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PROLOGUE

An immense problem, with dramatic and unpredictable conse-

quences, is emerging around the world:

Millions of ‘street children’ who live alone, undernourished since

birth;

who are denied affection, education and help;

who live without love.

Children who survive by expedients, by theft and by violence.

Children who coalesce into gangs and re-invent a family; a structure

they have never known; a security that always eluded them.

Children who are used unscrupulously by others; mistreated, impri-

soned, even eliminated.

Children whom the world tries to forget or ignore.

Children who see grown-ups as their enemies.

Children nobody smiles to, nobody cuddles, nobody protects, nobody

comforts.

Tomorrow they will be men and women. 7

As the big cities grow, so will the number of street children. So will

deprivation which begets frustration which begets violence.

I‘Z’tOth developed and developing countries face the problem without

adequately addressing it.

 



The street is the common heritage of millions even before they are

tainted by drugs, prostitution and crime.

We seek for these children the right to live a life worth living.

This book is dedicated to these citizens of tomorrow. Let their plight

be known to all; let the conscience of humanity revolt.

Eight o’clock in the morning. I am leaving for the airport. I say

goodbye to my grandchildren sitting around the breakfast table,

adding: ‘I hope to come back in three weeks’ time.’

‘Granny’, my grandson shouts, ‘you’ll be here for my birthday?’

‘And ifI am back in time, what do you want as a present?’ He

leaves the breakfast table, runs to me, puts his arms around my neck

and whispers into my ear ‘una bici’.

‘So, you will get a bicycle for your birthday,’ I assure him before I

leave.

In Sao Paulo, we go to the cathedral, almost straight from the

airport. It is a big, dark cathedral, built in burgundy-coloured stone.

On the steps, a man lies asleep. They take us to the sacristy where

young boys and girls are sitting around a table preparing for Sunday

Mass. In time Father Batista arrives; his dark face wearing a grin

above his cinnamon and cream shirt, his eyes smiling as he talks.

Sunday Mass in the evening is for the young; they sing and play and

join the ceremony with gusto. Today, the Cardinal is not in town, so

Father Batista will take his place. The Church is open to all who want

to come and rest; or sleep on the benches if they are too tired.

‘Once,’ Father Batista laughs, ‘I was saying Mass and in the middle

of my sermon a group oflittle boys came running up to the altar and

started making signs as though they needed me at once. I tried to

explain with my hands that they would have to wait until the end of

the sermon but they got more and more excited, jumping up and

down and running to and fro.

Finally, I rushed through the sermon and at the end of the Mass

asked “What is it?”

“The police,” they screamed, “the police, they’ve taken away our

shoeshine boxes.” So I ran out and made the police give back the

wooden boxes the boys carry on their shoulders, so that they could go

on with their work and earn the little money they live on. Come,’ says

Father Batista, ‘I’ll take you to the little house where the children go

every day and keep the tools and polish they need for their trade. We

sell it to them at the wholesale price, on a cooperative basis.’

The plaza is very dangerous. You can be robbed, even attacked

with knives. The prostitutes and jugglers and witches and politicians

and religionists are all out there on a Sunday afternoon with flocks of

spectators. We walk out. ‘I’ll show you something, come this way,’ he

says, and leads us across a dirty park with broken benches to where

the underground railway lets out its murky heat through metal grilles.

I suppose the grille is not more than three feet long and two feet wide.

A few children are asleep, their mouths open, cuddled up, dirty,

miserable. ‘At night there are twenty, thirty children asleep on each

of these windows.’

We cross the square: a woman is screaming, a circle of people

around her. ‘She is demented,’ Father Batista says, ‘they are trying

to cast out the devil in her.’ We stop where two small children kneel

in front of their wooden boxes on which customers are sitting getting

their shoes polished. They turn to the priest; they are identical, pale,

worn, beautiful mestizos. ‘Come and talk to me at the house when

you have finished.’ They nod, and we continue among the sweet

vendors, the chanting evangelists and the young prostitutes.

Father Batista shows us his house which he rents for an enormous

price, his kitchen, the room where he keeps the gifts of flowers and

biscuits, the showers. Then, the two little boys arrive; their boxes are

hung around their shoulders by a wooden hook. They are slightly

bent over to one side; they look about eight years old. They sit with

a piece ofcake that one of the volunteer workers has pressed into their

dirty hands, and wait.

‘50, what’s your name?’

‘Ivo.’

‘And yours?’

‘Ivair.’

‘How old are you?’

 



‘Twelve. We are twins.’

Sometimes they go to school in the morning; then, after lunch at

Father Batista’s, they work all afternoon until eight or later. There is

no rebellion in them; a submissive quiet. Father Batista explains that

I am very important; that I sit in this Commission with very prominent

people. What would they like these people to know? They shrug their

shoulders, then Ivo murmurs: ‘That I work too much, that I have to

work too hard.’

‘What would you like as a present?’ I ask, to lift the atmosphere.

The little old faces have a glimpse of a smile.

‘Una bici,’ says Ivo.

‘Una bici,’ says Ivair.

It is eight o’clock in the evening of the same day.

SUSANNA AGNELLI

INTRODUCTION

This report touches on a sensitive spot, hitherto largely unac-

knowledged, for which concern is long overdue. While the media have

concentrated on massive natural disasters and spectacular inter-

national action, and while governments have struggled with recession

and the balance of payments, the failures of development and over-

whelming social pressures have unexpectedly given rise to a phenom-

enon which, in the industrialized societies, was thought to have dis-

appeared in the 19th century: modern ragamuflins — adrift in large

cities, growing in number, and prey to every physical and moral

danger. And perhaps, as they grow older, a danger to others.

Street children are forced by circumstances beyond their control to

live on the margins of the adult world. In developing countries, they

are products of rural-to-urban migration, unemployment, poverty

and broken families. In industrial countries, they are victims of alien-

ation and systematic exclusion. Their lives are shaped by deprivation,

violence and fear: on the street, to be unprotected is to invite exploi-

tation at the hands of the unscrupulous.

It is not just a question of orphans or young delinquents, or of

runaways, but ofa malaise which goes to the heart ofsocietal attitudes

and government policy. The emergence of countless street children

was never foreseen in any national plan, and yet here they are, more

than thirty million strong by conservative estimates, spread over all

parts of the world. ‘Who cares?’ they ask.

It is because so few have answered the question, in relation to this

“CCd, that the Independent Commission, which we have the honour

I5

 



to co-chair, wishes to increase awareness of their suffering, and invite

those who do care to stand up and be counted. The issue is central to

humanitarian concern through being the breeding ground and

common denominator of many of the gravest social ills, such as

violence, prostitution, and drug abuse, all ofwhich exact an enormous

toll on society, and seem to affect ever younger sectors of the youth

population. Coming to grips with it will have broadly beneficial

repercussions. This report is therefore addressed not only to policy—

makers, but to the widest possible readership (young people in par-

ticular). Street children are primarily a matter for communities, not

experts. Although it is intended to generate scholarly research and

discussion, the primary purpose of the report is to encourage tangible

action.

Realistic long-term solutions to the problem will depend on a clearer

analysis of the macrosystems underlying the disintegration offamilies.

Its root causes seem to spread in every direction. While the child and

the city have never coexisted easily, today, in blighted slums as in

shantytowns, destructive trends are tearing the fabric of urban child-

hood apart. The bonds offamily life are loosening almost everywhere.

A host offactors isolate children. Statistical indicators tell a categorical

story: divorce and separation, child abuse, teenage pregnancy,

alcoholism, and suicide are all increasing inexorably. In the United

States, single-parent households now account for almost 250/O of all

family groups. In developing countries, the proportion among poor

communities is much higher.

The fate of the street generation is inseparable from the uncertain

future of cities. Bursting or decaying, they were never built with the

needs of children in mind. Today, the notion of man as the measure

of all things has long vanished from urban life, and huge urban

agglomerations have become increasingly inhuman and unman-

ageable. Beyond a certain point, their problems multiply faster than

the means of solving them. Administration becomes remote from the

people it is meant to serve. Street children are poignant evidence of

this reality.

The twentieth century may come to be seen as the age of urban—

ization. By the year 2000, the world’s urban population is expected

16

to increase by half. For the first time, it will exceed the number of

those living in rural areas, a historic and probably irreversible tilt of

the balance. If present trends continue, there will be 430 cities ofover

one million inhabitants, and 45 of the 60 cities with over 5 million

will be in developing countries, with environmental consequences to

match. Currently, two-thirds of the annual population growth in the

Third World is in urban areas. By the turn of the century, the

proportion may be four-fifths.

The population ofcities is also becoming younger. By the year 2000,

half the world’s population will be under 25. In the age group 5—19,

there will be 247 million more urban children than today. Of these,

233 million will be in developing countries, where 35% of the total

population will be under 14. In Latin America alone, projections for

the year 2020 point to almost 300 million urban minors, of whom

30% will be extremely poor. The number of street children living in

complete or partial abandonment is consequently bound to grow by

tens of millions.

To a large extent, the fundamental causes of urban crisis in devel-

oping countries lie in the immemorial hardships of the small farmer,

and the consequent flight from the land. The first, faint signs of an

ebb away from urban areas are starting to appear sporadically. In

most countries, however, the drift to the cities is still as powerful as

ever. There are few areas where the rural poor are convinced that the

future of their children lies in the countryside. Opportunities for

ecnomic advancement there are almost non-existent. Slender profit

margins and heavy financial burdens, as well as unsuitable methods,

climatic factors, and the risk of pests may all contribute to making

farming a hazardous way of life in many developing countries.

The bleakness ofrural life compares unfavourably with the enticing

glamour of cities, which hold out the promise of further education,

higher earnings, and more varied activities. Industry is perceived as

being more flexible and less seasonal than agriculture. Physical links

provided by modern transport have made moving easier and infor-

mation about urban opportunities more widely available. Natural

and man-made disasters also contribute to the trend.

Expectations for better opportunities in urban centres are fre-
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quently ill-founded. Most new arrivals experience desperate housing

problems and are reduced to settling in unhealthy, overcrowded

slums. Endemic unemployment is the norm. For many, survival

depends on searching for remunerative work every day. Both parents

are often obliged to work long hours away from home for low wages.

Children are left behind to fend for themselves. The family unit

gradually crumbles under mounting strains.

Governments, for their part, have been unable to give the problem

the importance it deserves. Paternalism and preconceived conceptions

should be abandoned in favour of holistic solutions which address the

emotional as well as physical needs of the youngsters, in the context

of community development. Rather than imposing solutions on the

poor, experience shows it is more constructive to encourage voluntary

and self-help groups to tackle their problems themselves, with inputs

of technical know-how, materials, and finance. National policies must

take into account the changing age structures much more, and adopt

social and population policies which respond adequately to the

demands of the future. They must aim gradually to reduce the con-

gestion and fragmentation ofurban areas and improve the distribution

of social services.

In many countries, North and South, there is no realistic prospect

of the labour market being able to absorb and give direction to the

lives of street youngsters in the foreseeable future. Schools may have

to prepare them not for work, but for unemployment. Those excluded

may demand a hearing in the only way they know, that of violence.

Local authorities, at a loss as to what to do, may find vigilante groups

springing up to protect those who feel threatened, and taking the

law into their own hands, under the label of legitimate community

response. Already, in one large South American city, officially-licensed

radio stations have openly urged private individuals to do away with

street children physically. The result reportedly is not only widespread

violence but the actual killing of two youngsters, on average, every

day.

We must recognize and confront the spiritual dimension of such a

crisis. The indifference of society to the plight of the victims is an

affront to human dignity. They can die, and no one will notice.

18

However understandable the fear ofviolence may be, howeverjustified

our indignation, the condition of street children is symptomatic of

widespread selfishness, insensitivity to the needs of others, and an

erosion ofcommunal spirit, as if charity were restricted to the isolated

gesture. Yet being compassionate is part of being human. On this

issue, for once, North and South can agree.

In addition to humanitarian considerations, it is also in

governments’ own interest to take the issue seriously. The presence in

a city of large numbers of disgruntled young people with nothing to

lose may be politically destabilizing. There are always those wishing

to convert envy ofthe rich into hatred, who consider street youngsters —

tough, ruthless, unattached, intellectually vulnerable, and familiar

with secrecy and deception — to be perfect recruits. Certain govern-

ments themselves, requiring ruflians in uniform for their paramilitary

forces, have found suitable material in the ranks of street youths. It

will not be unreasonable for them, and others, to fear that the street

children of today may become the guerillas or terrorists of tomorrow.

As this report makes clear, the know-how to grasp the nettle exists

nonetheless. Vision, drive, and imaginative endeavour are more

important than resources. Cities can find a more human face, attitudes

can change, and the flame of participation can be rekindled. Nobler

instincts can be nurtured and canalized. Every community has people

willing to respond in a positive way if only given an opportunity. It

is for leaders, parents and young people everywhere to create it, and,

remembering their own childhood, come to the rescue of those who

start life against heavy odds.

Sadruddin AGA KHAN

Hassan bin TALAL

(Co-Chairmen)
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Percentage of world population living in urban areas

1950

(total population: 2.5 billion)

1980

(4.4- billion)

2025

(8.2 billion)

 *1

Percentage distribution of population by region

1950

(total population: 2.5 billion)

Europe 15.3%

East Asia 26.6%

Africa 8.7%
—— South Asia 28.3%
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EDITORIAL NOTE

This report is intended to increase support for a humanitarian cause

which has few defenders. It is based essentially on interviews con-

ducted in various countries with street children and those helping

them, on experience accumulated over years by field workers from

various governmental and non-governmental agencies, and research

carried out for the Independent Commission by its Secretariat.

The contents of the report were discussed in detail at various

meetings of the’ICIHI Working Group on Children. A preliminary

draft was then examined at the plenary meeting of the Commission

in Vienna in December 1985. Contributions on various aspects were

provided individually or in expert group meetings by A. Bequele, J.

Boyden, N. Cantwell, C. Dominicé, A. Dunant, C. Egger, S. Ek, M.

Esnard, P. Light, J. Moerman, D. Ngabonziza, G. Teunissen and

P. Tagon.

The text also draws on the deliberations of a symposium on the

protection of children held in Amman, Jordan, in November 1984,

co-sponsored by ICIHI and Radda Barnen. Its recommendations

have been published separately. The support provided by Radda

Barnen for this project is gratefully acknowledged.

Special thanks are due to M. Fall whose knowledge and ability

contributed significantly to the preparation ofthe report. The research

and editorial support provided by S. Zolfaghari andJ. and D. Mahalic

is also acknowledged with thanks. The demanding job of typing and

re'tYPing was done by A. Toh. Last but not least, we wish to thank

Weidenfeld and Nicolson for their precious support in speedy pub-

lication of the report.

 



The report’s debt to UNICEF publications as well as the valuable

work done by the Inter-NGO Programme on Street Children and

Youth. The International Catholic Child Bureau, the Anti—Slavery

Society, the Minority Rights Group, Community Service Volunteers

and many others will be apparent to those who are familiar with the

subject.

Any income from sales of this book will be devoted entirely to research

on humanitarian issues.

S. Agnelli Z. Rizvi

Convenor Secretary General

I C I H IICIHI Working Group

on Street Children

Geneva, March 1986
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CHAPTER ONE

Mute Victims

Life’s aspirations come

in the guise of children

Rabindranath Tagore

(Fireflies, 1928)

Victor had never been so garrulous. As he recounted the

incident ofthe foreigner and the coins to his surprised colleagues,

he enriched it with imaginary details ofdanger, excitement and

exotic drama. Proudly showing off his money, he realized his

mistake the next instant. But it was too late. The others began

to advance towards him, encircling him, their words flung at

him like stones:

— Why aren’t you like us?

— Why don’t you smoke?

~ Why don’t you curse?

Victor drew back, frightened. With a great shout, the others

fell on him. Newsboys sleeping on the ground woke up in alarm,

the night circulation people looked around, and the stall owners

screamed. The mélée continued until a shouting security guard

rushed in and broke it up. He led Victor away, and was about

to interrogate him when the boy broke free of his grasp and fled

into the night.

He roamed the streets, the byways and darkened alleys ofthe

teeming district. He passed by children his age scrounging
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around trash cans, and dingy motels where couples went in and

out. His face and body ached from the blows he had received,

and a trickle of blood streamed from his nostrils. He wiped it

off with his shirt cufl”. He seemed to be in good shape otherwise,

and he felt relieved that the fight had been stopped in time. His

thoughts flew back and forth. He promised himselfthat he would

never go back to the newspaper plant, but his resolve soon began

to weaken. He was at a loss about what to do.

He reported for work the following evening, prepared for

anything. But nothing untoward happened. Last night’s inci—

dent seemed to have been forgotten, and the others made no

reference to it. Then one of the boys, whom Victor recognized

as a ringleader, went over to him and, apparently as a kind of

peace offering, held out a cigarette. Victor hesitated, then said

he didn’t smoke.

The others began to form around him anew, but this time

their attitude was of curiosity rather than of menace.

‘Sige na, take it. It’s very nice to smoke, and it’s easy. All you

have to do is take a deep breath, then exhale slowly.’

And Victor, his last defences down, leaned forward and

wearily accepted the Cigarette, while around them swirled the

life of Manila: this city flushed with triumphant charity cam-

paigns, where workers were made to sign statements certifying

they received the minimum wage, where millionaire politicians

received Holy Communion every Sunday, where mothers

taught their sons and daughters the art ofbegging, where broken

homes slept on pavements and under darkened bridges, and

where best friends fell out and betrayed one another.

(From Children of the City by Amadis Guerrero)

Grimy but grinning, waiting — bucket and sponge in hand — for your

car to stop: there they are already, at the traffic lights, in Cairo or

Calcutta, in $50 Paulo or Lagos, in any big city. Stroll towards a

market or the cafes downtown, and you can scarcely fail to spot some

oftheir fellows, shining shoes, selling sundry articles ofuncertain origin,
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or just hanging around passively. Look at them closely: their clothes

are ragged and their skin unhealthy, with sores and scars. There is

something mature beyond their years in their furtive, hunted

expressions.

Later in the evening, you can find them by peering into bus shelters

and behind the piles of cardboard boxes left in doorways. They hide

in the darker corners of the railway station or the building sites at the

edge of the business district. Although most would have found a place

to sleep on the outskirts of the city, you may find a group huddled

together under a makeshift shelter, in any dry and secluded corner.

They are representatives of a mute and nameless multitude: the

street children who live, work, sleep and sometimes die, uncared for

and unprotected, in urban areas of the developing world, ragamuffins

who struggle to survive, by fair means or foul, in a hostile adult world

which rejects them. Every day, their silent drama is played out, tens

of millions of times.

And not only in the developing world. Tenements in New York or

cellars in parts of Paris, Rome, or Lisbon could tell a similar story.

Condemned by the indifference of others, these children must also

struggle to survive, knowing that whatever happens to them, there

will be no one to care.

PROFILES

The next time you are in Acapulco, speak to Raul one evening; he

does not mind talking to casual acquaintances about his life history

and day-to-day existence. He is twelve. You will find him sheltering

with his companions under a bridge over a dried-up river-bed, not

far from the beach. His eyes are glazed from the effects ofshoemaker’s

glue, but he speaks coherently enough. Family circumstances threw

Raul into the street in Mexico City. There he got into trouble, and

found himself placed in a closed institution. After three years he was

released for good behaviour:

I decided to go to Acapulco where life was supposed to be much

easier. Nobody knew me there, and I hoped I would be left alone.
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But it’s cold at night here and I’m starving, so I’m having to steal

again to survive. I used to work for the street vendors on the beach,

selling things to the tourists. Now I spend my time at the market-

place looking for food in dustbins. I’ve been on marijuana for a

year now. It makes the hunger disappear and you don’t feel the

cold. It’s a miserable life, and all because my mother sent me to

that reformatory. I think about her all the time. I’m her son and

yet she doesn’t even like me a little. I’ll never see her again,

probably. And I can’t work either. I never finished primary school

although I wanted to, but then I would have had to leave this

place, get out of the gang, get off the streets and Ijust couldn’t.

Especially not since my accident. We were all stoned and fooling

around; I was asleep when someone emptied a bottle of spirits over

my clothes and put a match to it. I screamed. I ran up the street

and fortunately a policeman put the flames out and took me to

hospital. That was three months ago, and you can still see the scars.

If only the pain would go away, maybe I could work again. But

my legs don’t move right anymore.

Raul’s pitiful yet lucid story contains many features characteristic

of the street child’s experience everywhere: parental rejection, school

failure, delinquency, a repressive institution, migration, drug abuse,

the gang, physical hardships, and resignation. Disability is also

common. He does not refer to his father. Raul may never have known

him. He may have pushed off one day never to return.

Short of returning behind bars, Raul can sink no lower. He has

reached a dead-end, and unless he finds help his prospects for the

future are bleak. The question is not whether he will survive but for

how long. Others facing similar circumstances, in the same town or

in other parts of the world, have had somewhat better luck, and have

been able to cope better with their traumatic plight. Take the case of

Raul’s counterpart, in Bombay, a boy of 15 called Krishna:

I come from Nagpur. My mother lives there with my two little

sisters and my older brother. My brother got angry with me once

and burnt my back with red hot irons. I’ve still got the marks.

When I first came here I was just a kid. I was frightened when

30

I got off the train on my own, and just wandered around for a

while. Then I met Barbat. He was on his own too. He was older

than me, and he showed me a few things. He always knew what to

do. He made one mistake though. He had a good business, a

shoeshine box at the station. But then he threw it in: he said he

could get twice as much boot-legging, being a look-out, running

messages, delivering drink. The cops caught him. Took him away.

I never saw him again.

One time, it happened to me too. I was sent to Dongri. It’s the

worst place you can ever go. (Dongri is the children’sjail in Bombay;

originally built for 80, it now houses 400 children.) The warders

are bastards. They hit me with bars. From Dongri, you go to court.

The magistrate sent me to a home. I hated it, so I ran away. They

never found me. There are too many boys for them to find one, so

they don’t bother.

I’m still Shoeshining. There are eight of us with spots at the

station. If the cops come out, we run away quick. They don’t need

any reason to arrest you. If they have had a bad day, if they have

not had enough people in their book, they pick up a few of us to

fill it up.

I also clean taxis. Mud gets all over you but I wash at the street

taps. Shoeshining is better but sometimes no one wants shoes shined.

It’s hard, especially when it’s cold. Sometimes I can’t buy anything

to eat, but you can always find scraps in garbage cans. Just now I

am sleeping on a landing of a building at the station. I sleep

anywhere sheltered, under a bridge or a bus stand. I send some

money home, when I can. When I’m older I’m going into business.

I’ll sell fruit and vegetables. I’ll be a good businessman because I

have learnt to look after myself.

Like Raul, Krishna has known violence at home and on the street,

and has learned about State institutions from the inside. Although he

has no one to turn to, he does have other assets which can keep hope

alive: he is plucky, street-wise, resourceful, and ambitious. Above

all, he wants to make his way in the world on the right side of the

law.
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For both of them, in Mexico or India, the street is their workplace

and their only ‘home’. Uprooted, having hardly any contact with

sympathetic adults, they survive on their wits, from day to day, as

best they can. They represent two points on the street continuum: the

child in utter destitution and abandonment; and the self-employed

youngster in occasional touch with his family, working more or less

regularly.

To say that for Raul and Krishna, as for their fellow-sufferers on

the street in other countries, life is precarious, is an understatement.

Society is prepared to use the labour of the more docile among

them, but otherwise prefers to look the other way. Despite their huge

numbers, their tribulations scarcely raise an eyebrow. Their nature,

numbers, distribution, and way of life bear examination nonetheless.

THE CONCEPT

As a way of describing these children, ‘the street’ is perhaps as woolly

as its stones are hard. A recent definition reads: ‘A street child or

street youth is any minor for whom the street (in the widest sense of

the word, including inoccupied dwellings, wasteland, etc.) has become

his or her habitual abode, and who is without adequate protection’.

Unlike orphans or the handicapped, nobody can identify a ‘strect

child’ by any precise scientific criterion. Indeed, the expression is

hardly a part of current vocabulary. It covers a number of those

previously referred to under different headings: juvenile delinquents,

latchkey children, child labourers, drop-outs, maladjusted children.

Many of them, at various times, spend a significant part of their

day in the street, without necessarily sharing any other common

characteristics. ‘Children without families’, ‘high risk children’, ‘unat-

tached children’, ‘children in need ofcare and protection’, ‘abandoned

children’ all overlap.

So little is understood about these youngsters, and so mute is their

case, that for many the term ‘street children’ only conjures up images

of carefree youth. For others, they are, at best, a nuisance; kids who

should be locked up for their own good when they ‘get into trouble’.

In popular perceptions, they have a clearly-defined image reflecting
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the degree of tolerance with which they are viewed. In Naples, soug-

m'zzo derives from the word for a spinning-top, always on the move;

in Peru, the pajarofmtero (fruit bird) earns his name looking out for

the police in the market-place; in Colombia, gamin (kid) is borrowed

from the French, but has strongly negative connotations. The same

word appears in Rwanda in the form saligoman (sale gamin, nasty

kid). In Zaire, street children are moineaux (sparrows); in Cameroons,

poussins (chicks) to fieldworkcrs, moustiquex (mosquitoes) to the police.

Others have proposed the term ‘twilight children’, to suggest their

fragile and indefinite status. Officialdom, in contrast, tends to be

more circumspect, and to refer to street children euphemistically, for

example as ‘children in an irregular situation’.

Unlike children working in brothels, sweatshops and small factories,

they are a special category unto themselves. They have their own

specific problems and their own way of being. They are indeed dis-

concertingly visible. Recognition of the problem, however, as a first

step in tackling it, cannot be taken for granted. Some governments

do not distinguish it from delinquency. Terminology is partly to

blame. Expressions used to discuss identical problems vary between

countries, organizations, and languages, and provoke different reac-

tions. In Africa, for example, where the extended family is a matter

of pride, the term ‘street children’ has sometimes been met with

incomprehension or indignation. ‘The street’ may be seen simply as

the place where everyone lives. Mention of ‘parking boys’, on the

other hand, brings immediate recognition.

INCREASING NUMBERS

How many youngsters share ‘the brotherhood of the streets’ in all is

the first question journalists ask. The United Nations Children’s

Fund (UNICEF) puts the global figure at over 30 million. This might

be on the conservative side.

Numbers tend to be controversial, and paralysing in their effect:

efforts to help appear so puny when set against the scale of the problem

as to be hardly worth making. Street children are not easy to count;

the answers depend on the criteria chosen, on which there is little
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agreement. They can be divided generally into the two co-existing

categories referred to by UNICEF as those ‘on the street’, who keep

some links with their families, and those ‘of the street’, who are totally

on their own. Their relative proportions are a matter ofsome debate:

numbers of the latter, who are the most authentic street children, may

be under 30% of the total.

Estimates depend also on age brackets which are equally elastic.

The youngest at which a child can contribute to family income or

survive in a street gang appears to be about five; if alone, a year or

two older. More commonly, boys start their street existence towards

the age of eight, at least in Latin America, and numbers often reach

a peak around 15. In the industrial world, several cities report cases

of adolescents reduced to the street condition younger and younger.

Street children everywhere are overwhelmingly boys because girls are

normally more precious to households in looking after infants and

helping with chores. Some recent reports, however, tell of an increas-

ing number ofstreet girls, but attached to mixed gangs.

Given the approximate nature of the definition, no objective basis

for a proper statistical calculation of the total exists. N0 accurate

information can in any case be expected from the run ofgovernments.

They normally keep statistics of those who are in prison or in school,

more rarely, in industrial countries, of those who are in employment,

but hardly ever of those who are not in these categories. The nature

of the street child is precisely to be outside official records or classi-

fications, or concealed in data relative to other populations. While

child labour, for example, has often been the subject of academic

attention in many countries, street children tend to drift in and out

of different occupations seasonally, or return home for a time, and so

escape attempts at systematic survey. An overview of the problem

must rely largely on ‘guesstimates’.

In 1981, officials in Mexico City, whose population is increasing by

over 1,000 immigrants from rural areas every day, suggested that

200,000 children were roaming the streets of the capital. In 1982, an

Argentinian child welfare agency estimated the number ofcompletely

abandoned children in the country at 300,000. In Brazil, the national

child welfare organization reckoned in 1984 that the number ofyoung-
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sters living in ‘extreme deprivation’, though not necessarily ‘in the

street’, was 32 million, half the 63 million Brazilians aged 19 or less.

In industrial societies, a figure of 10 million youngsters ‘morally

abandoned’ has gained currency, but seems to have no better sta-

tistical basis. The number of those genuinely on the street for more

than a short period, while growing, is probably not more than 10%

of the total. Immediate candidates for that condition, however, are

far more numerous. Almost everywhere, observation by field workers

confirms two things: the increase, and its exclusively urban nature.

There are no ‘rural street children’.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION

The world map of the phenomenon shows an apparent concentration

in Latin America, where in many cities they are a traditional sight.

This may be partly because data are more readily available there

than elsewhere: The countries most affected are neither the poorest,

like Paraguay, nor the richest, like Venezuela, but those with middle-

income societies such as Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico.

In Africa, long the most rural continent, street children have

appeared more recently. Their numbers are now undeniably increas-

ing due to massive population displacements and rapid urbanization.

Evidence suggests that recognition of their emergence may have been

delayed by a different perception of children, often considered col-

lectively with women, as an undifferentiated part ofthe African family

unit. In parts of the Sahel, however, where drought, famine, and

armed violence have had an overwhelming impact on the social

structure, street children are on the increase. In Khartoum, for

instance, where the phenomenon was virtually unknown, there are

now an estimated 20,000 street children.

Information from Asia is equally scarce. India alone has a popu-

lation larger by over 300 million than the combined total for the

whole of Latin America and the Caribbean, albeit still more rural.

Given its lower economic base and rapid urbanization, it seems likely

that the number of street children is comparable and will continue to
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rise, although the issue is confused by the incidence of entire families

living permanently in the street.

Industrial countries, for their part, have no cause for complacency.

Where social services are theoretically universal, genuine street chil-

dren are a rarity, but street youngsters, or runaway youths, aged 15

and over, are far from rare. On any given night, there are said to be

20,000 of them on the streets ofNew York City, some ofthem sleeping

in subway tunnels. In Paris, the exceptionally cold winter in 1985

brought many cases to light.

The majority of street children in industrial countries are victims

of inner-city decay, inherited deprivation, chronic unemployment,

impossible housing markets, extraordinarily high divorce rates and

claustrophobic stress. No industrial country has yet devised a satis-

factory strategy for integrating these children into the mainstream

of urban life. Some cities report minorities of street youngsters from

more educated families who are not always short of money, but have

a similarly aimless life-style. In certain European cities, there are

known cases of thousands of gypsy children sold into virtual slavery,

exploited by gangsters as professional beggars.

Though the origins of these cases are very different from their

counterparts in developing countries, many other differences are only

of degree. Both their day-to-day lives and the solutions tried have

many features in common. All those on the street, everywhere, can

be described as victims of the crisis of the family. The breakdown

of family structure and traditional values, massive emigration, the

economic decline ofneighbourhoods in the North, and growing sophis-

tication in the cities of the South narrow the difference between streets

in different continents.

SURVIVAL

Survival means work, and even those street children who live mostly

by theft consider themselves as legitimate ‘workers’. For most of them,

life is a hard, unending grind for a pathetically meagre return. In

various ways, they all stay alive by scrounging, foraging, and barter-
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ing, by ‘contributing’, as economists blandly put it, ‘to the informal

sector’. The occupations which comprise this sub-world are as old as

the street itself. With their sure eye for places where gleanings are to

be found, street youngsters everywhere tend to congregate in the day

in prosperous shopping areas. Apart from shining shoes and washing

taxis, they find parking spaces and ‘guard’ cars, with an implied threat

of damage to the paintwork; push handcarts; carry shopping bags

outside department stores; sell postcards or chewing-gum; rent out

mats in parks for people to lie on; sing or play instruments in buses

and subways; clean gutters; or, in abject squalor, sort through rubbish

dumps for metal or plastic objects to sell.

Most ofthese activities are controlled by ‘territory’. Each is jealously

guarded under the survey of an unspoken hierarchy. From the

child’s point of View, whatever the job, the name of the game is

survival, from day to day and from hour to hour. Competition is

ruthless. Stealing or fighting are scarcely considered different from

any other activity, only slightly more risky. The street for them is a

jungle where, in the struggle for life, only the fittest survive. In

existential terms, it is usually perceived as a place ofhunger, suffering,

exclusion, trauma, and loneliness. Having been let down at every turn

and written off by society, many street youngsters hold its standards

in contempt, and, understandably, consider its concern for property

hypocritical.

STREET EXISTENCE

The street offers its children the spectacle ofsociety without integration

into its values: proximity, but not participation. It becomes symbolic

of their distress. It replaces school, and has a very different syllabus.

It belongs to everybody and nobody, and puts everyone on the same

footing. It cancels out the past and makes the future uncertain: only

the present moment counts.

Above all, street life is unstructured and destabilizing. When they

Wake up in the morning, street youngsters cannot be sure where the

next meal is coming from, or indeed if there will be one. They have

to take everything, however ghastly, in their stride. They cannot
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make any plans, or defer gratification. They are like weathercocks,

playthings of circumstances at the mercy of the first suggestion made,

and sometimes scarcely seem to know whether they are coming or

going.

In the long run, this existence where nothing is stable can produce

certain distortions of the mind. Many younger street children lose

track of time and do not know for how long they have been wandering

around. With no structure or specific purpose to make time pass, they

may be unable to describe clearly their activities on a given day.

Distance, too, may be a vague concept. A motorist who often gave

street children lifts said: ‘If you let them, they would stay in the car

until it stopped.’

These children perceive streets differently from adults. For them,

streets are productive or barren, friendly or unfriendly, at different

times of the day. Streets outside the child’s immediate experience are

simply unknown territory where other authorities hold sway: they

represent the Beyond, with its fascination and its dangers. In human

terms, moving about makes it difficult for them to form lasting human

relationships. Consequently, many are emotionally immature, and

have a desperate need for affection.

In their anonymous, amorphous world, physical danger is all too

real. Visibility means not protection but vulnerability. The possibility

of violence, in the form of stabbings and beatings, even summary

execution, is ever present. Street youngsters know the fear ofbrutality

at the hands of others, fear of disease and disablement, fear of the

police, fear of prison or being ‘put away’. They must give as good as

they get and may terrorize innocent passers-by. The street youngster’s

violence is part of the language of deprivation and perhaps no more

than a logical consequence of the violence of which he was victim in

his family.

Harsh though his sufferings are, it would be wrong to think of the

street child as invariably miserable. On the contrary, just as visitors

to shantytowns are often surprised by the apparent cheerfulness and

generosity of the inhabitants, street children who have known sys-

tematic neglect or rough treatment at home may seem to make light

of their afflictions and turn a bright face to the world. Alongside their

38

more twisted and alienated colleagues, one can often find many

working street children who, far from rejecting the values of society,

are astonishingly conventional in their outlook and ambitions. Despite

conditions which outsiders would consider intolerable, they accept

their street existence as no more than normal. Even those who live

entirely alone can think of it as one step up from their previous

sufferings within the family. With its dizzying thrills, spills, and

variety, street life can exert an undeniable fascination. Those who

learn to ride its unpredictable changes of fortune can need a lot of

convincing before they try any alternative which may be offered.

Like the media, which sometimes tend to view the street as an

interesting arena, some writers have been tempted to romanticize the

street, and see street youngsters as so many Huck Finns. In the North

American tradition, the hobos and tramps of the 18905 were well

described by Jack London and perceived as heroes by the succeeding

generatlons.

The defence mechanism to ensure survival in such an environment

is the street gang. It provides the protection and comradeship of a

substitute family, status, excitement, and a code of ‘honour’ — rules

to which, unlike those of conventional society, the youngster can

conform. It also meets the need, in particular, for a sense of identity,

which is sometimes reinforced by esoteric slang: just as Eskimos have

many words for snow, and Arabs for camels, so do street children for

the police.

In some cities, the rules and organization ofgangs reach a remark-

ably sophisticated level, epitomized by the gallada of Bogota. This is

a close-knit and formidably efficient platoon of5 to I0 boys, structured

into a complicated pattern in which each member has some kind of

obligation to every other. The leader ofa gallada is normally armed.

As in the animal kingdom, he is the oldest and strongest, and must

periodically take on challengers waiting to dethrone him. He defends

the gang, finds lucrative places to ‘work’, and knows safe hideways to

sleep. The gallada has its own rites and customs to inculcate the habits

of obedience necessary for survival; its laws are brutally enforced. To

achieve its objectives, it often splits into tactical units of two or three,

to observe the intended victim and decide on get-away techniques.
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Like partners in a firm, its members specialize in particular roles, such

as snatching bags or jewellery, stealing bicycles, faking tears when

begging, guarding territory, or the resale of merchandise. The spoils

are distributed with the same scrupulous equity displayed by the

brigands who waylaid and astonished Don Quixote. Galladas in Bogota

were first described in their present-day form in 1860 and have

withstood every attempt to reform or suppress them since. Educating

such children is not for the faint-hearted.

Like violence, drugs are rarely far below the surface in many

neighbourhoods and represent an enormously intricate, murderous

underworld of their own, which uses the street as its stock exchange

and point of sale. The consumption of drugs by street youngsters, as

a temporary escape from an unbearable reality, is almost universal.

At the bottom of the scale, sniffing glue, shoepolish, paint-thinner or

cleaning fluid is good for a cheap ‘trip’, and if all else fails there is

always petrol.

In some countries, marijuana is treated as a parallel currency. Since

cocaine and heroin are increasingly addictive, they tend to drive their

victims to ever more daring and dangerous theft. Consumers often

become pushers, for selling drugs is one of only three ways, with

stealing and prostitution, of ‘earning’ enough to buy the daily dose.

In Latin America, street children start as couriers, agents, and perhaps

fall-guys. If they survive, they turn into fully-fledged criminals. They

are the lowest pawns ofa baleful power which, in return for immunity,

has offered — allegedly — to repay the external debts of Bolivia and

Peru.

Living where they do, they are also prime candidates for sexual

exploitation. The sex industry as a whole, often thriving on the

ambiguous attitude of society, is an integral part of the problem of

street children. The prostitution of boys is now no more unusual than

that of girls. The archetypal street profession may seem a far cry from

selling newspapers, but in the eyes ofi‘ts younger practitioners, it is

probably little more than one means of survival among others. For

those on the street who are desperate, with no families or prospects,

as much in industrial as in developing countries, prostitution rep-

resents the chance of an immediate income.

4,0

FROM STREET CHILD TO STREET YOUTH

Street child becomes street youth — very quickly. The two are virtually

indistinguishable. In practice, as soon as the youngster has to fend

for himself, or herself, alone, the street eliminates childhood. Many

working street children help their families cope with problems that

are part of the adult world. They are thrown into the deep end oflife

prematurely.

In normal family life, the shock ofadolescence is cushioned, allowing

a gradual emergence into society. When this function is lacking,

youngsters cannot get their bearings and are vulnerable to the first

influence they meet outside. While perhaps making survival somewhat

easier, the teenage years bring their own emotional and social prob-

lems, including a harder attitude on the part. of public opinion. The

youth may grope towards some kind of resolution of his predicament

but, short ofa lucky break, he will tend to remain a misfit in one way

or other, barely literate and more or less alienated. With no technical

qualifications, and with youth unemployment everywhere at record

levels, the street youngster of today can look forward only to menial

tasks.

Children left uncared for on the streets at the age of ten, if still

around at 18, will be claiming their rightful cut, in shriller and

more radical terms. The prospect of an increasing, and increasingly

embittered, generation on the streets, with nothing to lose, is a dis-

tinctly threatening one. The fast degenerating situation lends urgency

to the search for solutions. These must start from some understanding

ofhow and why street children come to be where they are.
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CHAPTER TWO

Roads to Exclusion

In their little worlds in which children have

their existence there is nothing so finely

perceived and so finely felt, as injustice.

Charles Dickens (Great Expectations, 1861)

The street was like so many others in Lima — long rows oflow

mud brick walls, with small wooden doors leading into corridors

of more small wooden doors. Behind each door was a tiny

‘apartment’, often ofjust one room, where families of II or 12

would live, sleep and eat together. Miguel’s family lived in one

such place.

Ever since his mother left when he was one year old, Miguel,

his father and grandfather had lived together and managed

somehow — until his father married again. His stepmother, who

had two small sons and two daughters, resented having to cope

with Miguel in addition to her own children, and, behind his

father’s back, treated him shabbily. She gave him less food and

more work and beat him more often than her own boys so he

took his revenge by threatening to kill them. Once he held one

of his stepbrothers out of the window by his leg and everyone

became hysterical. After that his life was made ever more

unbearable than before; his stepmother kept telling him how

mean and dangerous he was, and that he would do everyone a

favour if he just got lost.

One day, he did. He was barely eight but he knew that the
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best place for a runaway to go would be La Parada, where the

buses from all over Peru come in, next to the fruit and vegetable

market.

Miguel met other boys there like himself who lived on the

streets. On and off, some had a sort of home where one of their

parents lived; others had only the vaguest memory of their

families. As small children, they had been taken to Lima

from the provinces and put to work by strangers who ran ‘busi-

nesses’. They were told to carry parcels or cases for customers,

or help unload the lorries. Sometimes they stole from the

stalls, and earned their name as pajaros fruteros, the ‘fruit

birds’.

There are several gangs in La Parada. Though they all know

each other, each one keeps to itself. Usually the boys in one

group come from the same barrio or province, and share a

common dialect. The oldest or toughest is the group leader,

and they hang around together, sharing what they have, and

competing with other gangs for jobs and favours.

At the end of the market proper is a huge stretch of land

where all sorts of stolen goods are for sale. Here, each gang has

an adult anchor-man, or ‘uncle’, who helps defend it against

other gangs, or can be called on when needed to settle internal

conflicts. He gives advice, and sometimes gifts to the youngest

boys, who in return lend a hand as campanas — bells, or look-

outs — when he is trying to pull offajob.

Miguel played the game, and became adept at snatching

handbags. As he was small and slender, he often proved his

worth as a cam/Jana. One day he was hoisted up a wall to climb

in through a tiny window and open a door from the inside, but

he was too slow, and the police caught him.

As a minor, Miguel was sent for a year to a correctional

institution. When the people came to discuss what to do about

him, his father explained that he had reported the boy’s dis-

appearance, and was glad to learn that he was safe. At home,

he said, Miguel was impossible to control. He would not accept

authority, and was a danger to his stepbrothers. Surely the best
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thing for everyone, before he could do any more harm, would

be just to keep him where he was?

(From a UNICEF Field Report, Peru)

Speculation about the root causes of the problem rapidly leads onto

shifting ground. Whatever the immediate, precipitating crisis that

leaves the child unprotected, causes and effects, and further causes,

stretch back inextricably in time, each redoubling the other, until

the strains on the family reach cracking point. Psychological, intra-

familial, environmental, social, economic, and political, they seem to

surround the child in the street in ever-widening circles. Through the

lenses and mirrors of sinister ‘multiplier effects’, they bear down

on the child from different ranges and directions with a powerful

momentum. He is not only the victim ofviolence, but, without know-

ing it, also the plaything of historical trends and destructive global

forces which reach invisibly into his daily life.

The street is by definition a catch-all category. Short of prison or

a still more final resting place, it is often the only available option;

the door leading onto it is always open. While the human dregs

which settle there reach it from any number of starting points, they

nonetheless share a common experience of increasing and more or

less traumatic separation from their families. The process has so

far attracted little analysis. Today, nobody really knows why some

communities produce street children, and others, seemingly similar,

do not. Adopting a street existence is not inevitable, in that many

children survive a harsh upbringing and grinding poverty, even severe

abuse, without ending up on the street. Experience has conclusively

shown that blanket solutions, such as confinement in institutions, are

inappropriate for children from different family backgrounds.

While the location and scale of the problem are new, as are the

name given to it and the concern it arouses, the phenomenon of

children living on their own is not. The particular mix of factors

required has occurred in the past. Street children have made a fleeting

appearance at the window of history on several occasions, always in

times of social upheaval or rapid transformation. Like other aspects
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of children’s lives in previous centuries, most cases were presumably

not thought worth recording. The similarities between modern groups

and those ofearlier times are striking. Likewise, group life and survival

strategies have been much the same, whatever their time and place.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In the Middle Ages, after the failure of the Children’s Crusade in

1212, bands of youngsters are said to have roamed the countryside.

Living mostly by pillage, the older cared for the younger, before being

sold into slavery in Southern France and Italy. In the early days of

the Russian Revolution, also, in conditions of famine and civil war,

gangs of urban children and youths, the besprizomi, were said to be a

common sight. Surviving by beggary, theft and odd jobs, they were

estimated by one source to number between six and ten million.

Similar instances have been noted, at different times, in Japan.

The closest precedent to the present-day situation in the Third

World, however, is during the Industrial Revolution in the 19th

century, when Europe and North America were also ‘under-

developed’. Street children, it seems, were accepted as part of the

urban landscape. Their background has been brought to life in litera-

ture in Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist and Victor Hugo’s Les Mise’rables.

The parallel between the street children of the past and the present

appears in its true light when one reflects that the current trans—

formation of developing countries is a continuation of the process

which began in 18th century England. Its evolving manifestations

have reached the remote corners of countries such as Mexico and

Bangladesh only now. When it is precisely such Western notions of

‘progress’ that have aggravated the lot of the marginal child, the

West is in no position to preach about the need to cope with their

consequences.

Although urbanization and industrialization in the North had social

consequences comparable to those now underway in the Third World,

the current street children scenario is not exactly a replay of events a

century ago. Then, migration to urban areas was more closely linked
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to ample opportunities of employment and housing made available

by the industrialization process. The movements of rural populations

did not then lead to the creation of shantytowns. If they had no

families, the children of the poor in England were placed in punitive

workhouses. Poverty was equated with depravity.

In the United States, urban society reacted by removing them

physically: between 1853 and 1890, 90,000 street children were

shipped by train from the North-East to the Mid-West and placed in

foster homes as farm hands. In an ominous parallel to present—day

attitudes, a promoter of the scheme, the Reverend Charles Brace,

wrote in 1853:

There are no dangers to the value of property or to the permanency

of our institutions so great as those from the existence of. . . a class

ofvagabond, ignorant, ungoverned children. This ‘dangerous class’

has not begun to show itself, as it will in eight or ten years, when

these boys and girls are matured . . . Then let society beware, when

the outcast, vicious, reckless multitude ofNew York boys, swarming

now in every foul alley and low street, come to know their power,

and use it!

A PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTOR?

In identifying the factors common to each context, some psychologists

have looked to the motivation of the individual child, and speculated

that street children are not sometimes so much abandoned as aban-

doning. To answer the question ‘Why this child, and not the other?’,

it is suggested that some hereditary predisposition, irrespective of

family conditions, actively pushes some to take to the streets on their

own initiative, and make an early bid for independence. After ‘testing

and waters’ by breaking away from the fold for longer and longer

intervals, they are assumed to know fairly clearly where they are

going. They are driven, the theory supposes, by a complex motivation

which seeks out a greater autonomy and an active involvement with

the social environment.

Proponents of this view are impressed not only by the lack of overt
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psychopathology in street children, but by the positive qualities they

detect in a group which society despises. They stress the healthy,

positive, competent adaptation which departure from home can some-

times represent. Whether it is possible to verify this hypothesis in such

an unstructured environment, and to separate the psychological pull

from the environmental push, remains to be seen.

FAMILY CRISIS

Rather than in the heart and mind of the particular child, it is

normally in the dynamics of the family that the more substantial

human causes lie. A breakdown in human relations is aggravated by

a host of factors relating to social environment. At the micro-level,

the child is on the street, typically, because his family is in crisis; if it

has not fallen apart already, it is on the verge of doing so. Often, the

father will have left home at some stage and not come back, for any

combination of reasons, irresponsibility, selfishness, illness, prison, or

just being at the end of his tether. So, there is no positive father-

figure with whom the child can identify. This may have long-term

consequences. In other cases, accidents or illness can leave young ones

unprotected. Mothers resorting to prostitution can make life for their

offspring impossible.

In many households, unemployment or underemployment lead to

depression, the loss of self-esteem, alcoholism, and a vicious circle of

overwhelming strain. The parents may not be legally married, in

which case their children are technically illegitimate. This may not

be a major problem in societies where a common-law union is more

in the nature ofa business transaction than a marriage in the ordinary

sense. In others, it can be a permanent stigma. Many case histories

have a recurring pattern of violence, on whatever pretext. Some

parents take out their frustrations on the children. Under the stress of

physical, psychological and emotional overload, relationships deterio-

rate, and beyond a certain threshold, ‘home’ is rent asunder.

The physical environment in which the family lives exacerbates the

process. Poor housing not only creates tensions but affects attitudes.
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The sociologist Paulo Freire tells of trying to persuade a man living

in a one-room hut in Recife not to beat his children, or at least not

quite so much. ‘There are nine of us in the family’ came the answer.

‘When I get home from work, all of them are crying, from hunger, or

cold, or sickness. IfI have to get up the next day at four o’clock in

the morning, I simply must get some sleep, and there’s no other way.’

Although accommodation, cramped by Western standards, does not

necessarily help break up a family, as traditional societies show, misery

of this order invariably robs parents of the hope, strength, and

resources needed to keep their children cared for. ‘The street’ outside

the door appears in a different light. If there are going to be beatings

into the bargain, small wonder if the youngsters start to spend more

and more time away from the house, like their fathers.

The role ofurban geography may also prove to have been a hitherto

underestimated dimension of the problem. Distance from work, food,

and services and the absence of transport tends to increase the time

when children are left unsupervised.

DISINTEGRATION

With no spouse to provide, the mother must then try to bring up a

large family and earn a living simultaneously. This is quite a tough

task at the best of times, difficult to carry out without support from

relatives, neighbours, and the community. When this is unavailable

or insufficient, the best hope ofsurvival for a de facto widow may seem

to lie in finding a replacement. When she starts changing partners,

however, the stepfather in the household is unlikely to have the best

interests of her children by his predecessors at heart.

Under the pall of poverty, economic causes underlie and coalesce

with all others. All too often, the new stepfather is interested in his

mate only for her services, not her dependents. So let the latter bring

in some money. A child can be blackmailed into paying for his share

of food, care, and attention by being sent out until he has earned his

‘quota’: if he doesn’t, then too bad for him. He has three possible

courses ofaction: earn the money somehow; not earn it and get beaten;

or stay in the street for good. Though he may succeed in fulfilling the
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unequal ‘contract’ for a time, rebellion is inevitable as he gets older.

Instead of handing the money over to his mother, why not keep it?

THE CONDITION OF WOMEN

The condition of such women, struggling to stay afloat in crisis,

drudgery and exhaustion, is clearly critical to the issue. In many

societies, due to the breakdown of extended families and community

structures, single women with children are left to fend for themselves.

The problem is not only that these women have been abandoned by

men, but that they are deprived of the alternative support necessary

to affirm their selfcesteem and control over their lives. Because of the

close relationship which exists between women and children, the

lack of such support naturally affects the emotional security of their

offspring.

For millenia, women have brought up happy, well-adjusted

children. According to scholars, the earliest family units were mothers

and children who bonded together in tribes for protection. Permanent

male parentage did not exist. Ancient Indo-European languages

apparently had no word for ‘father’. If we believe classical writers,

matriarchal societies existed in Ancient Egypt and Greece, and among

the Etruscans in Italy. In these societies neglect of children was said

to be unknown. No child was considered illegitimate. Today, similar

societies exist in certains islands of the Pacific, in Tibet, among the

hill tribes in Assam, India, and in certain tribes of North and Central

America. Whether because of a natural instinct towards bonding,

or the fact that women have traditionally cared for children, their

involvement in decisions concerning children’s welfare is essential.

The benefits of drawing upon women’s resourcefulness are limited

only by the imagination.

The situation of modern women has attracted sympathy and sup-

port from many quarters. The United Nations Decade for Women

1975—1985, for example, was intended to accelerate the process of

emancipation. A woman alone trying to get fair access tojobs, housing,

services, social security, not to mention equal pay, still faces serious

discrimination. Far from making her path easier, large numbers of
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children are only likely to increase the obstacles put in her way.

Attempts by women to organize themselves, to form a cooperative,

for instance, can meet with strenuous opposition. If the experience of

industrial societies is anything to go by, progress in the developing

world will continue to be slow. Despite impressive legislation, the

status ofwomen during the Decade has been marked almost as much

by retrogression in some areas as by advancement in others. And

paradoxically, the social protection ofwomen has been known to have

adverse effects on the condition of children, whom employers in

financial difficulty see as the next group down to exploit.

The higher the number of children single working women must

support, the greater the possibility of their ending up in the street.

Although family size might, generally, be a decisive factor, it has

rarely been debated. A significant proportion of street children, at

least in Latin America, are the eldest of large families of six to ten

children, with no supportive father-figure. They are sent out to earn

while the mother gives priority to the smaller ones. As they grow and

reach working age, the financial position of the household is likely to

improve: a large family becomes an asset, not a liability. However,

this does not mean the offspring cease to be street children. They

merely become street youths.

INAPPROPRIATE EDUCATION

School and other elements within the community can be envisaged

as a further circle of causes restricting the chances of the child. One

might expect education — with health, the State service which reaches

the highest proportion of the population — to be the great engine for

social advancement able to contribute to a better life, if not for the

deprived of today, then at least for their offspring tomorrow. In many

developing countries, however, schools seem to belong to a different

world, remote from the everyday existence of those at the street level,

for whom they constitute yet another possibility of failure.

Schools, sometimes overlooked as a contributary cause, have a lot

to answer for. Governments of developing countries anxious to emu-

late the Western educational model, and at the same time keep their
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urban children occupied, sometimes place primary school teachers in

front ofclasses 0f50, 80, or even I00 pupils. The percentage ofschool

attendance becomes a matter of international respectability. With

such mass-production methods, the number of drop-outs in the

obstacle race is very high, and the devil take the hindmost. Very few

educational authorities in Third World countries can afford to give

much further attention to those who have fallen at the first hurdle:

better never to have started.

The content as well as the form of education is often questionable,

and unsuited to the children of the most deprived. It may still be

based on Western middle-class values, promote a model of the con-

sumer society, and reflect the idea that only white-collar jobs are

entirely proper. Students and parents alike consider the diploma or

school-leaving certificate a passport to a guaranteed income, pref-

erably in the civil service. Schools teach them, in effect, to hate the

unemployment into which circumstances entirely beyond their control

often guarantee they will fall. For those who find themselves weeded

out, there is no future. When confronted with the years ofuseless effort

and expense, frustrated youngsters will tend to reject the entire system,

and seek refuge among those already in the street as disaffected as

themselves. In Africa, where learning carries great prestige, drop-outs

have taken up washing windscreens rather than face the shame of

returning home to the village.

As for apprenticeships alongside craftsmen for the less academic,

they are normally few and far between, and despite the long hours of

work must often be paid for. That is not easy, particularly when

competition is fierce, and profit margins, due to a recession, are very

low. The employer has to make his money somehow, and does so at

the expense of his young apprentices. On the labour market, street

youngsters represent throwaway manpower and are in no legal or

moral position to bargain.

URBAN DISLOCATION

The failure of education and training is compounded by the lack of

other possible supports within the community. The fragmentation of

51



the family, whether first- or second-generation immigrants, is repeated

on a larger scale due to the very reasons which caused it to move in

the first place. The bright lights of the Big City attract hordes of

landless peasants, like moths. The high hopes ofa better future which

bring them to the city are soon lost in the filth, misery, and despair

ofshantytowns. The familiar scenario has been described so often that

one wonders how any rural emigrant could still entertain the slightest

illusion about his future prospects.

The rural push is less conspicuous and tangible than the urban

pull, but, for the younger generation, the attractions of a lifetime’s

backbreaking labour fade rapidly when compared with the rosy pic-

ture of the outside world brought nowadays by the media to the

remotest village. For those whose immemorial lot has been depen-

dence, weakness, indebtedness, vulnerability, and powerlessness, it

takes no more than a speck of ambition to convince them to try their

luck elsewhere, for better or worse. With nothing to lose, many are

willing to risk privation and uncertainty for a chance of giving their

children the education they never had, of getting in where the action

is. They exchange misery without hope, as the saying has it, for misery

with hope.

Despite the change in environment, many families make enormous

efforts to adapt to their new circumstances, sometimes successfully.

The presence of other immigrants from the same area or ethnic group

is often a factor in the survival ofthe family as a unit, or in the support

of a child whose family is deficient. Conversely, isolation among those

not perceived as kin may help push a child into the street, as a social

outcast.

Children are in all circumstances the most vulnerable to radical

changes, and often the first to suffer. They are even less prepared for

what they will find than adults. In the rural community, for the child

who, for some reason, does not enjoy normal parental support, the

extended family is always there. Childrearing is a collective task, and

when everybody knows everybody else, a single working mother can

go off to the fields or to market knowing that her children will come

to no harm. As they grow older, their extra hands are more ofan asset

than their mouths to feed are a liability. Work takes priority over
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education. Children are a blessing, a source of wealth and prestige.

When infant mortality is high, large families are the equivalent of an

old age pension.

In the city, economic and social conditions are in many ways

reversed. Whereas previously food was relatively easy to come by,

perhaps by barter, now everything must be paid for in cash, sometimes

even drinking water. Maintaining a child becomes expensive. School

attendance, for example, will mean buying books and other items of

equipment. Families who migrate leave their web oflocal relationships

behind, so the child becomes more dependent on his parents than

before, and more vulnerable. The role of the elderly, previously so

important, is reduced. The loss of the extended family, with its spread

of generations, cuts the youngster off, in particular, from a sense of

time. Whereas rural life, it has been said, ‘fills things with time’, urban

life ‘fills time with things’. In the city, he lives much more in the

present moment, with its crowded, dizzying impressions and hectic

change. Cut off from the old ideas, bombarded with the new, with

nobody to turn to, the street youngster is in an unenviable position.

City life puts him ill at ease. Although his basic needs for food and

shelter may be met, his perceived needs for a decent income and status

are not. The slums or shantytowns where he lives have more in

common with the remote villages his parents grew up in than with

the elegant buildings downtown. He feels at home in neither world,

rejects both, and is rejected by them. In front of a television, the

traditional rural values he might have absorbed are devalued at a

stroke: juxtaposed, the two cultures make strange bedfellows. With

no desk education either, and no predetermined role to guide him,

the street youngster is at the mercy of the first myths society will pull

over his eyes. He experiences not so much rising expectations as rising

frustrations, and cannot swallow the incongruity between the targets

society puts before him and the limited means of access it proposes.

When the material goods and standards it extols are unattainable by

normal, or even heroic, labour, his less scrupulous friends may be

tempted by far quicker, if riskier, methods: first beg, then pilfer, then

grab.

Although the appearance of street children in developing countries
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correlates broadly with ‘economic miracles’, one should also be aware

of quite different social causes which can produce the same result.

Some street children, for example, are the offspring ofprostitutes, and

make an inauspicious start in life as an occupational hazard. Others

have been disowned by a ‘respectable’ parent unwilling to recognize

the embarassing outcome of wild oats. In this case those in the street

do not invariably come from the poorest families. Fieldworkers in

Togo have come across the son of a taxi-driver, the nephew of a

dentist, even the grandson of a former minister.

In dictatorships, the families of political detainees, faced with sud-

den crisis, have been known to disintegrate. Handicapped street chil-

dren, rejected by their families and reduced to begging, also constitute

a distinct and relatively large category. Domestic servants living in,

who are numerically significant in many developing countries, may

be forced to abandon children by their employers.

Different again are the rural children sometimes entrusted, as in

certain West African countries, to the care of an itinerant ‘marabout’

for religious instruction. When this is deemed to be completed, several

months later, the child is often left to his own devices, in town, where

begging — a religious duty — may fall foul of Western—style provisions

against vagrancy. The likely result of a youngster alone looking for

other ways to survive is easy to foresee. The lads hanging around

behind the bus station, after dark, might give the newcomer a few

helpful tips. In the rural areas, the failure of inter-ethnic marriages

can lead to rejection of the offspring as an outcast by both parties and

their respective communities.

While the causes at work in some of these cases may seem excep-

tional or relatively amenable to intervention, the general forces push-

ing families into the downward spiral of deprivation and mar-

ginalization are depressingly self-sustaining, and transmissable from

one generation to the next. Poverty causes malnutrition, increasing

susceptibility to disease, and so reduces work capacity. Reduced

income increases the importance of child labour, which rules out

education. With no education, the youth can get no proper job and

so no money. With no money, he cannot give his own children, when

the time comes, any proper education. Children with no father-figure
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with whom to identify will find it difficult to relate positively to their

own offspring. Fathers devalued by enforced idleness, the bottle, or

dubious improvizations are not in the best condition to nurture clear-

eyed, self-confident sons. Those who did not run quite fast enough

often emerge from correctional institutions, miracles apart, more

highly ‘trained’ than before to survive in the street, but not in society.

And so it goes on. A street youngster trying both to make good and

go straight might envy Sisyphus.

THE WIDER SETTING

Behind the drift to the cities looms another, wider ring of macro-

factors. In many developing countries, cash crops, grown for export

by mechanized agribusiness, have displaced subsistence farming, with

government approval. Like the Okies in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes

of Wrath, families have been ‘tractored off their plots, and left with

no alternatives but to move to the cities, with no marketable skills or

ways of learning any.

The present global economic recession, beyond the control of the

state, has significantly aggravated the problem. In many developing

countries, economic growth has fallen to a rate below that of popu-

lation increase. While the numbers in the cities grow, as much through

natural increase as through movement ofrural populations, the formal

economic sector can absorb a decreasing proportion of the urban

labour available. Opportunities for earning cash incomes in the infor-

mal sector, the main employer of the population concerned, are

reduced. More and more families have to scrape by and improvise

with different stratagems, of which the ‘use’ of street children is

one. Budgetary constraints have seriously affected social programmes,

underfunded at the best oftimes, so leaving the poor desperately short,

if not utterly deprived, of state services of any kind, and without the

means for private alternatives. The overall human consequences are

devastating, and in most places there is no respite in sight.

Wars, too, bring their inevitable aftermath oforphans in the streets,

as in Italy in the 1950s. In Colombia, for example, the civil war at

the same period known as ‘La Violencia’ drove many families into an
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overcrowded capital, as does continuing insecurity in Central America

and elsewhere today. During the war in Indochina, cities like Phnom

Penh and Vientiane had large numbers of street youngsters. Today, C HAP TER THREE

in several countries, counter-insurgency strategy contributes to the

depopulation ofrural areas. Natural disasters like floods and drought) . '

in the Sahel or North-Eastern Brazil, can also be responsible for the COCrClOH by AUthorlty

displacement and disintegration ofcommunities and their component

families, which are often less cohesive than in the past. F“ the middle (31335, the POlicc protect Property,

give directions and help old ladies. For the urban
Beyond even these overwhelming events lies an unjust and appal- ,

poor, the police are those who arrest you.

lingly wasteful world order, where 80% of the population must make

do with 20% of the resources. In this gloomy context, the number of MiChael Harrington (The Other America, 1962)

street children in a given society acts as a kind of danger signal that

pressures have become intolerable. Against this formidable dynamic,

hard-pressed governments with crowded agendas may feel disinclined

to divert resources from seemingly more urgent and rewarding items.

Yet it is for governments, irrespective of the means available, to take

the lead. Very often, their present practice inspires little confidence.

‘Taxis refuse to come up here at night, it’s too dangerous,’

said Father Rodrigo as we clambered into the jeep and bumped

away down the hill. The headlights picked out the makeshift

breeze—block hovels on either side of the track. Apart from a

skinny dog or two, there was nobody about, but I could believe

him. ‘We’ll find plenty ofthem all right — don’t worry!’, he went

on, in answer to my question.

The jeep came to a halt outside the city office. Greg, the

volunteer from California, halfway through his missionary year,

had been playing football with the kids in the patio at the

back. We met a friend from ‘Nuevos Ideales’, with his store of

Chocolate, and planned our route. ‘Stick together,’ said Rodrigo.

Although it was now ten at night, the streets seemed as noisy

and animated as ever, with crowds milling around the different

stalls. And now, at a muddy crossroads, sitting alone in a door-

way, was the first of them: he must have been about twelve and

had no shoes. Though dirty beyond description, he grinned

broadly when chatted up in friendly fashion. Yes, he told us, he

had seen other boys not far away, over there.
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A succession of similar encounters followed, each leading to

the next: a pale little girl, who said she was very hungry; a

boy playing heads-or-tails outside a factory; another carrying a

blanket in a plastic bag, near a fairground. A group of people

was standing near a bridge and wearing short skirts. ‘They’re

not women, actually,’ he whispered.

We lengthened our stride, and on turning a corner found a

child begging outside some brightly lit shops. ‘Why, it’s you!’

exclaimed my guide, coming up to him. He, too, grinned, but

this time it was a sheepish, awkward grin. ‘You’ll always be

welcome back, you know!’ said Rodrigo. Every year, it seemed,

a small percentage of the intake fell by the wayside again,

perhaps finding the regular timetable a bit hard.

Further down the street, under a lamp-post, a dozen men and

women were standing in line, their backs to the wall. In front

of them stood a policeman, his white truncheon conspicuously

drawn. Others in squads of seven or eight strode rapidly about,

checking identity papers throughout the area. In a corner stood

a stunted boy, glancing nervously to left and right. The crunch

of marching feet came nearer. In a flash, and without a word,

the arm of the law made as if to grab the youngster. It was more

ofa casual backhander than a real blow. We came to the rescue

of the boy, indignantly repeated the name of the aid project and

stated our business. The policeman hesitated for a very long

second, and I looked into some cold, hard eyes. Then he turned

on his heel, shooing us on with a gesture of irritation, and

allowing the lad gratefully to breathe again.

It had been no more than a trifle, and yet was too much.

Grim thoughts pressed in on me, and we hurried back to the

jeep by the shortest route. As we drove away, not speaking, the

heavens opened with a crash, flooding the road in sheets of

tropical rain. In two minutes, the whole city was awash. For-

tunately this didn’t matter, as of course we all had nice warm

beds to go back to.

(From a Field Report, Colombia)
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This incident illustrates the likely nature of the encounter between

Child and State at the street level. Under the legal systems inherited

by developing countries from the colonial period, vagrancy, which

can be widely intepreted, is often a punishable offence. Arrest, so

narrowly avoided on this occasion, is therefore only the first stage ofthe

laborious, indeed trying, procedures that await the street youngster

unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, with no

fieldworker in sight.

Here is a brief account by a journalist from a country in the Near

East:

A dozen boys interviewed in the streets all said they had been taken

to the Children’s Bureau at least once. Most claimed that they were

beaten there — hit with sticks on the hands or the soles of the feet.

Mr A. admitted that the children were sometimes beaten. ‘We ask

questions, the child gives us a false name and says he’s from B. We

call B. and no one knows him. Then he tells another lie. Then we

must beat him, and finally he begins to tell us the truth.’

Not all youngsters have people in their villages, maybe hundreds

of miles away, prepared to take them in, even when there may have

been good reasons for leaving. Despite the Bureau, these boys were

still in the street, and perhaps lucky at that. Consider an African case:

The building is located in an attractive residential area, and used

to be a middle-class villa. Today, its windows are bricked up and

the inside has been converted into three cells, one for youths,

one for girls and one for younger children. The cells have 20—30

occupants each; the prison holds 70 in all. The inmates stay there

until such time as somebody can be found to look after them. In

one instance, a boy of nine ‘guarding’ a bicycle who threw a stone

at a thief who had come to steal it was kept for over a year.

Some idea of the fear which can be evoked by ‘the street’ emerges

fr0m the fact that a few of those released from this prison into unsatis-

factory home Situations and soon adrift once again actually asked to

re-admitted.
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HARSH INDIFFERENCE

These vignettes from three different continents are not juxtaposed to

make an extreme case. Arrest and detention in harsh circumstances

at the hands of law enforcement agencies such as the ‘Children’s

Bureau’ are the common lot of street kids almost everywhere. They

tell us more about the real attitude of many governments than could

be gathered by examining national legislation. Instead of treating it

comprehensively, their principle is often to extirpate ‘the problem’

from its habitual environment. There is also sometimes an unstated

bureaucratic assumption that new problems, of whatever nature,

demand new administrative infrastructures and once those concerned

have been accommodated within them, whether handicapped, blind

or delinquent, then the State will have discharged its responsibility

and need do no more.

When authorities do act preventively, legislation somehow often

seems to glance off the problem at a tangent, and the families con-

cerned rarely qualify for its benefits. In India, for example, the State

government of Maharashtra became aware that many street children

in Bombay were the offspring of casual labourers in the building

industry. It therefore ruled that all contractors had themselves to

provide day-care facilities on construction sites. In practice, however,

in such a crowded city, physical space was simply not available.

The sad fact is that below the ministerial level most of the govern-

ments in the front line are not interested in street children. Like

teachers faced with an unruly group of schoolboys, they tend to turn

to others more appreciative of their efforts. In any event, they are

often conditioned by the lack of financial and human resources.

No generalization about a world-wide phenomenon holds good

everywhere, however, and there is always a danger of drawing exag-

gerated conclusions from sporadic fieldwork. Although few govern-

ments actually do much that is positive for street children, it would

be wrong to generalize from the worst case and conclude that outright

rejection by the public and repression by officialdom were universal.

Within the same country, attitudes to street children, partially or

totally abandoned, may be very different. In countries such as Thai-
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land, the former may be considered essentially as no more than hard-

working young citizens and the latter as deserving unfortunates. In

sub-Saharan Africa and much of Latin America, both public opinion

and governmental reactions are typically much more negative: apart

from those working in the most recognized jobs like shoe-shining, the

tendency is either not to see them at all or to label them forthwith as

undesirables who ‘give the city a bad name’. They seem to be too

close for comfort. To raise the subject is to face that age-old motive for

human inaction: fear of involvement. Middle class people sometimes

entrench themselves behind a comfortable smugness, with the bland

assurance that, yes, we do have foreign priests in this country who

look after that sort of thing. Awareness of community responsibility,

instead of waiting for the government to ‘do something’, is the rare

exceptlon.

IN THEORY

What is supposed to happen when street children do come into contact

with governmental agencies is, in theory, naturally very different from

the picture we have seen so far. Most countries have a safety-net of

legislation — usually extensive, but very unevenly applied — to protect

the best interests of the child whose family is inadequate to the task

ofcaring and providing for him. On society’s behalf, governments run

‘homes’ for those in need of care and protection if substitute families

cannot be found for them through adoption and fostering. The latter

are subject to fluctuations of supply and demand, and always take

time; the tiny minority of children concerned must in any case be

processed somewhere. In most developing countries, the expensive

solution of ‘homes’ for abandoned children, is, in any event, inap-

propriate from social and economic points of view.

IN PRACTICE

Instead of being only a last resort, such homes, or rather institutions,

are frequently used when alternatives might be available. Some of

their inmates, such as the handicapped, have been placed there by
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their parents. Others may have been legally removed from their

families out ofconcern for their welfare. In many cases, the institution

serves to camouflage the real needs of the family. Institutions have

been the subject of passionate debate, and in practice tend to occupy

an ambivalent position between the Ministry of Social Welfare and

the Ministry of the Interior, as if there was some confusion between

what those ‘in trouble’ are and what they do, between protecting the

child against the wide world outside and protecting society against

the ‘pre-delinquent’ child. The two things are very different, yet

inspire similar reactions: systematic exclusion and segregation from

the norm.

Despite their official nature and status, it can be difficult to know

how many such places there are in any given country. A high figure

can be taken as evidence that the"problem is on a frightening scale

and the country’s families are falling apart, which they may be. A low

figure will be taken to indicate official indifference. In a recent count,

India was found to have 774, which is perhaps not excessive in relation

to its population of almost 800 million. Brazil, with a population of

125 million, puts the total number held in its numerous institutions

at 427,000, of whom only 14,000 have committed offences.

The street child unconvicted of any crime qualifies for admission

under the heading of those one does not know what else to do with:

he gives the institution an impossible task. What is officialdom to

make ofthe sullen, wide-eyed youngster cowering in the police station?

Is he shoeless orphan or gangster’s apprentice? A bit of both, no

doubt, but where does the law draw the line? The legal age of penal

responsibility is often 14, but it will be for the Youth Magistrate, if

the country’s legal system provides for one, to decide what happens.

Few Third World countries guarantee that the decision will be taken

in consultation with social workers. ‘Loitering’ alone is good for

periodic imprisonment, and commitment to closed-door estab-

lishments. These are often ‘deformatories not reformatories’, ‘depots

for children’ in the eyes of their detractors. Middle-class public

opinion, for its part, will have no doubts on the subject: the child

inside is less victim than potential assailant, and the price of his release

is a rise in the crime rate.
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Unless he is sent to a Showplace largely intended for foreign visitors,

the youngster assigned to a ‘holding institution’ can expect to find

himself in a cold, impersonal, paternalistic, rigid world of concrete

corridors, steel railings and walls topped with broken glass. In addition

to roll-calls and cleaning duties, he will have lessons and manual work,

but little contact with the outside world. Ifthe place has been officially

‘upgraded’, under the pressure of reforming zeal, his lunch may

occasionally include fresh vegetables and meat.

A child in such an institution commonly goes through three stages:

‘Reception’, ‘Observation’, and ‘Rehabilitation’. Like everything

about the system, this is nominally designed for his own good, but at

the very least he will find it difficult to know clearly what is expected

of him. From having been totally free and independent in the street,

the youngster is restricted on every side. Everything he does, what,

how, and where, is subject to regimentation. The human cost, the

trauma, of applying the letter of the law — arrest, detention, hearings,

delay, bureaucracy — becomes out of all proportion to the damage

suffered by society, such as a minor theft.

As well as uncongenial facilities and the regime applied, the human

element in the educational process is likely, at best, to be mediocre.

Staffin such governmental institutions are often underpaid and poorly

qualified; some also work part-time elsewhere and are only waiting

to find something better. Others may have sunk into the same routine

for years, with no in-service training, and be equally poorly motivated.

In some agencies, the turnover may be rapid, thus depriving the child

ofany stable figure with whom to identify. Child-care facilities on this

pattern rarely make much effort to understand the deeper motivations

which have brought the child to his present pass. They do nothing to

provide the sense of belonging whose lack is central to the condition

of those they accommodate.

In terms of the numbers of children actually ‘rehabilitated’ and

earning an honest living, or at least keeping out of trouble, the record

of traditional institutions is poor. In practice, authorities do not often

know how many of their graduates are able to make their own

way in life, and are not always interested in knowing. Many street

youngsters have been in and out ofdifferent institutions several times,
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shunted from pillar to post, getting more and more difficult to handle.

Few governments are anxious to make their remand homes accessible

to comparative research, but findings in different countries point to

delays in physical, emotional, and intellectual development.

Facilities for vocational training are frequently inadequate. A

repressive regime isolated from the community makes it difficult to

prepare them for independent living. The youngsters remain as root-

less as they were on entering, or more so, and vulnerable to the break

caused by leaving. Institutions therefore tend to keep their inmates

too long. In some cases, jobs and the concerned government depart-

ments may depend for their existence on ensuring a regular supply of

street children for whom to care, which guarantees inertia. A fresh

wind of reform, should it ever materialize, will have strong vested

interests to overcome.

Today, most governments recognize the severe limitations ofclosed-

door residential care. A few, more aware of its expense, as in Latin

America, have started programmes of ‘deinstitutionalisation’. The

problem is to devise alternatives, such as home-like family units,

capable of accommodating comparable numbers. Such initiatives

have commonly tended to supplement as much as to replace insti-

tutions. Other governments pay lip service to the idea, and many of

their decisions at the intermediate or local levels are still influenced

by the unstated gut reaction widespread in the general public. Why

bother when, whatever you do, they are going to end up in prison

anyway?

CHILDREN IN PRISON

Unfortunately, real prison, for adults, is exactly where many street

children picked up by the police do end up, even ifonly ‘temporarily’.

More see the inside ofa prison at some stage than are committed to

child—care institutions. Many will return to spend time ‘inside’ in later

life. In 8510 Paulo, for example, 80% of the prison population are ex-

street children. The alternative facilities prescribed by law may be

overcrowded, or simply unavailable. The Geneva-based NGO

Defence for Children International, in a report on children in adult
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prisons (1985), found cases occurring in all the 27 countries studied,

including the United Kingdom: ‘regulations and policies are simply

ignored in practice for economic and administrative reasons’. Imagine

the catastrophic effects on a twelve-year-old of being put in the

same cell as hard-core criminals: ‘Physical and mental abuse directed

towards children by adult inmates and prison guards is both frequent

and severe . . . various types of sexual abuse appear to be among the

most prevalent visited upon the children in prison’.

THE POLICE

The role of the police as a whole is clearly a crucial dimension of the

problem and would appear to be susceptible to rapid improvement.

One is tempted to add the cliché ‘given the political will’. Far from

being a given quantity, however, the degree ofpolitical will is only one

parameter of the environment among others. Presently, authorities in

many countries have far too much latitude and little practical obli-

gation to respect the right of the child to care and sympathetic

treatment. The notion ofrights often takes second place to the require-

ment of avoiding tourists being made uncomfortable by unsightly

and importunate beggars. Reports of victimization and extortion are

frequent, and policemen on the beat have been known to relieve street

children of their earnings on the grounds that they can only have

been ill-gotten. Street children have emerged from police stations with

cigarette burns. Minors aged 16 arrested for having no identity papers

can be recorded as aged 18, to ensure they are put in with adults and

get ‘a real lesson’.

In parts of the world where the incidence of street children is

highest, police corruption is a regrettable reality, and may be enor-

mously difficult to control when drugs and the huge sums of money

that go with them are involved, especially in producer-countries.

Even the suspicion of corruption removes the legitimacy and moral

authority of official agencies. Awareness of this on the part of street

youngsters can undo much of the good work put in by those who

would educate them.

A more positive, preventive role for the police has often been 65
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proposed, but rarely come to much, at least in developing countries.

With the best will in the world, undermanned forces may have little

time to devote to cultivating neighbourly relations with youth clubs

and social organizations, and may be unable to cope with seemingly

conflicting roles. Contact with other social agencies or NGOs may

exist only informally; relationships are often strained, with each side

jealous of its own prerogatives.

The inclusion of elements of child psychology and legal aspects of

child protection in police training have been suggested as one step

towards a more enlightened treatment of the young. It tends to meet

with resistance, however, especially from the middle levels of the

professional hierarchy.

PASSING THE BUCK

Evidence from a conference on street children for French-speaking

countries of West Africa, organized in 1985 by the Inter-NGO Pro-

gramme, suggests that interdepartmental cooperation and coor-

dination, though unexciting, do offer scope for relatively painless

improvement. Ministries are often too vertically compartmentalized,

and the emergence of the problem may itself point to gaps in coverage

between the various jurisdictions, for NGOs to fill. Typically, each

separate Ministry will tend to have far more immediate concerns on

its hands than street children, and none will be prepared to take

overall responsibility. Crucially, departments determine and shape

their programmes by the policy instruments they have available,

which are geared to those in families and not always flexible enough

to cope with exceptions. Housing, for example, has nothing to offer

individual minors in the street, and the experience ofrelocating fami-

lies into cigarette-packet apartment blocks does not necessarily reduce

the incidence of street children, as Western experience shows. For

Education, street children are dropouts: without the back-up required

to benefit from teaching, they had better leave the field free for those

who can. For Labour, they are untrainable without education and

therefore unemployable. For Youth and Sport, such unruly spirits are

liable to damage precious equipment reserved for recognized bodies.
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Health may be somewhat better placed, in that while they may

be sceptical of well-intentioned efforts, street youngsters, who may

themselves be a tangible threat to public health, do not reject first

aid. Hospitals, however, will normally be inaccessible to them if there

is no intermediary. The record of most countries in recognizing and

tackling the issue, therefore, is largely disappointing. Having been

consistently avoided, it has had to grow to huge proportions before

attracting the proper attention. Authorities do the minimum, and

only under pressure.

OTHER ALTERNATIVES?

Many governments are unable to embark on the deeper structural

changes needed to get to the root of the problem. In this context, it

is perhaps interesting to examine the experience ofgovernments which

are Marxist or authoritarian and committed to radical measures. On

principle, they deny the existence of street children in their own cities,

and the Visitor to those areas where he is allowed to go will not see

any. Vagrancy is certainly diflicult under highly successful systems of

police surveillance. It is easy for such governments to support the

charge that street children are caused by capitalism, at least in the

eyes of their home constituency. They point to the enormous gulf

between the rich and poor and countless other social evils which none

could fail to recognize.

In the Soviet Union, authorities are aware of the presence of hooli-

gans, (ulz'gani), but do not hesitate to clear the streets of‘social parasites’

and help them better appreciate the ‘dignity’ of directed labour.

China has very few street children. Its strict family planning (‘one-

child’ policy), and the ‘street committees’, closely linked to the formal

police structure, have undoubtedly played a ‘preventive’ role.

Ethiopia, in contrast, has many street children in its capital, largely

driven there by natural and man-made disasters. In 1979, the auth-

orities launched a vast and expensive project intended for 5,000 street

children: the ‘Amba’ village built near Lake Zwai, 200 km south of

Addis Ababa. Opinions differ as to the desirability of such mass

operations and their cost-effectiveness.
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The experience of Nicaragua is probably more relevant to other

developing countries. At the end of the national war in August 1979,

the number of street children in the country was estimated at 70,000.

By February 1980, a parallel estimate showed that the number had

decreased to about 25,000. This was brought about not through any

official government programme, but merely, it seems, by the impulse

towards community solidarity. A local councillor of the town of Esteli

was quoted as saying: ‘We were determined that not one of our

children would have to leave us and that not one of our children

would be without a family. All of us in Esteli are each child’s family.’

The form such a change in the attitude of the community might

take, whether revolutionary or evolutionary, would seem to depend

mainly on whether the urban poor feel they are being treated like

friends or like enemeies by those in power. In either case, long-term,

durable solutions require moving the whole question upstream, from

effect to cause. It should be viewed only in humanitarian terms. The

best penal system in the world cannot solve it. Street youngsters are

not deterred by repeated sanctions. ‘Just retribution’ leaves them

indifferent. One must seek rather to spread the issue among the various

actors in the community so that the work of government and private

initiatives can be mutually reinforcing.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Humane Response

Never in the history of this country has the

importance of sheltering children from the risks and

demoralising atmosphere of street life . . . been

less in need of argument.

(Government Report, England, 1915)

On summer nights, the fire which normally lurks in the centre

of the pile sometimes breaks through to the surface of the refuse.

Like a restless volcano, the mountain ofrubbish is then engulfed

in billows of smoke, which drift sluggishly down the rows of

makeshift huts. During the day, children work, eat, rest and

play among the flies on its noisome slopes, six storeys high,

Vultures circle lazily in the sky overhead, marking the spot from

a distance.

Sampat, a boy of I 2, used to make a living there. He scavenged

bones, broken glass, and tins which were recycled for packing

fermented fish, and used to turn in his pickings to ajunkshop.

Sampat reached only the second grade of primary school

before dropping out, with the approval of his father, a widower

who wanted him to work —~ like 900/0 of the local children under

10. At the age of9, Sampat was working 14, hours a day for one

fifth of the adult wage. He ate leftovers, sold leftovers, lived in

a house made of leftovers, was leftover.

In time, his father had difficulty finding work and became

increasingly withdrawn. Sampat dreaded returning home, and
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envied the boys he saw on Sundays, who slept in the park and

looked knowingly at his bruises.

Today, Sampat’s fortunes have taken a turn for the better.

He tries to forget the past, but still remembers the day when,

driven by the natural affinity vagrant children have for each

other, he met up in the market with a friend who told him where

help was available. He now lives in a large, simple house in a

different part oftown, one ofeleven in the neighbourhood where

youngsters like him can make a new start. He has a new family,

with 17 ‘brothers’.

His new ‘parents’, Raman and Tara, were easily persuaded

in middle life, once their own brood of four had flown the nest,

that their experience was too precious to lie idle. They were

attracted by the idea of raising another, extended family, and

being part of a supportive organization. Raman works in a

textile mill, which the whole family has Visited. His wife, with

so many to care for, always seems busy, but friends and neigh—

bours often come and help. Sampat has gone back to school,

and his ‘father’ hopes he will go on to the Technical Institute

to train as a welder or even a mechanic.

When he climbs the palm tree in the garden to pick coconuts

for Tara, he can still see the vultures circling imperturbably

over the same spot on the horizon, across the city. Then he

thanks his lucky stars that some people have got love left over.

(From an Indian fieldworker)

‘I have found my China in Stepney.’ With these words, spoken in

1870, Dr Thomas Barnardo decided to abandon his plan for working

in the Far East and to devote his energies instead to the street children

of the East End of London, whom a chance meeting had led him to

discover on his own doorstep. His Victorian zeal, which still inspires

the projects for orphans which bear his name today, is characteristic

of those who, at different times and places, have been confronted with

the cause of street children and have come to see it as more urgent

and compelling than any other. Their efforts point the way to alter-
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native, more effective, more humane and notably cheaper policies for

cities and communities to adopt than some of the negative steroetypes

described in the previous chapter.

REACHING OUT

Such fieldworkers take as their starting point the immediate needs of

the child, food, shelter, protection, above all loving care, and, like Dr

Barnardo, have founded projects to provide them. Other cases than

his are recorded of awareness and decision coinciding on the spur of

the moment, triggered by a single, seemingly trivial incident. His

successors, while well aware of the deeper structural causes of the

problem, see their task as dealing firstly with their effects, which are

enough to keep them busy. They recognize that, however much

dedication goes into them, projects can never do more than make the

best ofa bad job. They know that the best ‘project’ for a street child

would be a real family, with a real Mum and a real Dad. If that is

not possible, for whatever reason, they try, in different ways, to

provide the nearest possible substitute. However attached they may

be to their own creations, they recognize also that a third-rate family

is nearly always better than a second-rate institution. Having no axe

to grind, they would not keep a child from its natural family for a day

longer than necessary.

Their calling, of binding up physical, mental and emotional

wounds, is a noble one. It requires seeing the child not as what he has

become through force of circumstances, but for his own intrinsic

worth, even if he is dirty, aggressive, rude, ungrateful or ‘impossible’.

Part of the tragedy of street children may indeed be that they are far

less attractive, as objects of compassion, than many others. Self-

sacrifice for the sick and the starving seems to bring a more conspicuous

reward. _

To walk in the steps of Florence Nightingale is one thing, but to be

prepared to meet hard-bitten drug-taking 16-year-olds on their own

ground, and win their trust, is quite another. Those who try to do so

must possess the inner strength to translate compassion into action.
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They join ethics and economics. They think it no more than natural

to tramp the streets at night, befriending ‘those who have nobody’.

Indeed, it is precisely because the environment in which the problem

occurs is harsh and painful that they do so. Their ideals and the

demanding standards they impose are perhaps no more than the

mirror-image of the deprivation suffered at the hands of others by

those for whom they care. Fieldworkers of this stamp find their only

reward in the cheerful wave of the youngster who has ‘graduated’ and

the thought that ‘he was one of ours’.~

THE PIONEERS

So thejob is not easy. It requires great skill, understanding, and above

all patience, and it comes as no surprise to see that the pioneers in the

field have been strongly inspired by religious motives: ‘Verily I say

unto you, inasmuch as ye have done these things unto the least of

these my brethren, ye have done them unto me.’

In the work of several Roman Catholic Orders, identification of

street children as a specific target group can be traced back to the

17th century, in particular in the work of St Vincent de Paul. The

Salesian Congregation has also always been closely associated with

the cause, and is still one of the front-runners. The foundation of the

Salvation Army (1878), with its street traditions, was similarly in

response to the issue. Then as now, the most successful project-holders

working with street children have nearly always been people of excep-

tional vigour and vision. Committed to uplifting their less fortunate

fellows, they are able to break through surly distrust and inspire a

deep loyalty. Such fieldworkers are the antithesis, in every way, of the

cautious bureaucrat.

Their attractive, high-profile figures may seem larger than life, but,

vital as their inspiration can be, their very prominence carries a

risk of dwarfing the roles of others. The task of caring for deprived

youngsters should, however, by demythified, and not put seemingly

beyond the strength of ordinary people. It is indeed the paradox of

many aid projects that their leaders, seeing their work as an extension

72  

of their own personalities, must then go into reverse, and try to reduce

their identification with it in order to ensure its future development.

More than one organization has been too closely tied to a single strong

personality, usually the founder, to survive its passing. The problem

of delegating tasks to others tends to be limited by the extent of

interaction with the local community: if the burden can be spread

more widely, there is less scope for the man or woman who is sup-

posedly ‘irreplaceable’. It is useful, in this context, to remember that,

under the skin, street children are after all no different from any

others. Difficult they may be, but also, in time, vital, responsive, and

rewarding. Giving priority to helping those who start life with fewer

assets than most must come to be seen as a natural, routine part of

community life. It is a task for professionals, certainly, but one in

which the least heroic citizen also has a part to play.

‘CARING’ PROJECTS

The particular commodity in which the private sector specializes is

care. Governments do sometimes provide it, but cannot buy it.

Although some cities proudly point out large, expensive homes or

training centres, sometimes intended to perpetuate the name of the

founder as much as to resolve a local problem, they are not always

the most effective in human terms. Whereas local authorities can

supply shelter, food and other material necessities relatively easily,

the crux of the matter lies rather in establishing genuine human

relationships with the youngsters and rebuilding bridges with society.

Such a task is often far more difficult for the clock-watching official

than for the disinterested fieldworker. Those with nowhere to go must

nonetheless find ‘accommodation’ not only under a roof but first and

foremost in the heart ofa caring person.

Before looking at the different ways fieldworkers have tried to meet

this need, it would be useful to see what order ofmagnitude the private

sector world-wide represents. Unfortunately, estimates ofnumbers fall

foul of the same difficulties of definition as in the case ofits clientele.

Who counts as a ‘street children fieldworker’, and who does not?

While a certain number of unambiguous, purpose-designed projects
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do exist, no exhaustive compilation has yet been made. In 1982—85

an Inter-NGO Programme established by the International Catholic

Child Bureau (ICCB), based in Geneva, identified about I 50, several

of which also addressed the needs of other deprived sections of the

population, through community development, education, or health

care. The real total is almost certainly much higher. The acute need

for preventive measures tends to widen the criterion to include projects

designed for deprived youths from rural areas, unemployed or single

mothers whose children might otherwise drift away, or the young

unemployed generally. Some family life education projects which try

to teach better parenting skills, increase responsibility, and so keep

families together are another borderline area. Evidence suggests that

many more small-scale, local projects run by community groups

and intended specifically for street children are currently operating,

undocumented and therefore beyond external support.

As for the numbers of children reached, one is again reduced to

‘guesstimates’, as projects range in size from about a dozen youngsters

to almost 1,000. Other factors compound the difficulty. Must one

equate enrolment in a part-time, non-residential project with the same

in a highly structured boarding institution? In the latter case, how

long can a child previously living in the street still be called a street

child? A very rough estimate can be obtained from the 300 com-

munity-based projects presently being coordinated in Brazil. These

are reckoned to reach a total of 100,000 children, and do not include

many other projects outside the scheme. In human and economic

terms, this figure is far from negligible — but even so it is no more

than a drop in the national ocean. Fieldworkers are unfazed by this

common observation. The ocean is made of drops: better ensure you

are doing what little you can, using the means available as effectively

as possible.

No two projects are exactly the same; each has worked out its own

niche over a period of years and none claims to offer any definitive

model. Their design is a function of resources, the characteristics of

the local problem, national legislation, and perceived priorities. While

not always taking easily to suggestions made by outsiders, those

responsible see their projects rather as pilot schemes, offering the
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benefit of their experience for others to adapt to different environ-

ments. The simpler they are, the more widely replicable.

FORMS OF CARE

At its most basic level, in what one could call the ‘contact’ project,

the work can consist of simply going out to meet the youngsters on

their own turf, around the downtown cafés, or on a patch of waste

ground. The passive provision of a convenient place for them to come

to is not enough, and making friends is easier said than done. The

street counsellor, sometimes an ex-street child himself, aims essentially

to build up a relationship of trust. He avoids paternalism and instead

offers respect. Experience has taught those he seeks out that adults

never offer anything without expecting the same or more in return.

Therefore, he may at first meet with suspicion. To overcome it,

the counsellor must recognize the youngsters’ own values, a process

involving enough empathy to be able to see the world through their

eyes.

As a concept and profession, socializing and educating in the street

itself is still in its infancy. It has considerable potential, however, and

offers a variety of techniques. Street work has proved effective for

putting youngsters in touch with useful services and contacts, but less

successful in providing the closer, loving relationships and sense of

identity which many see as fundamental. Urgent cases of distress in

the streets can be dealt with more thoroughly in a crisis centre.

Skilled staff in a suitably located office, perhaps backed by short-term

accommodation, can help those in difficulty sort out their problems,

often by referral to more specialized agencies.

Longer-term residential care for those with no other source of

support, i.e. homes offering a substitute family, have become less

popular with funding agencies in recent years than projects connected

with some form of community development. It seems probable,

though, that they will always fulfill a certain requirement. For one

current of opinion, all residential solutions are highly questionable by

definition, in that they create a group dependent on the charity of

Others, which can only encourage those outside it to remain passive
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in the hope of also becoming its beneficiaries. Cases of parents delib-

erately abandoning their children in order to get them into a project

are not unknown. Many such homes are nonetheless models ofselfless

devotion, providing care, education and vocational training, often

with very limited means. It would indeed be a cruel gibe to say that

they answer the need not so much of the child in the street as of the

donor with an uneasy conscience.

Certain children’s villages, in particular, have been the object

of this criticism. A permanent community of its own, partly self-

supporting, where children can recover their self-esteem out ofharm’s

way, put down roots, and live in dignity appears to combine several

advantages. But their experience has not always been entirely positive.

The special requirements of the children can be difficult to reconcile

with the expectations of the adults who care for them. Some villages,

notably, are based on a European pattern and, though much admired

by the wives of visiting Heads of State, have been known to propose

forms of childcare which clash with local tradition. That surrogate

mothers should be expected not to marry, for instance, is unacceptable

in parts of Africa. The standard of living offered in the children’s

village can be too high for the young to maintain on their likely

earnings once they have left it.

The present trend is rather towards the non-residential, ‘com-

munity-based project’ which uses work itself, under protected con-

ditions, as the agent of socialization. Intended for working street

children who are not entirely estranged from their families, but in

danger of becoming so, its characteristic feature lies, as the name

implies, in its integration into the life of the surrounding community.

It is much cheaper than residential care, and can cater for far greater

numbers. Some schemes based on producing handicrafts, textiles,

ceramics, or furniture are almost self-sufficient. This model, for which

nearly all the creative thinking has come from the non-governmental

side, goes a long way towards removing the stigma of ‘difference’ from

street children, with its suggestion that, being abnormal, they can be

‘treated’ only by psychiatrists and their like. The formula is attrac-

tive and is being actively propounded, in particular by UNICEF,

as an alternative to State-run institutions.
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As examples of different curative solutions, let us consider the

experience of two projects, one community-based, for working chil-

dren; the other for those more alienated from society, who require

intensive educational methods. Both have tried to meet a demand

unmet by any other agency and which, at the time of their foundation,

did not appear to interest the State.

THE ‘REPUBLICA DO PEQUENO VENDEDOR’

Ofthe first kind, the ‘Republic onoung Tradesmen’ in Belém, Brazil,

near the estuary of the River Amazon, has several typical features. Its

customers are about 500 car-washers, coffee—sellers, or newspaper-,

shoeshine- and office-boys. They congregate at noon in two

restaurants, which provide lunch at nominal prices. The youngsters

are recruited by teams of volunteer counsellors who go out once a

week to find them in their various jobs around the town. Their task

is to give the children and the families moral and material support,

identify their real needs, and gain a fuller understanding of their

values. This belief in the need to re—establish a dialogue between the

street child and society is a central tenet of the Republic’s philosophy.

The problem is considered to have been caused by a break in the

chain of social relations, and every effort is made to understand why

and how it has occurred in each individual case.

Perhaps the most original aspect of the project is the recycling of

discarded goods, which makes it increasingly self-sufficient. Once a

year, households in the city are invited to put out their old refriger-

ators, armchairs, bicycles and other jumble on their doorsteps. The

operation requires careful planning, as 1,700 volunteers tour the

streets in lorries, loading whatever they find. Items in saleable con-

dition are immediately disposed of, with the earnings going towards

the general funds of the Republic. Those requiring repair or refur-

bishment are distributed to the project’s workshops, processed by the

teams of young apprentices, and sold at prices accessible to deprived

families.
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‘BOSCONIA/LA FLORIDA’

For the young wage-earners of the Republic, often with dependents

at home, childhood is almost a luxury which they have had to leave

behind. They are deprived, but not depraved. Those with whom the

street has dealt more harshly and who are more alienated from

society require a different approach. The ‘Foundation for Youth

Counselling’, in Bogota, commonly known as ‘Bosconia/La Florida’,

breaks new ground in many ways. Completed in 1981, it is an impres-

sive construct, spread over different locations, with an enrolment of

900 youngsters. In order to penetrate their galladax, it has evolved a

sequence of situations which are acceptable to them, and which

gradually wean them away from their milieu towards a more normal

existence. There are several steps: non-, partly-, and fully-residential,

which correspond roughly to the different stages of psychological

development.

In the first stage, ‘Operation Friendship’, counsellors seek out the

youngsters in their usual haunts. Breaking the ice with a warm drink

or other treat, they offer only companionship and an understanding

ear. Once contact has been made, the boys are invited to a courtyard

giving onto a street, and open during the day, where they are welcome

to play games, have a wash, and eat lunch. Those who show the most

interest are then allowed to spend the night in a simple dormitory, 20

at a time. The objective during this stage is still to introduce the child

to the project but without wrenching him away from his normal

habitat. It tries to motivate him toward change, offering a haven of

peace from the turmoil outside.

From this semi-residential regime, the youngster then passes to a

more elaborate, full-time programme. It is spread over three different

sites, as a street child who has spent his life constantly on the move

cannot simply be placed in a home, however comfortable, and be

expected to stay there. The objective is ‘personalisation’, the devel-

opment of an independent personality. The boys have to ‘find them-

selves’, so group therapy is organised in quasi-galladas of I 5. Their

counsellors push the educational message at every opportunity. The

street will be struck by the great cleanliness of the new environment,
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‘symbolic of your new condition’. Scraps of paper discovered on the

floor, for example, are an opportunity to stress the moral about New

Men in a dirty world. In actual schooling, the objective is to educate

the boys to basic literacy. They have to learn first of all to want to

learn, to learn to be, and to be useful, rather than stuff themselves

with information. The teacher prescribes few tasks: the youngster

must largely discover what to do alone, as an adventure. This concept

of work is a central tenet of the whole educational design: for the

younger ones, recreation is work, whereas for the teenagers work,

presented as an enthusiastic transformation of the human environ-

ment, is recreation.

After passing through a month-long, somewhat tougher Leadership

Training Course, the youngsters become citizens of the ‘La Florida

Boys’ Town’, a complex ofbuildings in an attractive rural setting. The

change in environment reinforces the intended change in behaviour.

From ‘personalisation’, the emphasis moves to ‘socialisation’, to the

social man living within a community. This stage of the project oper-

ates a system of self-government: like several previous attempts of the

same kind, ‘La Republica de los Muchachos’ has its own written Con-

stitution, with an elected Mayor and Governing Council. The final

stage takes the form of an industrial firm, ‘Industrias Bosconia’, pro-

ducing a variety ofmetal components, including solar heating panels.

There is much to learn from the project’s unorthodox philosophy.

While using a particular approach of its own, it is wary of ‘methods’

as such, and prefers to put its trust rather in individuals, in their

infinite variety. It stresses human contacts, trying to give the street

child what he has really been looking for all the time. Whereas the

tendency is to consider the street child as in some way abnormal, the

project, on the contrary, stresses his normality; it does not consider

itself therapeutic. Whereas the traditional attitude is to reform the

child, the project is careful always to speak of ‘promoting’ or ‘advan-

cing’ him, which avoids any reference to a dubious past. Regarding

terminology, it decries the negative influence of the names often given

to institutions: a child coming out of somewhere referred [O as a

‘Reeducation Centre’, ‘Observation Unit’, ‘Reformatory’, ‘Asylum’,

or ‘Orphan’s Home’ is practically marked for life.
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Unlike such places, the project points explicitly, first of all, to

human happiness as the main objective of life. All the activities in

which the children are organized are planned and carried out in as

festive and joyous a mood as possible, as an end in itself, not a means..

Secondly, the process ofeducational growth can only be very gradual.

Public opinion may demand impossible results, but just as separation

from the families has been by stages, so rehabilitation, an alternative

to the more usual judicial process, can only take place in the same

way. The time taken by each child in each stage of the process depends

on his progress, not on legal provisions. To lead him forward, the

project holds out a series of attainable objectives. What it offers, it

does so progressively: it would be a mistake to want to give the

child everything at once, or to overwhelm him with benefits without

expecting anything in return. Thirdly, the project believes firmly in

recycling the positive qualities and values already existing in street

life, which a keen eye can detect. It recognizes these elements as so

much buried treasure. They must be completed by the entire moral,

intellectual, and spiritual dimensions ofwhich the children have been

deprived, which must be deliberately taught and inculcated. Finally,

the project offers a very strong artistic element, in particular through

theatre and music, and keeps the youngsters in permanent activity,

in small groups, where each individual becomes important to others.

Outreach to street children and youngsters is not restricted to

NGOs ofone particular cultural tradition. In India, for example, the

‘Adharashram Community Development Centre’ in Nashik, north of

Bombay, has a 30—year record of reaching out to victims of family

breakdown and preventing further disruption by counselling and

support among the local community. With time, the care and pro-

tection of children have become an important component ofa broad

strategy of social intervention, in close cooperation with local auth—

orities. The Ashram’s skill in mending broken lives has received con-

siderable public recognition. The MANOF centre in Nahariya,

Israel, also has several original features. In a residential programme,

it offers seventy 15—1 7 year olds a year ofintensive vocational training

in professions of higher standing than is normally the case, such as

photography and electronics. Most participants have been rejected
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from conventional placements, and are unacceptable to any other

organization. Much use is made of the peer group as an educational

unit. To critics who question its methods as expensive, the project

points out that in the long run they are less so than the alternative

variety of residential care offered by prisons.

RELATIONS WITH THE STATE

Even when they enjoy official support, many projects such as these

nonetheless suffer from severe administrative difficulties, symptomatic

of a widespread malaise within the private sector. Despite their

achievements, their finances often remain precarious, even in the rare

cases when the recognition they deserve is forthcoming. As donations

from the public wilt under economic pressures and costs use, many

fieldworkers struggle with rampant inflation, especially in Latin

America. They can afford only skeleton professional staff, rely increas-

ingly on improvised solutions, and find it hard to maintain high

standards, let alone expand to meet the increasing demand. Where

subsidies are provided by governments, for example in maintenance

grants on a per capita basis to cover the cost of food, in whole or in

part, funds promised are somehow seldom available in time.

In terms oftheir legal status, also, many projects, anxious to preserve

their independence, find that grants may have strings attached. In

some parts of Africa, the very existence of non-governmental projects

may be called into question. Almost everywhere in the Third World,

with certain notable exceptions, cooperation between the public and

private sectors over street children is at a low level and several projects

feel the need for more clearly defined respective roles. NGOs coexist

uneasily with the governmental proclivity to inspect, coordinate and

control: the State is often wary of private organizations able to mobil-

ize large numbers of people at grass root level. Many would agree

that they are still too scattered and isolated to bring their full potential

to bear. There are reasons for this other than financial fragility and

governmental coolness. The individual leaders of projects do not

always find it easy to work together with others or in a single organ-

ization. They are often individualists, happier going their own way.
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They tend furthermore to have little time for paperwork which their

headquarters abroad require. At the end ofa long, sweaty, exhausting

day with the children, questionnaires and other well-meaning forms

lose their attraction, even when funds are at stake.

It would be wrong to think that positive experiences are exclusively

limited to the private sector. Perhaps the most promising sign of

governmental reform comes from Brazil, where UNICEF, starting

at the invitation of the Ministry of Social Welfare in 1981, has pointed

the way to new objectives and progressively scaled up local concern

into something approaching a national campaign. As a result, Brazil

is so far the only country in the world to have a coherent national

policy on street children, with a level of public awareness and debate

unmatched elsewhere. The process provides a text—book example of

how a UN agency can change mentalities, provoke initiatives and

withdraw once the ball is rolling. In this case, the resources required

were not drawn from general funds but provided separately, by donor

governments interested in the specific issue, such as Canada and the

Federal Republic of Germany.

UNICEF’s advocacy in Brazil involved pioneering fieldwork.

Merely getting an overview of the situation of street children proved

an immense task. The search for effectiveness and originality involved

visiting 75 towns and cities and narrowing the variety of projects

discovered down to 5 ‘preventive’ models. In order to have a mar-

ketable product which could be widely shared, UNICEF analysed

and documented their everyday activity. Under the watchwords ‘We

all have a problem’ and ‘We can all participate’, meetings attended

by government officials, NGOs, religious leaders, educators and

employers were convened, in some 300 urban and peri-urban com-

munities. In almost every case, the process took root and led to a

concrete project. There were very few failures; fatalism was replaced

by confidence and specific skills. To avoid creating only a flash in the

pan dependent on a charismatic figure or the government of the day,

ad hoc Commissions were established locally under the legal umbrella

of the National Child Welfare Agency (FUNABEM).

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the programme was the

willingness of FUNABEM and the government to recognize that it
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was in their own best interests for NGOs to take on certain tasks. The

authorities put them under contract to start and run projects, but

without using their subsidy to enforce compliance with any particular

ideological criteria, making them only socially and morally account-

able. Too close an identification with the State could seriously compro-

mise the chances of any project in the eyes of its clientele.

The wealth of pioneering experience accumulated by projects such

as those described represents a resource on which, given goodwill,

other governments could build. Cooperation with the private sector

could make governmental institutions more humane. Closer coop-

eration and networking between projects, in their present crisis, could

be mutually strengthening. As a first step, if they want the State to

listen to them and accept them as a convincing partner, NGOs must

present a common front. Only then could their expertise be scaled up

as a component of national strategies.

There are encouraging signs that in some of the countries where

the problem is most acute, this may now be coming about. In Uruguay

and Costa Rica, and more recently in Colombia, not to mention the

special case ofBrazil, street children projects have grouped themselves

together into national associations. Internationally, the issue is at last

being mentioned, if no more. For the first time, the fieldworker need

no longer feel he is alone. Much will depend on individuals but

expectations have been raised and must not now be disappointed.

Even with full official cooperation — not always easy to ensure —

NGO projects, with their slender resources, will always have difficulty

in fulfilling the stupendous task they face. New, more open attitudes

must be encouraged within society to overcome the dereliction of

responsibility typical ofmany communities. New strategies, as creative

as those ofindividual projects, but involving new partners, must break

the vicious circle of cause and effect before the real damage is done.

The next chapter examines some of the ways in which this could be

brought about.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Towards Prevention

‘Responsibility, n. A detachable burden easily

shifted to the shoulders ofGod, Fate, Fortune, Luck

or one’s neighbour.’

Ambrose Bierce

(The Devil’s Dictionary, 18817191 1)

Ask him where he lives and he will say near the King’s Palace,

but his address is better described as on the other side of the

railway tracks. Lek is 10, and was born in Northern Thailand.

When he was only 3 months old, his parents died in a road

accident. An aunt cared for him for a time, but with too many

family problems of her own passed him on to his grandmother

in Bangkok. Every day, he leaves the shantytown dwelling they

occupy at 5.45 a.m., and finishes his school shift at 3 pm. In

the evening, the ‘professional’ part of the day begins. He buys

jasmine garlands in the market for 2; baht each and sells them

to motorists stopping at intersections for 5 baht, making 20 to

40 baht per night (one or two dollars). His earnings eke out

what his grandmother makes selling rice porridge from a stall

and from occasional odd jobs such as washing dishes,

The police allow Lek to start working only at 8p.m. when

the traffic lightens; he goes on until IIp.m. or 1—2 am. at

weekends. Sometimes there is housework to do after that. He

has tried collecting waste paper, pushing a cart, or selling ice-
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cream, but these jobs do not pay so well. Once he took the risk

of selling lottery information sheets, but was arrested and held

for 45 days. He could not pay the fine which would have bought

his freedom. The Police told him they would then leave him

alone if he kept his eyes open and acted as an informer.

Other garland sellers he knows do not go to school and sleep

near a bridge over the river. Some have been injured in accidents

and bullied by gangs of older youths who snifl" lacquer and

gamble. Lek does not mind his work, but would like to have a

store of his own, where people can come to him, rather than

have to approach his customers.

Recently, the police have received new orders from the

government. Selling flower garlands at intersections has now

been declared illegal, and motorists who buy have been warned

through notices and leaflets that they face a fine of 500 baht.

The authorities describe their policy by saying that ‘if there are

no buyers, there will be no sellers’.

(From a Field Report, Thailand)

The perplexity ofthe official who would like to integrate street children

into the community inspires sympathy. Their needs, unlike those of

the sick and the starving, go far beyond the provision of food and

medicine, or rehydration salts and growth charts. One cannot vac-

cinate or immunize against the street. The issue goes far deeper, and

defies the medical model which colours the typical approach. The

phenomenon suggests concentrating on prevention rather than cure.

Acting on this principle, however, does not always translate readily

into policy. It is one thing to prevent the occurrence of individual

events, like accidents or lawbreaking, but another to prevent the

emergence of a general condition. To prevent the marginalization of

children, the marginalization of women and communites must also

be prevented. Before the stresses of survival in slum conditions cause

the breakdown ofthe family, problems must be tackled at their source.

As we have seen, street children are the end-product ofa long chain

of innumerable causes and effects, and can themselves be seen as a

cause offurther effects, such as delinquency and violence. The further

85



one goes back from the child himself, the more tenuous the causal

link. Families can be counselled or rehoused, but where cure itself

would concern hundreds of thousands, or indeed millions, prevention,

as the mass formula, recedes to the realms of fantasy.

In view of the rapid and seemingly inevitable growth of cities and

consequently of the global numbers of street children, it would be

more realistic to envisage a policy of ‘containment’, which keeps a

clearer focus, recognizes limitations, and conveys the idea ofgradually

zeroing in from different angles. The first pre-condition for such a

policy of rolling back the problem is for governments to face the facts,

to recognize their existence and true extent. Some may find this

uncomfortable, especially in industrial countries. In answer to a

United Nations questionnaire, the British Government, for example,

stated recently: ‘We believe the statutory provisions are operated

effectively by local authorities and that as a result we do not have a

significant problem with respect to abandoned youth or children

living in the streets of urban areas’ (answer to UN Centre for Social

Development and Humanitarian Affairs, Vienna, 1984). Prince

Charles, however, ‘saw young dossers near Waterloo Bridge sleeping

in cardboard boxes, covered with newspapers and rags’ (Press report,

23 September 1985).

A containment policy will operate against a backcloth of com-

munity development. Urban programmes ultimately affecting the

lives of women and children follow no set pattern. Budget allocations

can take various forms, such as national health and education plans;

slum and squatter clearance or improvement schemes; regional devel-

opment projects, with investment in productive activities intended to

hold the population in rural areas and small towns; post-disaster

programmes for those affected by drought, flood and armed conflicts;

and major public works, such as housing schemes or the provision of

water and sanitation. Resources never seem to be adequate. Despite

a positive evolution in certain countries, there often seem to be more

funds to improve facilities for the better-off, leaving the poorest under-

served or not served at all.

But let us not be pessimistic. Interestingly, the Chinese expression

for ‘crisis’ consists of two characters, signifying ‘problem’ and ‘oppor-

86  

*

tunity’. There is scope for creativity, therefore, even in the most

unpromising circumstances. Advocates for the cause must be more

than mere merchants of gloom and doom. Man-made disasters can

find man-made solutions. The multiplier effects which lead to mar-

ginalization of the young can apply equally to positive developments

in the other direction. The outlines of a strategy on different levels —-

involving improvements in social services, the humanizing of insti-

tutions, economic and legal measures, and a more efficient use of

community resources — begin to take shape. The child, his family, and

his community: each requires particular forms of intervention, in the

work-place and at home, short-term and long-term.

The traditional approach to the problem of street children would

be to look firstly to adoption and fostering as curative measures.

Adoption into a new family — the social redistribution of children —

is an age-old solution. Under an extended family régime, where

childrearing is a collective task, the process takes place informally. In

industrial countries, by contrast, legal constraints imposed in the

interests of the child are traditionally severe. Street children are not

promising candidates for adoption by conventional criteria. Most

families who would like to adopt would prefer healthy, single infants

as similar as possible to the baby they might have had themselves,

and would not look twice at the hardbitten, street-wise 10-year-old

trading in ‘grass’.

Two conditions would seem to be required for success. Firstly, legal

and adminstrative procedures should be greatly simplified. In Costa

Rica, the strong demand for easy adoption among the poor was re-

vealed in 1979 when the government declared that the process would

be entirely free of charge. Many families came forward to officialize

informal de facto adoptions of several years’ standing. However, in

some developing countries the legal obstacles remain considerable.

Secondly, the ‘ideal family’ must be replaced by the new, much

more flexible concept of special parents for special children. This

greatly widens the scope of potential adoptive families by recognizing

that there is a better change of emotional bonding between children

who had had an unfortunate start in life and parents who have

experienced adversity themselves. Adoption agencies must no longer
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look only for the stereotype: parents in their mid-thirties, not divorced,

and with an appropriate income and religious background, but rather

for those with general life experience, whose particular gifts can be

matched against the children’s particular needs. Single people, older

couples, those with medical problems should no longer be ruled out.

Men and women who have faced difficulties in their own lives and

emerged the stronger for it are well suited to adopting street children.

This trend can be seen as restoring t0 the nuclear family the scope for

adoption existing in traditional societies.

Fostering has even greater possibilities. Not being permanent, it

represents a lesser commitment than adoption for host families, who

are usually easier to find. It is often more appropriate for older

children who are able to express opinions about the course of their

lives and who do not want too close a link when their independence

is in sight. In principle, it can also be used when the crisis is likely to

be of a temporary nature, although the evolution of difficult family

problems is never easy to predict, and there may be a risk of dis-

agreement between foster and natural parents.

The indirect sponsoring ofstreet children, national or international,

in a project or in their families — a process involving fostering through

regular donations towards welfare and education ~ must also be

encouraged. The formula can be applied equally to other categories

of children, like those of poor rural families, or preventively to single

mothers in danger of seeing their families break up. The enormous

disparities between industrial and developing countries allow a small

gift to go a long way, and with increasing awareness the formula has

considerable scope. Commercial firms, for example, may be willing to

make a relatively painless but worthwhile contribution to demonstrate

social responsibility and improve their public image.

Retracing the causal steps which dump the child where he is, one

looks also to ways ofstrengthening his family, ‘preventively’. Hitherto,

social services have often been widely available, in practice, to support

the parents ofinfants up to 5 years, less between the ages of6 and I2,

and not at all thereafter. The family, as the basic component of

society, has therefore hardly even been given adequate recognition by

governments, let alone pride ofplace in social policies. Paradoxically,
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it is only recently, when the family is most threatened, that its natural

virtues are being rediscovered. Although many governments have

developed policies aimed at uplifting particularly disadvantaged sec-

tions of the population, such as the elderly, the unemployed, or single

working women, few have focussed specifically on strengthening the

cohesion of the family as a whole, based on an analysis of its role in

the development process.

Policies centered more directly on the family can nonetheless

counteract the unanticipated side-effects ofdevelopment, often caused

by uncoordinated government policies, which street children, like

litmus paper, serve to reveal. As a recent United Nations study on

youth maladjustment from a criminological standpoint put it: ‘If one

conclusion has to be drawn from our data it would be this: juvenile

delinquency is not the inevitable result of poverty and rapid urban-

ization. The key intervening variable is the strength of adult-child

relationships, most notably family relationships’ (Doc. 22, UNSDRI,

Rome, 1985). A policy to uphold the family would reinforce its

functioning as the basic unit for the human development of all its

members, and encourage it to cope more constructively with changes

in society, such as urbanization.

Although analysis of the family situation does not always translate

readily into recipes for national policy, better access to services, such

as day-care or pre-school education, seems to be the most likely

avenue for reaching the family as a whole. Other measures possible in

industrial society, such as extended maternity or paternity leave, part-

time work, shorter and more flexible working hours, and children’s

allowances, can rarely apply to Third World families.

Governments and departments ofsocial welfare in developing coun-

tries wishing to come to terms with the problem are well aware of

inadequacies in their coverage of the urban poor, not to mention the

rural population. No conventional service providing organization can

be expected to keep up when the rate of internal immigration into

shantytowns may reach several hundred per day. A system of social

security, as it is understood in the industrial world, is practically non—

existent.

Whatever the structure ofservices adopted, its effectiveness will also
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depend on those who implement it. In addition to sheer numbers,

officials may face indifference or hostility from the population they

are trying to assist if credibility has been previously eroded. Different

social contexts preclude identifying any single formula as the best.

Evidence suggests, however, that for delivering services to the family

and keeping it together, a strong central policy implemented by a

decentralized executive organization is preferable. Statutory services

will make the most impact where they are best appreciated by the

community. Research has highlighted the fact that street children,

accustomed to being consistently excluded, would best benefit from

services offered if the full range is available at the same place and if

they are mutually complementary and reinforcing.

Attention should focus, therefore, on ways of getting support in the

first place to those families in difficulty and predisposed to break up,

for example single-parent households, those facing chronic illness,

unemployment, or extreme poverty. Their identification alone will

not be easy, in that by definition ‘prevention’ must cover far more

cases than actually occur, and that diagnosis, while distinct from

service delivery, may itself affect the family situation. Case workers

in the front line visiting families will, in any case, not be looking only

for potential street children, but for the most urgent family needs and

suffering of whatever kind, which their intervention could alleviate.

Their priority will not be to get street children into projects, but to

work out a sufficiently supportive, viable solution on the spot, using

minimum resources. Others well placed to identify cases of families in

crisis and intervene appropriately, include doctors, nurses and other

health workers, providers of nutrition education, and teachers in pre-

school and primary classes.

In this context, day-care centres clearly have a central part to play,

in that many children are left in the street by parents away from home

during the day, working or looking for work. Others may run away

from home after being locked up at such times. In the developing

world, centres have only rarely been run on a large scale, at least by

the State, and not on a priority basis in communities prone to pro-

ducing street children. While affecting mostly infants, day—care centres

can have an impact on the emergence of street children where the
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older offspring are seriously neglected at the expense of the younger.

They are not necessarily community-involving: instead ofseeing them

as an opportunity for participation and social contacts, some parents

may use them rather to leave their children for as long as they can,

grateful to have them OH their hands, and imagine that the meal

provided at mid-day dispenses them from giving anything else. While

performing a useful function for parents, such centres are generally

considered a poor substitute for family care, meeting the physical but

rarely the emotional needs of the child.

Home-maker services, a mirror-image of day-care centres, repre-

sent another approach, so far applied mostly in developed countries.

Women trained in household work and childcare can be made avail-

able to parents in the event of sickness or other emergency, until the

crisis is past.

SUPPORTING PRIVATE INITIATIVES AND NGOs

It is self-evident that to maximize outreach into the population at

risk, governments must actively strive for a more constructive relation-

ship with private initiatives, in forms not restricted to the sharing of

service delivery. Recognizing that the problem is beyond the capacity

ofthe state alone to solve, governments should actively support NGOs

and create a legal framework within which they can operate.

Non-governmental agencies have taken the lead in highlighting the

issue ofstreet children. The Geneva-based Inter-NGO Programme on

Street Children and Street Youth, founded in 1982 under the auspices

of the International Catholic Child Bureau (ICCB), was among the

pioneers in this regard. Drawing on the extensive body of experience

developed by private initiatives, it took the first steps towards creat-

ing a world-wide network of information and support among field-

workers and agencies. Much more must be done, however to expand

this network, formulate guidelines and co-ordinate programmes. 4

Inexpensive measures can facilitate the catalytic process. Existing

projects, for example, can often be provided with technical advice

and support. An atmosphere of goodwill can itself encourage the

foundation of new ones. Their initial expenses can be sometimes
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reduced by a grant ofland, or by guaranteeing bank loans for building

or expansion. Project holders can be allowed to deduct building costs

from taxable income. Their running costs can be kept to a minimum

by subsidizing or providing them with food; by paying for the medical

and dental care they provide; by waiving or reducing purchase tax

on supplies of teaching equipment and other furnishings they require;

or by cutting local taxes on their property. Governmental recognition

can be extended more easily than at present to informal education,

such as evening classes offered by street children projects. African

countries, in particular, appear reluctant to recognize NGO alter-

natives, which may have to make strenuous efforts to prove they are

in the public interest.

Some governments may also tacitly embrace a more pragmatic

reason for closer cooperation with non-governmental humanitarian

organizations. The presence in a city of large numbers of disgruntled

young people with nothing to lose may be politically threatening.

They are prime targets for those using violence or terrorism as a

political tool. Those off the streets — tough, ruthless, unattached, half-

educated, intellectually vulnerable, and familiar with secrecy and

deception — can be perfect recruits. Street youths oftoday can become

the guerillas of tomorrow, rural or urban. Alienated youngsters who

resist efforts by the State to reintegrate them may react more postively

to NGOs. Authorities may therefore choose to consider support of

NGOs an insurance against what they may consider the wrong kind

of ideology.

HUMANIZING INSTITUTIONS

Alongside improvements in external social services, there is an urgent

need in many countries to bring residential childcare institutions in

from the cold. The first premise ofa new policy will be that quality

of care is a function of quantity. Homes, open or closed, must be

restricted only to those for whom every possible alternative has been

explored and found wanting. If they must exist, they should be more

alive to community-based solutions, such as placement in a substitute

family grouping, and as far as possible should avoid transmitting the
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insecurity that comes from knowing that one is only in a half-way

house. Without excessive investment, many institutions could be run

along more humane and imaginative lines. Very often, the inmates

do little more than receive, submit passively, and develop a dole-out

mentality. Greater participation in the decision-making process of

their everyday lives and a stronger emphasis on character-building

elements in the educational programme would cost nothing.

One can also envisage a ‘preventive’ role for many better-equipped

facilities. Instead of being places where children are placed by court

order when their families are no longer able to care for them

adequately, they could become resource centres where families near

breaking point could find timely help: not the last resort when all else

fails but a lifeline able to give both children and their parents the

much needed respite to tide them over the crisis.

RELEASING NEW ENERGIES

Vital as such varied provisions are, no linear expansion ofstate-funded

services, ‘urban basic’ or ‘integrated’, is going to resolve the problem

of street children entirely. Although they are greatly deprived, it is

not giving them things that will strike at the heart of the issue. Nor is

it feasible when the scale of the problem is so great. ‘For every one

we touch, a thousand stay on the wayside’ (UNICEF Fieldworker

in Brazil). New attitudes must complement material improvements.

Faced with a problem which yields only partially to expert advice

and costly programmes, one looks to new forms of imaginative en-

deavour, to ways of mobilizing new resources and energies equal to

the task. New sources of inspiration, new forms of outreach and care

are required.

Care is indeed the heart of the problem, and the genuine integration

of street children into the core culture can only take place in a society

which gives greater recognition and a more central place to the caring

ethic. Compassionate action and service must be rediscovered, and

recognized not as exceptional choices reserved for those prepared to

accept lower salaries than their counterparts in business, but as a

natural dimension of every professional career, comparable in com-
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pensation and job satisfaction to other careers. The humanitarian

ethic of solidarity must be decompartmentalized. This will not come

about by sermons or wishful thinking: it must be actively nurtured.

It is true that sceptics who choke on the idea of solidarity have

never lacked for ammunition. Compare two anecdotes. In 1983, the

Nobel Prize for Literature was awarded to William Golding, who

made his reputation with his first novel, The Lord of the Flies, presently

used as a school text book in forty countries. It tells of a group of

English schoolboys whose airliner crashes on an unknown tropical

island. The crew are killed, but the children survive. Very quickly,

the split into hostile groups, each at the other’s throats, and fighting to

kill. Like many pupils, teachers and the reading public have accepted

Golding’s thesis, that without the presence of adults to keep law and

order, youngsters return to the savage state.

But truth can confound fiction. In 1977, six boys in Tonga, all

friends, went fishing. Their boat was caught in a storm and after

several terrifying days was wrecked on a reef. The crew had just

enough strength left to scramble ashore, onto an unknown tropical

island. They realized that it was totally uninhabited. Confronted with

their predicament, they promised each other that as long as they were

there they would never quarrel, because that would spell the end of

them; that they would always go about in pairs, in case one had an

accident or got lost; and that two of them would keep guard, day and

night. They kept their promises, and I 5 months later were found and

rescued. They owed their survival to a shared faith; to the fact that

none had any reason to exploit the other; and, especially perhaps, to

a culture which gave more weight to cooperation than to competition.

Modern education has gone to such lengths to subvert this principle

that, faced with a similar situation, the urban youngsters of today

would be unlikely to react with the same unselfishness and self-

reliance.

Another example comes from Japan. A famous photograph taken

shortly after the explosion of the atomic bomb on Nagasaki shows a

boy ofabout ten carrying a younger child on his back, his face horribly

burnt by the radiation. In a moment ofsupreme crisis, the older boy,

instinctively driven to protect the younger, sets off to find help. In
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1983, nearly forty years later, a tidal wave triggered by an earthquake

carried off 100 people in Akita City. Asked how they themselves would

have reacted in the same circumstances, a group ofstudents in Tokyo

all replied: ‘I’d have run away.’ Their institute had a fiercely com-

petitive examination policy.

The urge in the young to help a companion in need is natural and

universal. Where it seems to have been crushed, it can be provoked

and encouraged by creating an appropriate atmosphere. ‘Altruism’

may be a flattering attribute for the brutal cohesion of a gang, but

street children do organize themselves spontaneously on cooperative

lines which recognizably draw on the same deep—felt needs and aspir-

ations. In Manila, seven or eight will form a team to sell cigarettes at

a particular crossroads. The 14-year-old leader collects subscriptions

which are paid into a kitty by the 8-year-olds; in return, he helps

them out when the need arises, as when the police confiscate their

goods. In Chile, a group of totally abandoned children in the same

age bracket who lived under a bridge survived entirely by stealing

from the market. Shopping lists were drawn up every day and tasks

distributed: We need bread, potatoes, fruit... While the older ones

went out to ‘work’, others cared for those too young to do so. Their

self-help clashed with the norms dictated by the ‘other’ world. What

officialdom condemns as delinquency or ‘irregular behaviour’ is, by

a different yardstick, only a natural and positive adjustment to the

shock of being alone in a hostile environment.

The marginalization of street children can, paradoxically, create

or preserve values which conventional society unwittingly tends to

eradicate. These represent a human capital which, with some skill,

can be tapped, made to multiply and be reinvested both in its owners

and in others. Not only the adult population of downtrodden com-

munities but their children themselves can become the protagonists

of their own advancement. Instead of a problem, they become a

resource, helpers rather than helped.

One can see the principle at work in the ‘CHILD-to-Child’ pro-

gramme for primary health care, for example, presently operating in

70 countries. It is based on a social and psychological reality rarely

found in the industrial world, namely the custom by which not only
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mothers but also their older siblings look after younger children. While

the mother works, elder brothers and sisters are in charge of feeding,

protection and general care. The Programme formalizes this natural,

instinctual arrangement and uses it to increase the spread of con-

ventional health delivery systems. Older youngsters are taught to

teach smaller ones the rudiments of hygiene, nutrition and first aid.

Both derive benefit: for the child, practical knowledge; for the youth,

a deeper sense ofbeing useful and ofparticipating in a collective effort.

The difference in their ages introduces a powerful, positive dynamic

into the relationship.

MATCHING ENERGIES TO NEEDS

In urban as well as rural areas, the social implications ofthis technique

are far—reaching. The challenge is to draw out the qualities which the

youngsters themselves bring: resourcefulness, independence, group

loyalty and an enviable spontaneity and feeling for camaraderie; and

to draw in, as allies, components of society made aware of their moral

responsibility. To bring the two together, to match deprivation and

human needs on one side against abundance and human resources on

the other, is to give a deeper meaning to the concept of community

participation.

This is in no way utopian. Being in the City, street youngsters,

children and youths, have the specific asset of already being close to

professional expertise and political power. Unlike some other deprived

populations, they are visible for all to see, and theoretically in a

position to benefit from the urban bias in development poliCiCS-

Resources — intellectual, human, technical, and financial # are there,

just down the street, already overtaxed, no doubt, but waiting for

ingenuity and decisiveness to bend them to the task.

Community service, for instance, a freely-given involvement With

the human needs of others, opens a door which may be particularly

inviting when expensive vocational training programmes offer "0

guarantee of a job. Though rarely taken into account in gOVem'

mental planning, a wealth of experience, in both industrial and

developing countries, attests to its potential. Traditionally, volunteers
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have raised funds for charitable causes and visited the sick in hospital.

The scope ofvoluntary action, however, goes far beyond the occasional

helping hand, and cuts across barriers of class and age. Mobilized

and concentrated on a particular problem, it provides a different,

‘demonetarized’ frame of reference.

Two pioneering American programmes, one small and urban, the

other larger and rural, show how, given strong leadership, the young

deprived can be helped to break out of their predicament and con-

tribute themselves, on a voluntary basis, to the well-being of those

around them.

In New York, groups of youths, mostly, but not only, of Hispanic

origin, have been organized into patrols to protect passengers in the

subway. They wear a red beret and a white tee-shirt emblazoned with

the words ‘Guardian Angels’. Working in unarmed teams of five

or more, they rely on numbers and the appearance of discipline

to dissuade muggers, and to protect people when public safety is

threatened. The railway police hate them because they are perceived

to expose their incompetence, but they have won the sympathy of

the subway staff, ambulance teams, and the public at large.

Although everyone needs a salary, many youths at the street level

yearn for something less tangible: under the skin, they burn for rec-

ognition, responsibility, a chance to count for something in the scheme

ofthingS, and perhaps a dash of adventure and risk. The California

Conservation Corps offers all these elements. Youths of both sexes and

all ages (including 5% physically handicapped) perform tasks which

they and the public consider important — reforestation, clearing up

river banks, improving the environment, and helping the community

during emergencies, such as fire, flood, or plagues of insects which

Ihreaten crops. Their own sense of purpose and initiative redoubles

”16 benefit to the public, and increases cost-effectiveness.

PCFhaps the most significant feature of community service along

theSe lines is that the process works in both directions, both through

Outreach from Society towards the deprived and from the deprived

themselves back to other target groups. Boys in closed-door institutions

as YOUng as fifteen, for example, not to mention older youths, have

em given the opportunity to become volunteers themselves, and so
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answer the human needs of their fellow men: not those of others of

their own age, but of the elderly or of young children, in a process of

cross-fertilization. In John Steinbeck’s words: ‘A boy becomes a man

when a man is needed.’

A youngster becoming aware, perhaps for the first time, that he is

not the only one to face hard times, and is actually needed, reverses

the terms ofhis relationship with the world. Critically, it liberates him

from the tyranny of the peer group. From being always on the receiv-

ing end, he finds himself in control and actually able to cope with a

situation. The road to regaining self-esteem and confidence in human

nature, the core of the whole social and psychological issue, lies open.

Some claim that provoking such a revelation, by immersion in helping

others, is not one way of ‘rehabilitating’ the young in trouble, but the

only way.

Resources lying fallow can also be identified in many institutions

oflearning, such as universities and technical colleges, which represent

a concentration of capital often insufficiently involved with the social

problems of their own communities. Whether in industrial or devel-

oping countries, these institutions tend to see themselves as the trustees

of intellectual, not humanitarian, values and to shrink from gettmg

their hands dirty with the human needs on their doorsteps, in the

street and elsewhere. _

One promising approach for their expressing a more caring Cthlc

lies through ‘study service’, also known as ‘service learning’, or ‘th

humane application of knowledge’. This is the practice of making

involvement in practical service to the neighbourhood an integri11

part of education and training. Education for the one and help for

the other interlock. Students of technical drawing, home economics.

and woodwork, for example, have invented and built aids for the

disabled, after a face-to—face appreciation of their daily existence. 1“

possibilities of reaching into the deprived population, in dlfferegl

settings and combinations, are only now beginning to be apprCCI‘lte.7

perhaps owing to resistance from those who fear a drop in Madam1c

standards. Yet humanitarian concern and intellectual challenge are

not necessarily in mutual conflict: the urge to help others can stimulate

study and bring understanding born of personal experience.
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Undergraduates in certain American cities have been ‘paired’ with

street youths, teaching and supervising them on a part-time basis for

pocket money, at a fraction of the cost of institutional care. Medical

students in Turkey have been assigned for a year to slum families in

crisis, to lend support and demonstrate the importance of preventive

health techniques. Similarly, Governments have released civil service

trainees for six-month assignments to hostels for the homeless, in order

to learn to deal with people rather than paper. Such activity is

particularly valuable when the volunteer aims at the role of catalyst

or ‘animateur’, spreading the ethos ofservice to those who are helped.

Schools have an almost unlimited capacity for releasing human

potential and for acting as agents ofsocial cohesion and change. Cross-

age tutoring, by which the older help the younger on a one-to-one

basis, can multiply the educational benefit, encourage self-reliance,

and support the weakest; it is no more than what happens naturally

inmany Third World villages. Similarly, in the evenings, at weekends

and in the holidays, academic, workshop, and recreational facilities

can easily be used by ‘marginal’ groups.

One can envisage other professions infused with the caring ethic

lending their skills to the task, if not directly, then as part of the

Wider vision. Many believe, indeed, that not only educators, but all

Professions have a moral responsibility to act on behalf of those with

little control over their own circumstances, who are seldom heard, and

have no choice as to where or how they live. Colombian universities

PFOduce 300 architects a year, to whose flair superb villas bear witness,

hm how many have concentrated on low-cost housing for the inhabi-

[ants of shantytowns? In contrast, students of industrial design in

Vfinezuela have modified forty-foot containers so as to make them

mily convertible into durable dwellings for the homeless.

We have mentioned psychology. Experimentally, street children

1"th? been taught sophrology, a universal technique of mental relaxa-

“0“ developed in Bogota for treating psychoromatic diseases. First

resUlts claim to reduce anti-social tendencies. More realistically, the

“ascent profession of personal counselling, presently a luxury for the

lllcky fCW, could help those who by definition have no sympathetic

and rffSponsible adult to whom to relate. It is the opposite of teaching
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in that it accepts the subject just as he or she is, instead of imposing

its own values. Perhaps its strongest card in the present case lies in

its being happy just to listen, a role filled adequately by no other

profession.

In the world of work, trade unions would seem to be potential

allies of street youngsters in helping to extend the benefits of labour

legislation to the unprotected. They have traditionally seen those in

the informal sector as possible rivals, but unions in several developing

countries already provide courses in family life education.

One cannot rule out the armed services. In many countries, armies

with an eye on recruitment are anxious to develop their public image

not only in terms of their traditional role but also of their everyday

usefulness to the population. In many developing countries, they

absorb a high share of national wealth, and represent an underused

reservoir of skilled manpower. While strongly identified with the

Establishment, defence forces normally kept out of sight may be more

acceptable to the ‘marginal population’ than the Police. As well as

running sporting, recreational, and — in at least one Brazilian case-

musical activities for deprived children, they could consider making

better use of their ability to impart technical skills to young teenagers

in double-quick time, breaking down stereotypes in the process.

One thinks, too, of the great human potential represented by the

elderly. In growing numbers, they have time available, welcome new

reasons for living, and are often well-suited to relate to youngsters

who have difficulty with their parents’ generation.

As these examples show, the search for solutions does not imply

nor

SS [0

merely extending, improving, or duplicating what exists already,

just promoting a saintly self-sacrifice; rather it demands willingflc ,

question traditional patterns of response. The lesson of community

service is that to absorb street children and youngsters into mainstream

culture today, fieldwork must also take into account the great ”um

that ‘the human heart is touched not by being given something but

by having something asked of it’. It is a philosophy complemefltérl

to, but often unappreciated by, traditional systems Of PrO‘lldlng

.
. or-

servrces. To help prevent the emergence ofmore Street children tom

portant

row, one must hope that spread of concern will become as 1111

 

as depth of concern, and that education will become not only an ‘on-
, , ‘ . .

gomg but an on-glvmg’ process, based on fitness for survival, rather

than on the survival of the fittest.

The next chapter looks at how advocacy can advance the cause of

street children in the national and international setting and what can

concretely be done to help them.

 

 



CHAPTER SIX

From Concern to Concrete

Action

‘We cannot always build the future for our

children, but we can build our youth for the future.’

Franklin D. Roosevelt

(Speech in Philadelphia, September 20, 1940)

Outside the kitchen window, young girls stroll slowly or stand

on the street corner, their eyes following the traffic which starts

cruising round these pleasant residential streets by 11 am.

Inside, Beth is in the kitchen, banging a spoon against the side

of a bowl as she dribbles vanilla into a cake mixture. She is

trying to concentrate on the recipe. ‘I don’t know,’ she snapS,

‘I don’t know what I’ll do.’

She hasn’t celebrated her 16th birthday yet. Until last night

Beth was one of the regulars among the young girls in this city

who sell themselves in broad daylight. Last night police picked

her up.

When she was brought here at Qa.m., she met Sharon, a

counselor who works with theJuvenile Prostitution Project. Beth

will receive round-the-clock attention from Sharon and other

staff who participate in the project... To help them make

That’s where Beth’s problems began. ‘My father got me

stoned for my 12th birthday, and I’ve been into drugs and

alcohol since then,’ she begins. ‘After that, he left home. My

mother and I,’ she says, shrugging her shoulders, ‘we didn’t get

along. I mean, I didn’t get along with her boyfriends. I had to

get out of there. I started skipping school. I learned to live by

the five-finger discount. . .. You don’t know what that is?’ she

jokes, wiggling her fingers: ‘stealing’.

The state placed her in one foster home after another. ‘Those

people didn’t want me,’ she says quietly. ‘Why should I stick

around?’ She’s been in and out of seven of them. ‘The streets

gave me a lot of freedom, you know what I mean?’ she goes on.

‘The only thing was, I had to, you know, to make money. But

I can take care of myself,’ she says, banging the spoon against

the side of the bowl. ‘I can live on my own just fine and get a

square job, work in a doughnut shop or something.’

The truth is, she can’t take care of herself, and she knows

that: last October she turned herself in to the Children’s Aid

Society out of sheer desperation. ‘But I couldn’t take it after a

few months and went back to the streets. I got gonorrhea again,

and I guess that’s when I began realizing I would die ifI didn’t

stop.’

‘Boy, I’m really at a dead end, huh? I don’t want to think

about my past, the things I’ve done,’ she says, squeezing her

eyes and trying to shut out some of those memories. ‘I’ll die ifI

go back to the streets. I really screwed up. But the future? How

can I think about that? I don’t have any.’

The cake is done. ‘Perfect,’ she announces. ‘Do you think I

Could bake cakes for a living?’ Carol, a staff counselor, steps

into the room. ‘Beth’ she asks, ‘let’s talk about your plans for

tOmorrow.’

(From the Annual Report, Covenant House, New York, 1985)

ChOiCCS for a real future, StafJf work hard to give the girls some AdVOCacy for humanitarian causes, especially for one such as street

of the intensive ‘good parenting’ they never got at home. Chi1dren, is often an uphill struggle, particularly when public opinion
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and official attitudes are indifferent or hostile, bureaucracies lethargic,

and resources derisory. The issue falls at the junction of different

institutional constituencies, at a point where they overlap, or seem.

ingly just fail to. Yet advocacy, representing those with no voice or

vote of their own, is one of the keys to concrete action, by first raising

concern and translating it into resources. Its role is fundamental.

UPHOLDING THE CAUSE

Lobbying by pressure-groups in support of an issue is usually the first

step to national policy. Street children have hitherto had to make do

with leftovers, and hitch a lift with issues such as the Condition of

Women, Child Labour, Universal Education, Penal Reform, or Child

Abuse. They now compete in the arena with a crowded field of

legitimate contenders: working children, children in armed conflicts,

handicapped children, refugee children, children in prison, ‘children’s

rights’, not to mention adult groups with close connections. All jostlc

for attention, for media exposure, and particularly for scarce resources.

In advancing their claims, considerations of market, impact, and

timing are as carefully assessed as in launching any new commercml

product-line. .

For fieldworkers, advocacy is complementary to the provismn of

services and forms an integral part of a wider preventive strategy-

Warnings about the dangers of the street life and information abt.)llt

available help can be directed towards the public, perhaps usmg

symbols and drawings to reach the illiterate. At the national level,

articulate and diligent advocacy can help bring about construct!Vc

changes, in small increments, and alter punitive attitudes held by the

general public and the authorities.

In developing countries, some fieldworkcrs feel projects them

are better served by discretion and should be shielded from too tUUCh

public scrutiny. Advocacy can be especially difficult under a clung“;

of political opinion which tends to direct resources away from SCI)?“

welfare into law enforcement. It should then ensure that p0Sltlve

selves

measures are applied as keenly as repress1ve ones.

To influence public opinion, the process depends increasingly on

104  

fig

access to the mass media. In the past, the issue has frequently featured

in works of literature, and has been brought to the screen in classics

of the cinema, such as Sciuscid (‘Shoeshine’ — Vittorio de Sica, 1946)

and the well-named Los Olvidados (‘The Forgotten Ones’ — Luis

Bunuel, 1950), set in Mexico City. More recently, Pixote (Hector

Babenco, 1981) denouned the corruption and brutality of Brazilian

childcare facilities.

Television, for its part, is rarely slow to tap a colourful vein. Its

contribution has, however, remained sporadic and relatively con-

troversial. Journalistic reports ofstreet children in Third World coun-

tries have tended either merely to keep tourists away or to backlash

and attract a much more dubious kind of tourist. A hard-hitting

account ofchild prostitution in Manila in 1983, for example, appeared

to produce a ‘net loss’ rather than any beneficial result. Exploitation

of the misery of street children is not necessarily restricted to pimps

and racketeers.

Today, the issue is no longer a footnote. Its time has come, although

ithas not yet achieved its rightful place. Attitudes among its advocates

are clearly contrasted. At one end of the scale, we have the reduc-

tionist, no-nonsense party, which sees the problem as essentially econ-

omic, ‘no more than’ one aspect of child labour. The position is

epitomized by the incident of Lord Keynes who, when taxed by a

friend for refusing a coin to a beggar-child in Algiers, replied that he

Was unwilling to contribute towards the devaluation of the currency.

At the other end, we find what may be termed the romantic school,

SCnsation-seeking or sentimental, who see street children as strange

and exotic; study oftheir daily lives is described in terms of‘descending

into the depths’ of human experience. Between the two, the great

majOrity of those who feel genuine concern recognize that to be

realistic compassion must be grounded in a long-term perspective.

EMERGING CONCERN

At global level, the issue of street children first appeared very late, in

the Wake ofthe International Year ofthe Child (IYC), in 1979. Before

bung adopted by the United Nations system, the idea of asking

105

 

 



governments to make a special effort for children had originally been

proposed by the International Catholic Child Bureau (ICCB), acting

as a forum for the discussion of current child-related issues. During

the International Year, the ICCB housed the secretariat of the 60

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) taking part

in it. It found that many international programmes existed for various

categories of children, but none for those like Street Children who,

through no fault of their own, fell outside all conventional categories.

The scope ofthe issue dictated that a purpose-built initiative should

be launched in cooperation with other like-minded organizations. The

Inter-NGO Programme on Street Children and Street Youth, the

first to draw on the extensive body of expertise and built up in

relative obscurity by fieldworkers, appeared in 1982. Perhaps its main

achievement, beyond giving recognition to those too modest to seek

it and publicizing their work with funding agencies, was to crystallize

and articulate the concern widespread throughout the private sector

vis-a-vis the international community.

UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM

The world’s statutory lead agency for children is the United Nations

Children’s Fund (UNICEF), originally established in 1946 as an

emergency programme for refugee children in post-war Europe. US

mandate has since expanded in scope and scale. It now helps 9I

developing countries improve standards of child welfare. Within the

UN system, and outside, it enjoys high credibility. The cornerstone

of its present major strategy, originally termed the ‘Child SurVIVal

Revolution’, is the reduction of infant mortality rates by the use Of

rehydration salts, vaccination, and improvements in nutrition. The

initial, somewhat technical concept was later extended into the ’Chlld

Survival and Development Revolution’. The adjunctions included the

promotion of universal primary education for women and children:

the recognition of children’s rights, and improvements in motherS

health, etc.

The agency’s advocacy for this Revolution, however laudable, has

at times been perceived by some as too exclusive. Consequently, 1‘ has
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not always met with the whole-hearted support of National Commit-

tees. Misgivings centre on the perception that UNICEF programmes

in the context of the ‘Child Survival Revolution’ (CSR); the ‘Child

Survival and Development Revolution’ (CSDR); ‘Growth Charts,

Oral Rehydration, Breastfeeding and Immunization’ (GOBI); ‘Fam-

ily spacing, Food supplements and Female education’ (FF F) — have

tended to draw attention and perhaps funds away from other concerns

relating to the welfare of children. Concentration on survival has also

led to a questionable belief among some donors that this ‘Revolution’

saves lives without providing children, as they grow up, with the skills

required to become productive and self-supporting individuals. This

is seen as merely adding to the millions of destitute who will be a

constant financial claim on rich donor countries.

The issue is epitomized in the valid question raised at the 1984

UNICEF Executive Board: ‘What is the use ofbringing children into

the world if we cannot ensure their survival?’ It provoked the equally

apt rejoinder: ‘What is the use of ensuring their survival if the lives

they are going to have are not worth living?’ What is needed, some

say, is a ‘Child Survival, Development, and Protection Revolution’

(CSDPR), to safeguard childrens’ rights and to extend official con-

cern to those vulnerable groups, like street children, who live under

Circumstances of high risk and require special protection and care.

In comparison with its other programmes, UNICEF has not been

in a position to devote to street children the resources and attention

they deserve. With droughts and famines causing millions of deaths,

Street children have inevitably been confined to the back burner. The

groundwork has nonetheless been laid, especially in devising ways of

modifying public attitudes. Present strategy centres around finding

examples of projects and methods which seem to work, and their

attive promotion with member-governments.

One of the problems is that none of the community-based models

50 far identified, all non-governmental, cater for the needs of totally

abandoned children, who necessarily imply greater expense. Interest

n0W centres on the extent to which these examples, such as the

(Republic ofYoung Tradesmen’ described in chapter 4 are replicable

in different social and economic contexts outside Latin America. A
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start has been made in the last year in Mozambique and the Philip-

pines, but in other countries ranging from Thailand and India, to

Nigeria and Sudan, not to mention industrial countries, much remains

to be done. It is hoped that UNICEF and its Executive Board, when

formulating future policies, will pay greater attention to ‘Children in

Especially Difficult Situations’ such as Street Children. The specific

problems faced by each category of vulnerable children will have to

be borne in mind.

Street children have surfaced sporadically at other points within

the United Nations system. The 1983 Report of the Director-General

of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) on Child Labour,

for example, views them in the same light, as one variety of working

children among others. The measures proposed to solve the problem

fall within the general context of the position of children vis-a-vis

employers, labour inspectors, minimum wage legislation, and the

ratification of relevant legal instruments. From the judicial perspec-

tive, the issue has come to the attention ofthe CriminalJuStice Division

of the Centre for Social Development and Humanitarian Affairs,

based in Vienna, in the context ofdefining Standard Minimum Rules

for juvenile justice.

It has also been discussed in the Working Group on Slavery of the

Human Rights Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination

and Protection of Minorities, which meets every summer in Geneva.

Merely to get an issue raised in such fora, with their compleX

procedures, taxes the resources and endurance of the non-govern-

mental organizations which press the issue. Often, it comes to be seen

as an end in itself. A concrete follow-up actually affecting the livcsof

the children appears to be light-years away.

One hopes the same will not be true of the ‘Convention 011th;

Rights of the Child’ — rights described as especially important ff“ [If

billion reasons. Agencies have been slow to recognize the violatloln 0

human rights involved, perhaps because, unlike exploitation 1" a

factory or repression behind bars, hanging around in the street filo“

not in itself prejudice the right to liberty, shelter, health or education-

Street life is not ‘Slavery’. Rights can equally be violated by Omlsslon;

however, and in reality street existence without a family to protec
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intrinsic rights must be considered the sum of all individual violations,

even though one cannot single out its perpetrators.

The Convention presently being drafted was proposed by Poland

during the International Year of the Child. The intention was to

supplement the 1959 ‘Declaration’ on the same subject with a binding

instrument. It refers specifically to ‘all forms of physical or mental

injury neglect, or negligent treatment, maltreatment, or exploi-

tation of children by parents and others responsible for them.’

When adopted and ratified, it will oblige member states to adjust

their national legislation, for example on the penalties for child abuse.

Drafting ofinternational instruments even in the best ofcircumstances

is a laborious process. The Working Group responsible for the drafting

meets for one week per year. Between 1979 and 1985, it went through

the preamble and nearly all the substantive articles. It is expected to

complete this part of its work during 1986 and address the articles

dealing with implementation in 1987.

Speedy ratification may not be easy. Full enforcement is even less

so. When Bangkok has 6,000 factories depending for their survival on

the exploitation of child labour — to take a case more clear-cut than

stteet children —- and the government inspectorate can only afford a

staff of eleven, it is hard to be optimistic over the prospects of the full

implementation of the Convention. Nonetheless, elaboration of such

international instruments can only be a step in the right direction.

Opportunities for international action to focus on the problem

under UN auspices may also arise through future International Years.

SO far as street youngsters are concerned, the impact of the most

recent such event, International Youth Year (IYY) in 1985, appears

to have fallen somewhat short, in several countries, of what might

have been expected. Perhaps inevitably, the theme was less likely than

its predecessors to generate a wave of sympathy and concern, and

Sficms to have been seen essentially as a gesture to a constitutency

Which had previously been passed over. If the Year bore signs of

hurried preparation, the fault lay also in the system for designating

International Years in general. Since the event for the Handicapped

in 1981, which did produce lasting gains, Years have suffered from

diminishing returns.
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The International Year of Shelter for the Homeless (IYSH) in

1987, organized from Nairobi, will be the first UN Year to be based

in a Third World country. Within a varied programme, the main

emphasis during the build-up is tending to fall not so much on the

humanitarian aspect as on technical policies and standards, and the

promotion of model formal-sector housing projects. Its relevance to

street children and its potential for mobilizing public opinion in their

favour, however, are at least as great as in the case ofIYY, ifnot more

so. The cheaper and well-accepted strategy of upgrading squatter

settlements and inner city slums must be seen to go hand-in-hand

with support for the weakest. The encouragement of neighbourhood

residents’ associations, one of its components, combined perhaps with

forms of collective tenure, could make those most at risk feel more

secure. The UN body competent to provide guidance for the purpose,

the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat), could

play a decisive role in this regard. Its efforts could be supplemented

by the UN Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA). It would be

sad for those in the street who were left out in 1979 and 1985 to be

ignored yet again, as homeless adolescents, in 1987.

The UN system and the international community should see them-

selves as trustees ofthose with no voice oftheir own. To help implement

policies, cooperation between governments and international agencies

should be encouraged. Existing national and international networks

for the exchange ofinformation and experience must be strengthened,

and new ones created. The trend towards regionalization, as in South-

ern Cone countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, should be

encouraged. One can envisage involving international bodies so far

untouched, such as the Council of Europe, the Organisation ofAmCT'

ican States (OAS), the Organisation for African Unity (OAU), the

Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN); and the UN

Regional Commissions in Baghdad, Addis Ababa, Santiago, and Bang-

kok. The research institutes such as the UN Social Defence ReseaTCh

Institute (UNSDRI) in Rome, the UN University in Tokyo, and

the UN Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISDlm

Geneva could be called upon to carry out research into speclfi;

aspects of the problem. Similarly, the UN Educational, ScientlfiC an
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Cultural Organization (UNESCO) could play a catalytic role in

promoting education in the street. International financial institutions,

such as the World Bank and others which have not hitherto considered

the problem to come within their own domains, should be sensitized

and mobilized, so that urban policies promoted or supported by them

take the predicament of street children fully into account.

FUTURE AVENUES

The overall objective of future action will be to create a world-wide

movement of awareness, care, and support, with coping mechanisms

comparable to what has already been achieved for other humanitarian

issues. Recognizing that progress will necessarily be piecemeal and

that substantial change can only be expected in a long-term perspec-

tive, efforts will concentrate firstly on what can be improved, with

limited resources, within five to ten years. Recommendations in this

regard might include the following:

i) Governments should first of all take stock of the situation of street

children, whether they are already faced with the problem or not. If

it exists, they should recognize it, and seek a clearer appreciation of

the actors involved and the forces at work. Instances in which this has

already been done should be made known.

ii) In defining the response, the central consideration should be the

needs ofthe child, and the strengthening ofhis or her identity. Projects

Should be devised as a function of this objective. Governments should

Place the emphasis on a non-institutional approach, based on the

r(fallity which street children face, that of having to work to survive.

They should define their policies in the light of lessons learnt from

eXisting experience, and make every effort to expand and accelerate

their programmes.

iii) Community development initiatives should include a sharper

fOCUS 0n fragile families, such as those with a single parent or faced

With Chronic unemployment, to help them cope better with the human

ConSCquences ofeconomic deprivation.

1") The primary resources for preventive and curative action must

 

 



be sought within the local community itself. Efforts should be made

to mobilize local resources through residents’ committees or similar

groupings. In some areas, existing self-help associations, formed on

the basis of ethnic affiliations, could also be helpful. These should be

supplemented by technical and financial inputs from national and,

where necessary, from international bodies.

v) The primary administrative responsibility for dealing with the

problem should lie with departments of social welfare of local auth-

orities and municipalities, or with umbrella agencies dealing with

humanitarian questions, rather than with the judiciary.

vi) Governments should recognize that street children as such are not

delinquent, but only immediate candidates for delinquency if their

needs are not met. In principle, law enforcement agencies should be

used as sparingly as possible, as a heavy hand only serves to legitimize

and reinforce aggressiveness.

vii) Governments should take steps to create a legal framework within

which NGOs can operate, collect and disseminate data. Where appro-

priate, the confidentiality of information available to NGOs should

be respected. Such a framework would recognize the responsibility of

the State to protect street children.

viii) Every effort should be made to facilitate and promote co-

operation and coordination between local authorities and national

NGOs. They should endeavour to help fieldworkers extend their

provision of outreach, primary care, shelter, and vocational training.

Caring personalities should be given greater recognition.

ix) In the longer-term, governments should define a national policy

framework and develop their capacity to implement it. In aSSCSS-

ing their resources, they should constantly be sensitive to the

need to identify new potential within different components of the

community.

x) Where appropriate, social development programmes should. be

introduced to bring about attitudinal changes regarding practhCS

which negatively affect the institution of the family.

xi) Governments can extend an umbrella of greater legality and

protection to the informal sector in which many street children V'Vérk'

Shoe-shine boys, car washers, etc. can be given legal recogmtlofly
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symbolized perhaps by a badge or uniform. Their conditions of work

can be improved and combined with nutrition programmes, informal

learning, and recreation. Local authorities must take efforts by NGOs

to organize them into cooperatives seriously, and not — as has occurred

in some West African countries ~ greet them with derision. The

positive contribution of artisans who employ street children must be

acknowledged. Authorities must better define their relationships with

officialdom and try to build mutual confidence.

xii) Governments should adopt minimum standards of treatment for

child-care institutions, with systems of monitoring and reporting to

prevent abuse. The standard ofqualifications ofstaffshould be raised.

The imprisonment ofchildren alongside adults, as is presently the case

in most countries both in the developed and the developing worlds,

must cease.

xiii) A focal point within the Government for all matters relating to

working children should be established. It will provide them with a

right of redress against police, the staff of institutions, and others in

authority. Such a focal point will also act as an independent moni-

toring body for safeguarding children’s rights.

xiv) Greater attention should be given to ways of making existing

educational programmes flexible and attractive enough for street

Children to benefit from them. They should aim to encourage trust,

Strengthen the self—confidence of the child, and promote self-help.

XV) As a preventive measure, primary schools should be more closely

integrated into the community, and envisage greater parent-teacher

Contact, a broader perception of their role in childhood development,

and some degree of parental control. To reduce wastage, the syllabus

Should take into account the fact that many children are not going to

E0 On to secondary education, but will have to work at an early age.

The whole process must be more closely geared to the needs and

expectations ofpoor families, who appreciate the benefits ofeducation

bUt Cannot afford to lose the income their Children bring in. Education

for prospective working street children should be speeded up, and

COTICentrated on everyday practical knowledge, and basic literacy and

mlmeracy. ‘Educational buses’ offering library and general education

facilities could play a useful role in this context.
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xvi) Street Educators should be accorded full professional status with

an appropriate career structure to facilitate recruitment.

xvii) Professional training courses for all those likely to come into

contact with street children, such as social workers, nurses, doctors,

and law enforcement officials, should take into account the specific

problems faced by street children. The importance of respecting

human dignity should be stressed.

xviii) The resources of universities, intellectual and material, should

be brought to bear. Research should focus on the nature and preva-

lence of street children; the long-term effects of street existence, and

local causes and consequences of the problem. It should evaluate

efforts undertaken to resolve it.

xix) Socially responsible media can contribute to making the problem

more widely known, by giving publicity to positive achievements and

policies, locally and nationally, and highlighting individualsas well

as NGOs and governmental programmes. Radio and telewsion can

play an important role, particularly in developing countries, 1n edu-

cating street children and in educating the general public about them.

xx) The haphazard, uncontrolled growth of urban areas in devel-

oping countries has not taken the requirements of children into

account. Enlightened town planning could gradually better adapt the

fabric of cities, developed and developing, to human needs, not Ohly

reducing the negative effects of the street, but restoring to it a genulhe

socializing influence. In some European cities, pilot schemes have

begun to redesign the street on a more human scale, to reconcfle thC

speed and pollution ofroad traffic with the Child’s right to play. Efforts

should be made to go beyond that and to restore to the street the

educational and social role it has enjoyed in history and still does in

some communities. A pedestrian precinct can be an extension ofthC

house, both stimulating and safe, and, when carefully planned, can

help reduce criminal activity. . e of

xxi) A more human environment would facilitate the emergttnc r

a street culture likely to interest and involve those who have llttle 0“

no support at home. Fostering cultural events in public plaCCS, 6";

on a small scale, can help offset the perception of the street by [for

public as a place only of danger and violence. Street games,
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instance, varied and cheap, have considerable educational potential.

Street entertainment, music and dancing as well as street theatre,

have a long tradition in many countries. They can provide an oppor-

tunity for the positive qualities ofstreet children to be recognized, and

allow them to take pride in what they do. Street children preoccupied

with survival have little energy for contributing to the enrichment of

society, and yet the contributions of some street children have been

astonishing, ‘Street art’ has captured public attention. Popular music,

dance and even fashion have been influenced by the city streets. Street

children have grown up to be athletic heroes: Pelé, the great Brazilian

footballer, started life as a street child. Many of these children lack

neither talent nor ability, only opportunity.

The International Year of the Child called upon governments and

nations to put children ‘at the centre of the world’s concern’. The

condition of street children, by its scale, its extremes ofsuflefing, and

above all, by its very familiarity, is symbolic of society’s neglect. But

what about the sick and starving children in Africa and elsewhere,

some will ask, surely their claim is more urgent? Yes, but the emerg-

ency assistance they require need not be provided at the cost of

total neglect of other deserving groups. Street children, despite their

numbers and their proximity, are not only more difficult to reach,

but far more diflicult to treat. Somehow, they attract fewer willing

hands, and still await their television reporter, or their pop singer,

Who will shake us, at long last, into looking them squarely in the eye.

We have so far been afraid to meet their gaze because we know

that we cannot meet their legitimate demands. Street children are the

Victims not oflocal natural phenomena like drought, or ofthe equally

blind and terrifying fate which strikes the handicapped, but of our

°Wn technical civilization. They are a mirror of modern urban life,

WhOSe nature they accurately reflect. It is this which makes them so

diSturbing, and compels action. The story of the bicycles with which

this book opens reminds us that street children are as all other children.

Our responsibility towards them is unavoidable.
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APPENDIX

Information note on the

Independent Commission

on International

Humanitarian Issues

The establishment of an Independent Commission on International

Humanitarian Issues is the response of a group of eminent persons

from all parts of the world, to the deeply felt need to enhance public

awareness of important humanitarian issues. It aims to promote an

international climate favouring progress in the humanitarian field-

The work of the Commission is intended to be a part of the continulng

search of the world community for a more adequate international

framework to uphold human dignity and rise to the challenge Pf

colossal humanitarian problems arising with increaSing frequency In

all continents;

In 1981, the UN General Assembly adopted by consensus “155‘

olution relating to a ‘new international humanitarian order’ in WWII

it recognized: ‘the importance of further improving a comprehenslVC

international framework which takes fully into account existing ll’lSlIU'

ments relating to humanitarian questions as well as the need, for

addressing those aspects which are not yet adequately covered- 1“

doing so, the Assembly bore in mind that ‘institutional arrangemfngi

and actions of governmental and non-governmental bodies mg
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need to be further strengthened to respond effectively in situations

requiring humanitarian action’. The following year, the General

Assembly adopted by consensus a further resolution relating to the

International Humanitarian Order noting ‘the proposal for estab-

lishment, outside the United Nations framework, of an Independent

Commission on International Humanitarian Issues composed oflead-

ing personalities in the humanitarian field or having wide experience

of government or world affairs’.

The Independent Commission on International Humanitarian

Issues was inaugurated in July 1983 and held its first plenary meeting

in New York in November 1983. A few days later, the UN General

Assembly adopted another resolution in which it noted the estab-

lishment of the Commission and requested the Secretary General to

remain in contact with governments, as well as with the Independent

Commission, in order to provide a comprehensive report on the

Humanitarian Order to the Assembly.

In 1985, the United Nations Secretary General presented to the

General Assembly, a comprehensive report and comments from

governments on the New International Humanitarian Order. The

report included a description of the Independent Commission and its

work. In a subsequent resolution adopted by consensus, the General

Assembly took note of the activities of the Commission and looked

forward to the outcome of its efforts and its final report.

COMPOSITION OF THE COMMISSION

The Commission is an independent body whose members participate

in their personal capacity and not as representatives of governments

or international bodies to which they may belong. Its work is not

intended to interfere with government negotiations or interstate

relations nor to duplicate work being done by existing governmental

or non-governmental bodies.

In its deliberations, the Commission benefits from the advice of

governments, existing international governmental and non-govern-

mental bodies and leading experts. The Commission operates through

a Small Secretariat which coordinates research activities and provides

support services for the work of the Commission. The composition of
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the Commission, which is intended to remain limited, is based on

equitable geographical distribution. At present, it has twenty-seven

members.

PROGRAMME OF WORK

In the course of its limited life span of three years, 1983—1986, the

Commission has dealt with a wide range of subjects relating to

humanitarian issues of relevance to contemporary society. The main

areas which have been selected by the Independent Commission for

study are:

i Humanitarian norms in the context of armed conflicts.

ii Natural and man-made disasters.

iii Vulnerable groups requiring special care and protection such as

refugees and displaced persons, stateless persons, children and

youth, indigenous populations, etc.

The conclusions and recommendations of the Commission will be

based on in-depth studies ofselected subjects carried out with the help

ofrecognized experts and national or international bodies chosen from

all parts of the world for their specialized knowledge or experience.

In addition to direct input by experts in the form of policy-oriented

research papers, the Commission also sponsors panel discussions or

brainstorming sessions. Similarly, close contact is maintained with

agencies dealing with subjects of interest to the CommiSSion in order

to avoid duplication of effort, complement ongoing projects and exer-

cise a catalytic influence in promoting innovative solutions. Heads of

these agencies or their representatives are invited to testify at the

Commission’s bi-annual plenary sessions. .

The in-depth studies and expert advice received by the CommiSSIOn

had been instrumental in the preparation of sectoral reports on par-

ticular humanitarian issues which are published for public distributhn

in order to encourage timely follow-up action. The sectoral rep?rts

are addressed to policy-makers within governmentS, regional bodlCS,

intergovernmental and private voluntary agencies, and the general

public.

118

 

*

The first sectoral report entitled Famine: A Man-Made Disaster? was

published in 1985. Its purpose is to increase public awareness of the

famine conditions afflicting much of Africa and the Third World,

recommend positive solutions and facilitate further study and analysis.

It has already been published in eight languages. Sectoral reports

on deforestation and desertification were published early in 1986.

Additional reports on disappeared persons, humanitarian norms in

armed conflict, refugees and other humanitarian topics are forth-

, coming.

The overall effort of the Commission is thus a pyramid-like process

which will culminate in the preparation of its Final Report scheduled

for the end of 1986. This document will address the humanitarian

implications of a wide range ofglobal issues and set forth a framework

for the implementation of humanitarian policies. It will be a realistic

blueprint for effective response to the colossal challenge posed by

humanitarian problems.
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COMMISSION MEMBERS

Sadruddin AGA KHAN (Iran) — UN High Commissioner for Refu-

gees,1965—77; Special Consultant to the UN Secretary General since

1978; Special Rapporteur of the UN Human Rights Commission,

1981; Founder-President of the Bellerive Group.

Susanna AGNELLI — (Italy) Under-Secretary of State for Foreign

Affairs since 1983; Member of the Italian Senate; Member of the

European Parliament, 1979—81; Journalist and author.

Talal Bin Abdul Aziz AL SAUD (Saudi Arabia) — President, The

Arab Gulf Programme for UN Development Organizations

(AGFUND); UNICEF’s Special Envoy, 1980—84; former Admin-

istrator of Royal Palaces; Minister of Communications, of Finance

and National Economy; and Vice-President of the Supreme Planning

Commission.

Paulo Evaristo ARNS (Brazil) — Cardinal, Archbishop of $510 Paulo;

Chancellor of the Pontifical Catholic University. 850 Paulo State;

journalist and author.

Mohammed BEDJAOUI (Algeria) — Judge of the International

Court ofjustice since 1982; Secretary-General, Council of Ministers:

1962—64.; Minister ofjustice, 1964—70; Ambassador to France, 1970'

79; UNESCO, 1971—79; and the United Nations in New York, 1979’

82.
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Henrik BEER (Sweden) — Secretary-General of the League of Red

Cross Societies, 1960—82; Secretary-General ofthe Swedish Red Cross,

i 1947—60; Member of the International Institute for Environment and

) Development and the International Institute of Humanitarian Law.

Luis ECHEVERRIA ALVAREZ (Mexico) — President of the

Republic, 1970—76; Founder and Director-General of the Centre for

Economic and Social Studies of the Third World since 1976; former

‘- Ambassador to Australia, New Zealand and UNESCO.

_‘ Pierre GRABER (Switzerland) — President of the Swiss Confed-

eration, 1975; Foreign Minister, 1975—78; President of the Diplomatic

Conference on Humanitarian Law, 1974—77.

‘ Ivan L. HEAD (Canada) — President of the International Devel-

opment Research Centre (IDRC); Special Assistant to the Prime

Minister of Canada, 1968—78; Queen’s Counsel.

M. HIDAYATULLAH (India) — Vice-President of India, 1979—

, 84; ChiefJustice of the Supreme Court, 1968—70; ChiefJustice of the

1 Nagpur and Madhya Pradesh High Courts, 1954—58; Chancellor

‘ of the Jamia Millia Islamia since 1979; former Chancellor of the

4 Universities ofDelhi, Punjab; author.

‘ Aziza HUSSEIN (Egypt) — Member of the Population Council;

, President of the International Planned Parenthood Federation, 1977—

85; Fellow at the International Peace Academy, Helsinki, 1971; the

‘ ASpen Institute ofHumanistic Studies, 1978—79.

, Manfred LACHS (Poland) — Judge of the International Court of

‘JuStice Since 1967 and its President, 1973—76; Professor of Political

. SCience and International Law; former Chairman of the UN Legal

C0mmittee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space.

(Robert S. MCNAMARA (USA) — President of the World Bank,

”968—81; Secretary of Defence, 1961—68; President, Ford Motor
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Company, 1960—61; Trustee of the Brookings Institute, Ford Foun—

dation, the Urban Institute and the California Institute of Tech.

nology; author.

Lazar MOJSOV (Yugoslavia) — Member of the Presidency of the

Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia; former Foreign Minister;

Ambassador to the USSR, Mongolia, Austria, the United Nations,

1958—74; President of the UN General Assembly, 32nd Session and

of the Special Session on Disarmament, 1978.

Mohamed MZALI (Tunisia) — Prime Minister and General Sec-

retary of the Destorian Socialist Party; Member of the National

Assembly since 1959; former Minister of National Defence, Educa-

tion, Youth, and Sports and Health; author.

Sadako OGATA (Japan) — Professor at the Institute of International

Relations, Sophia University, Tokyo; Representative ofJapan to the

United Nations Human Rights Commission; Member ofthe Trilateral

Commission.

David OWEN (United Kingdom) — Member of Parliament since

1966; leader of the Social Democratic Party since 1983; Forelgn

Secretary, r977—79.

Willibald P. PAHR (Austria) - Secretary General of the World

Tourism Organization; Federal Minister of Foreign Affairs, 1975433;

Ambassador; Vice-President of the International Institute of Human

Rights (Strasbourg).

Shridath S. RAMPHAL (Guyana) — Secretary-General ofthclc’om'

monwealth since 1975; former Attorney-General, Foreign Mlnlstfir

and Minister ofjustice.

. ' l

RU XIN (China) — Vice-President of the Chinese Academy OfSOC}:

. . - . v

Sciences; Professor ofPhilosophy at the Xiamen UniverSIty, Executl
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President of the Chinese National Society of the History of World

Philosophies.

lSalim A. SALIM (Tanzania) — Deputy Prime Minister and Minister

l ofDefence; former Prime Minister and Foreign Minister; Ambassador

)to Egypt, India, China and Permanent Representative to the United

Nations; former President of the UN General Assembly and the

1 Security Council.

lLéopold Sédar SENGHOR (Senegal) — Member ofthe French Acad-

lcmy; President of the Republic ofSenegal, 1960—80; Cabinet Minister

; in the French Government before leading his country to independence

‘in 1960; poet and philosopher.

SOEDJATMOKO (Indonesia) ~ Rector of the United Nations

University, Tokyo since 1980; Ambassador to the United States;

Member of the Club of Rome and Trustee of the Aspen Institute and

:the Ford Foundation.

)Hassan bin TALAL (Jordan) — Crown Prince of the Hashemite

‘Kingdom; Founder of the Royal Scientific Society and the Arab

:Thought Forum; concerned with development planning and the for-

(mulation of national, economic and social policies; author.

lDesmond TUTU (South Africa) — Archbishop of Johannesburg;

Winner of Nobel Peace Prize; former Secretary General of the South

African Council of Churches; Professor of Theology.

,Simone VEIL (France) — Member of the European Parliament and

is President 1979—82; chairs the Legal Affairs Committee of the

‘EUropean Parliament; former Minister ofHealth, Social Security and

Family Affairs, 1974—79.

1E. Cough WHITLAM (Australia) — Prime Minister, 1972—75; Min-

‘lSter of Foreign Affairs, 1972—73; Member of Parliament, 1952—78;

‘Ambassador to UNESCO.
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There are now over 30 million ‘street children’ according to latest

estimates. This report for a top-level international commission is the first

comprehensive survey of unprotected children on city streets. in New York,

Rome, Séo Paulo, Cairo or Calcutta, as in most big cities, the problem —

with frightening implications for the future — is only now coming to

world attention. Starved of love and care, street children are victims, not

of war or of natural disasters, but of urban civilization. The explosive

growth of modern cities, the transition from extended to nuclear families,

extreme poverty, and the repressive attitudes of officia’ldom, all force

these children out onto the streets and into a life of fear and exploitation.

This is a problem which intensifies as migration from the countryside to

the cities continues and urban management is no longer adequate. If

present population trends continue, the number of street children will

inexorably grow.

This report emphasizes the humane responses that need to be

developed, and points the way to a more compassionate society. It also

gives the warning that if we fail to act, youngsters on the street will swell

the flood of violence and exacerbate the social evils which already

threaten us.
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