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Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Dear friends and colleagues,

First of all, allow me to  to thank the organisers  for having invited me to participate to  this  expert meeting  on promoting and protecting the rights of children working and/or living on the street:  Bridging the gaps between policy and practice. 

This session is dedicated to setting the scene of children in street situations. 

This  session will help us to share  a common  understanding and  to refine our  knowledge of the phenomenon of children working and/or living on the street, in view to overcoming the  gaps  between policies and practices   .  

Children in street situations 
1. Who are they ?

Street children, children in street, children of streets, children on the streets, children working and/or living on the street: several definitions which have evolved with time, trying to embrace very diverse realities. 
Given the complexity of the phenomenon and the variety of situations it covers,  the  expression « children in street situations », seems the most appropriate  ,  referring  to children living on the streets, whether occasionally or not, with or without their families, as well as those who work on streets and many others in similar situations.

The expression « children in street situations » offers a better understanding of the different typologies and situations in which children find themselves on the streets.
In fact, these children are not a homogenous group and many typologies  can be identified according to: 

· gender  
·  age
· origin 

· migrant status or not
· the mode of entry into the street 
· the mode of survival/life on the streets
· amount of time the child spent on the streets 
· the status, whether street leader or not
· Unaccompanied children  or children living on the street with their families or communities  
· in connection  or not with their families etc.
The common denominator among these children is that, for all of them, the street represents a point of reference.
 The most important thing to keep in mind  is that every child is unique, and, consequently, there is a need to adopt a personalized and adapted approach.
2. How many children are  in street situations ?
According to estimates, the global number goes up to hundreds of millions;  these estimates are challenged  because  of their approximate and unreliable nature. These numbers are not grounded on rigorous research methods. Furthermore, the use of different terms and definitions makes it even more difficult to find out how many children are in street situations. It appears clearly that the full extent  of  the phenomenon is still not fully known.  

However, in  several countries and localities, empirical researches and situation analysis were done, which  are helpful and improve understanding the lives of children on the streets.
One also had to take into account the fact that these numbers fluctuate, according to the socio-economic, political and sociocultural context and growing urbanization. 

In addition, an important part of children in street situation have never been registered and do not possess identity documents, leading to the lack of recognition of their legal personality and to their non inclusion in the official statistics. 

The most important thing to keep in mind is that the global concern should be less about rising numbers and more about:

·  the persistence of conditions that force children to end up on streets; 

· the typologies , the street lives,  street territories, social organisation, street activities;

· the risks of abuse and exploitation they face; 

· the  multiple violations of their rights. 

3. Why ?

The circumstances which can bring a child to find him or herself in a street situation are many and lead to the conclusion that there are various causes for this phenomenon. We can identify  several underlying push and pull factors:

Push factors, that encourage/push them to go to the street:

· the family situation, such as : dysfunctional families ( lack of affection and dialogue ) or broken ( divorces, family reconstitution,  abandonment ), socially excluded and poor families, domestic violence, death or diseases of parents, HIV pandemic, unemployment, rural exodus.. 

· some sociocultural practices : talibés, sorcerer children  

· humanitarian crisis : armed conflicts, natural disasters ( earthquakes, flooding..), famine

·  lack of social protection, social services .

Pull factors  which make the street attractive to the child, such as : 
- no more trust in formal institutions 

-  desire for independence, freedom 
-  search for economic resources 

-  need to work to support the family,

-  need to belong to a social group, to build friendships

These causes are many and vary from one situation to another,  since each situation is unique.     
4. Risks faced by these children ?

All children in street situations run the risk to be victims of different sorts of abuses and dangers:

-  physical  violence : aggression, sometimes even by their peers, detention..
- psychological violence: indifference, stigmatisation, abandonment …

- abuse of substances (glue, alcohol and other drugs) 

- sexual abuse/exploitation , illnesses …

-  trafficking, sale,  forced labour 

The  girls in street situations face more difficulties than boys do, since, in their condition as girls and marginalized individuals, they suffer from a dual stigmatization.

A certain number of those living in a particularly perilous environment, where their friends  frequently die or disappear, may develop very dangerous behaviours and, often, even lose their hope and desire to live.
The most important thing to keep in mind  is that children in street situations  face discrimination, stigmatization, are deprived of their rights and have no access to education, health,  protection . 
However, on streets, children develop also skills, abilities that have to be taken into account  during the  recovery and reintegration process.
Bearing in mind the complexity of the phenomenon and the variety of situations it covers, there is a need to build comprehensive  and  rights based child Protection Systems , including trageted programs and services easily accessible to all these children, without discimination and guaranteeing them the full enjoyment of all their rights.
In conclusion, I want to recall  that these are  just a few elements setting the scene of the issue of children in street situations. 

The most accurate picture of it will be undoubtedly provided by those who have experienced the street and  those who  work directly with these children , recognizing  them as actors and rights holders.       
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