Contributions of Finland to the study on challenges, lessons learned and best practices to protect and promote the rights of children working and/or living on the Street

Children living or/and working on the street

In Finland the phenomenon of children living or/and working on the streets is rather small in numbers, almost non-existent. The problem has been minor in Finland due to the fact that children in Finland enjoy strong legal protection. The Ministry of Interior points out that the police and social workers sometimes encounter children who hang out on the street and may even have spent a night out. Most often it is a question of a child who has run away from his/her home, children’s home or a reform school. These children usually seek shelter from a friend’s or other acquaintance’s houses. They are usually also found or encountered quite quickly by the police, friends, relatives or child welfare authorities. 

It is enacted in the Child Welfare Act (417/2007) that the municipal body responsible for social services must provide support without delay if the circumstances in which the child is being brought up are endangering or failing to safeguard his / her health or development or the child’s behavior is endangering his / her health or development. The municipality must, without delay, arrange sufficient financial support and rectify the deficiencies in living conditions or arrange for accommodation that meets the child’s need. Therefore, if the law is fully implemented, it is not possible that the local authorities would let the children live on the streets.
Possible cases of children living or/and working on the streets involve mostly Roma children coming from other countries, mainly from Romania and Bulgaria. The Roma live mainly in vehicles and tents in camps that the arriving Roma have established.  These children usually take part in begging or collecting empty bottles on the streets (to get bottle return payments).  The police and the social welfare authorities have attempted to solve these questions concerning the Roma children who have arrived outside of Finland. 

The Finnish Child Welfare Act enacts that in emergency situations child welfare officers in the municipality where the child is staying in should investigate the child’s situation if the officer becomes aware of a child who may be in need of child welfare services. However, in some municipalities it is not quite clear that these children who arrive temporarily from abroad and work on the streets are entitled to protection. Thus the Ombudsman for Children calls on the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health to give more guidance to the municipal authorities on the interpretation of the Child Welfare Act regarding the children living or/ and working on the streets. There should be a clear national policy guideline in this matter that all municipalities should implement the law equally in order to guarantee equal treatment for all children. 

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health is currently preparing quality recommendations for child welfare which will be underlying that the Child Welfare Act applies also to children living or/and working on the streets. Also the Ministry points out that the eHandbook for Child Welfare, which is an online service for child welfare professionals, emphasizes that the Child Welfare Act applies to all children.
Good practices

The children in Finland enjoy strong legal protection. Also the Finnish welfare state, its combination of legal system, legislation, social security system, public administration and social conditions effectively protect children from homelessness. The Ministry of Interior emphasizes the importance of co-operation of the police, social services and the third sector in the prevention of problems that may interfere with the rights of the child.  One good practice is to have police officers assigned to certain neighborhoods. These local officers have the possibility to acquire knowledge about the specific nature and problems of their assigned areas. They can build trust so that the residents/citizens feel safe to be in contact with them. They are also able to quickly observe social changes in their neighborhoods and intervene in developments which may pose a risk to the rights of the child. Another good practice is to have social workers who work full or part time at police stations.
Statistics

Statistics Finland does not produce statistics concerning children who work or/and live on the streets. This phenomenon is also very marginal or even non-existent in Finland. According to a housing market survey made by the Housing Finance and Development Centre of Finland (ARA), there were approximately 8, 000 homeless adult individuals in Finland.  Under 2, 000 of them are living on the streets or shelters and the others are living with friends and relatives or social welfare buildings. There are only 300 homeless families in Finland. However there are no families living on the streets because municipalities arrange a flat or compensatory or temporary lodging for families with children. Statistics don´t cover individuals who are staying short term or are illegally in Finland. 

