severity of treatment and the 

outcome of the children’s lives even once they escape the Restavek life. It 

 

                                                      
9 The term “Restavek cycle” is used to indicate there is a process that occurs to facilitate the Restavek 

system.  The Restavek system is a circle of never ending battle for the children involved that does not 

end even once they escape the enslavement.  The turmoil in ongoing and many times, if left to the 

streets, it gets worse.  Unfortunately, there is a social and class stigma that is attached to being a 

Restavek child. 
10 Bell, supra note 3. 
11 Id.  
12 Haiti, 2011 ILAB FINDINGS ON THE WORST FORMS OF CHILD LAB. REP. 287 (Dep’t of Labor 2011), 

available at http://www.dol.gov/ilab/reports/child-labor/findings/2011TDA/haiti.pdf. 
13 Id. at 285. 
14 ILAB, supra note 12, at 285. 


