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Land Based Jobs for Youth in Latin America and the Caribbean 
 

 

Nearly 31 million young people aged between 15 and 29 years live in "rural" areas of 

the 20 countries that make up Latin America. About 9.6 million of these work in the 

agricultural sector. About 8.2 million work in non-agricultural activities. An additional, nearly 

2.8 million "urban" young people also work in the agricultural sector.  A further 11.9 million 

rural young people do not work. 1 Unemployment rates for this age group is about twice as 

high as that of people over 30 years. 

 

How they are spread in the various countries differs a lot. In some countries, the 

youth working in the agricultural sector are a lot fewer. In Peru, Chile and Brazil, for 

example, the percentage of young people employed in agriculture was between 6 to 9 

percent from 2010 to 2019. In Costa Rica, Guyana and Colombia, the percentage was a 

little higher, at between 10 and 15 percent. In Guatemala and El-Salvador, the number rose 

to between 20 and 30 percent of the working population. In all the LAC countries, most of 

the youth worked in the services sector, with a smaller number in industry in the decade 

before COVID-19 hit.2 

 

In the first half of 2020, the International Labor Organization conducted a study to 

assess the impact of COVID-19 on young people globally. It concluded that the impact of 

the pandemic on young people is “systematic, deep and disproportionate. It has been 

particularly hard on young women, younger youth and youth in lower-income countries. 

Young people are concerned about the future and their place within it.” Participants in the 

study were mainly students in tertiary institutions, such as colleges and universities, and 

with access to the Internet. 

 

Rural youth in the region already faced significant disadvantages relative to this 

study group. Rural youth faced higher levels of poverty than rural adults and urban youth, 

with women, indigenous people or Afro-descendants even more disproportionately affected. 

Rural youth not only entered the job market earlier than their urban peers, more of them 

also entered low-productivity jobs, with lower incomes and lower social security, at a higher 

proportion than adults or urban youth.3 
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Prior to the pandemic, the education gap between urban and rural areas persisted, 

but it was closing, it still persists. In particular, rural youth fared worse than urban youth in 

getting access to and assistance for tertiary education, leading to lower levels of completing 

their studies. When the pandemic hit, the ILO study shows that one in eight youth globally 

could not access courses, teaching or training. Moreover, the situation was particularly 

acute for young people in the countries with lower incomes. The quality of education also 

fell. About two out of every three students (65%) said they learned less since the pandemic 

started. Just over half (51%) of those participating believed their education would not be 

delayed and 9 in every 100 students (9%) feared they would fail, and they might suffer. 

 

In LAC, few programmes are designed to support rural youth. The demand from (a 

few) rural youth groups seem to emphasize self-employment in two broad categories. First, 

in agriculture with the greatest demand being for land. Second, in non-agricultural 

(micro)business ventures for those aspiring to work in agricultural processing, marketing or 

tourism.4 

 

The agricultural sector also employs a large number of children (14 years and below) 

– about 80 percent of the 2.1 million child laborers. 5 And 60 percent are in the rural areas, 

which is largely due to the cultural belief that children and young people are expected to 

help in routine chores in their households and family businesses, but also as part of 

learning.6 

 

How can young people in LAC, now adversely impacted by COVID-19, mobilize financial 

resources and get the training and mentorship they need to improve their future? 
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