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INTRODUCTION


It is a fact that the importance of child protection is indisputable, and knowledge on the characteristics and the magnitude of child labor as related to the problem of working street children  has been significantly advanced in recent decades. A focus on the protection and promotion of the rights of children working and/or living on the street from a holistic perspective, brings about the need to bridge the gap between knowledge and action. Therefore, as a researcher, it represents an opportunity to be part of transforming the status quo and thus, contribute to advancing their rights and justice.


Drawing on primary data, this contribution links research on family violence to street children whose rights are enshrined within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and have been ratified by many countries. It looks at the reality of children's life experiences inside and outside their families in the context of north eastern Mexico. 


Although structured according to the IMRAD convention for practical reasons, and to keep it concise, this contribution does not consist of a classic research report with a a detailed literature review and methodology, results illustrated with a verbatim or statistics, tables and graphs along with their discussion, and a list of references.  

OBJECTIVE


To share some reflections my field research on family violence inspires as far as the protection and promotion of the rights of children living and/or living in street are concerned. In doing so, I seek to provide elements of a piece of the tapestry that characterizes the complexity of the phenomenon of children in street situations.

METHOD


Data handled  herein are related to extensive fieldwork on family violence conducted in the state of Nuevo Leon in Mexico a decade ago by the author as a principal investigator (PI). The approach encompassed all components of the population, victims and perpetrators, quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection, first-hand and secondary sources of data. 


The specific data relating to street children are primary and derived from field research carried out in the capital city Monterrey since 2002. With the help of two field assistants, a structured questionnaire on family violence was applied to a non-probabilistic sample of female and males at a canteen for the poor. 


After having done so, street children could be identified and dissociated from the rest of the users. In accordance with the definition of children, those up to the age of 18 were individually interviewed with the use of an open-ended schedule. Their free and informed consent was obtained prior to proceeding with the in-depth conversations. Allowing us into their family relations, and street lives and related experiences provided the opportunity to acquire further knowledge about disrespect of basic human values and rights.


Besides interviewing 46 street children face-to-face and on a voluntary basis, interviews were performed with the personel at the canteen including a very short one with the late founder, a catholic priest. The audio-taped material collected was anonymously transcribed and qualitatively analyzed.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Living and/or working on the street: The family environment as a push factor 


Family conflict solved with violence and various forms of abuse perpetrated by a family member against another have been increasingly denounced in the state of Nuevo Leon. Not only do they play a major role in family dysfunction and desintegration, but they also contribute to making children homeless, live in poverty and sleep wherever possible (abandonned buildings or under construction, parks benches, under bridges, etc.).


Motives for living home according to the interviewed street children were as follow: to escape sexual abuse perpretrated by the step father; to escape physical abuse by both step parents or biological ones; felt uncomfortable with emotional abuse and neglect; fed up with the violent family environment; rejection by parents or overtly asked to leave the house. 


The street-based work environment and the disrupted families share features of negative influences and abuse (physical and sexual abuse, exploitation, neglect, damaging substances consumption). In some cases, sexual exploitation was experienced as the continuity of sexual abuse already exposed to in the family environment with the complicity of some parents, most often the mother. Before leaving their residences, some children were already familiar with drug and solvent abuse. There appears to be a bitter reality to swallow in both environments.

Parents and children interdependency


Young children need to live in their natural environment, the family, expected to fulfill their needs including love and affection. Parents also need their children´s love and affection in the present and in the future as well. This also holds true at a material level. Reducing children to a mere burden for their parents does not seem to reflect the reality of those who are working on the street. With the exception of children who work to support themselves, there is cumulative evidence worldwide that some part of the income they generate working on the street is given to their parents, or benefits the family in some ways. 

Regular access to free meals among street children


Even though street children manage to generate an income, not all of them make enough money to afford balanced meals on a regular basis. Research participants declared to earn a meager kiving. Therefore, they ensure their nutrition at a canteen runned by a catholic priest as part of of his pastoral commitment. Similar to a soup kitchen for the poor, the canteen is not directed at any particular captive population of children and the pre-requisites are the same for all users. This kind of food service is provided through charity, namely the Catholic Church  rather than the State social services known as Sistema de desarrollo integral de la familia, or DIF (Spanish acronym). 


The DIF in Mexico is almost the equivalent of the child protective services (CPS) in the United States of America (USA). It is worth mentioning that the DIF, in accordance with its policy of family reunification, does not favor the provision of shelters. With the exception of cases of adoption, a child  under threat may be withdrawn from his/her family environment. These services made available by the DIF for the protection of  maltreated young children are temporary (for times of crises) since living within a family, biological or of adoption, remains a priority.


As far as food and nutrition are concerned, there are some undergoing specific programs, They consist of providing basic grocery products (despensa) to the needy such as the poor elderly who meet the criteria set out by the DIF. Children working and/or living on the streets are not beneficiaries of such programs. The canteen is not part of a service specfically designed for these children. However,  eating there is of great help, especially when they run out of money. At least, they do not have to skip lunch or dinner, and get them for free.

Families and relationships in human societies


Freedom from all forms of violence as a right requires a shift away from mere norms to engage with the reality experienced within families. Therefore, it inspires challenging key questions to handle, such as: When both homes and streets are not protective of children´s rights, what should be done? 

How to make children live in a safe home environment and be economically active licitly and safely? How to better help parents in fostering a supportive environment for their young children? In their battle for survival, don't parents and children need each other?


Being a matter of choice or not, living and/or working on the streets should not endanger children. In addition to family poverty, the fields of families and relationships should be seen as part of a wide range of knowledge and perspectives to bring together in order to advance children's justice.

CONCLUDING REMARKS


The role of charities --actually the impact-- in fulfilling the right to food is limited. Their resources depend on donations to ensure the provision of free meals to the persons in need and whose numbers are growing faster than their modest means. Nonetheless, accessing the canteen contributes to some considerable extent to food security among street children. 


So, other sources of contributions would be supportive of such charities that perform strong social services, but are fragile for depending on generosity, whilst the lineup are growing. Not encouraging it strongly would nearly equate to an indifference to the respect of human rights and denial of their violation. 


If we are to achieve a fairer society, protecting and securing the rights of street children, calls for broadening public policy, including translating knowledge into well targeted interventions. Bearing in mind that children need to achieve their potential, social programs should be designed and implemented with the child being the main focus of the delivered services. 


Working, in its essence, is not a major problem since it provides dividends to some street children and their families. It should also be taken into account that not all children are interested in attending school or working formally, and go by the rules of a company (e.g. schedule, punctuality, neatness, etiquette). However, a key point is that labor dignifies and must be performed without hurting human dignity.


Living in a safe home environment and being licitly economically active in a safe working environment are not mutually exclusive, but rather challenging. Since many underlying factors are interwoven, multisectorial steady actions are paramount. The changing family structure and living in poverty must also be taken into account as expulsion factors to modify.


It would be important to distinguish between children who still have a family, but are no longer willing to go back to their homes, and those who are not totally estranged from their families. Their voices must be heard, hence the importance of their participation in the process of protecting and promoting their rights. 


Many aspects of the protection of their rights are similar to other components of the population such as the senior citizens and persons with disabilities. Legislation should be seen as a means among others, for ensuring the respect of street children's rights. Further emphasis on punitive justice against parents is not likely to be the most needed approach. Preventive interventions (before crises occur) are an important part of the process, and a focus on unmet needs is a must.
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