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Background

Street children are not a unified group. They are usually not alone, they have family and peers. The reasons a child may be living and working on the street can vary. It could be a combination of family and community stressors, such as the absence of a parent or parents and other adult relatives; economic problems such as poverty, unemployment and homelessness. Some children may be living and working in the street all the time, others may work in the street but return to their families at night. It could be from their own agency and choice. They may have migrated or immigrated. They face risks such as abuse and violence – from parents and peers, from authorities, from those who discriminate against them, and from others who want to exploit them. To consider street children, one must recognize the complexities that are pushing children to the street, as well as the protective and inhibiting factors in the circumstances of street children. Finally, it is important to note that there are differences between children, communities and countries.

Street children have been the focus of growing attention of civil society actors and placed on many country’s agenda. It has long been a matter of concern that in some countries, penal codes have criminalized vagrancy and runaways. Unfortunately, street children have often been the primary victims of this criminalization. As a direct result, many of them have been repeatedly in conflict with the law. Behaviour such as vagrancy and  roaming the streets has been dealt with through care, protection or treatment measures by a wide range of child protection actors at international, regional or national levels. However, from experience, these responses alone have proved to be insufficient and the issues require a more holistic approach. UNICEF, in partnership with governments and nongovernmental institutions, has been working to create a more systemic approach that prevents children from ending up in the streets and responds more effectively to those that continue to fall between the cracks. 

Historically, analysis and programming in child protection have focused on particular issues or specific groups of vulnerable children. Issues receiving attention in recent years include violence against children, alternative care, children living on the street/outside of homes, justice for children, children affected by armed forces and groups, trafficking, sexual exploitation, child labour and child separation. However, many children are vulnerable to multiple child protection violations. While vertical, issue-focused programming can be very effective in serving the specific cohort of children targeted, it can result in protection gaps, lack of coherent referral systems and insufficient attention to early intervention, family support mechanisms and prevention efforts. 
In 2008, UNICEF adopted a new Child Protection Strategy that calls for systemic approaches to change the societal attitudes, customs and practices that protect children’s rights. The strategy builds on the extensive international framework for child protection and on relevant recommendations of the United Nations Secretary-General’s 2006 Study on Violence against Children. In line with the renewed focus on equity, the strategy also emphasizes the accountability of governments to put in place the best possible systems for the protection of all children, regardless of age, disability, ethnicity or religion.



Child Protection Systems

A child protection system is seen as a comprehensive and sustainable approach to
preventing and responding to child protection issues. It is comprised of a set of laws, policies, regulations and services required across all social sectors – especially social welfare, education, health, security and justice – to respond to and prevent protection related risks by addressing the root causes of inequity using context-appropriate strategies that are consistent with a human rights-based approach. This approach does not negate the importance of addressing specific child protection issues, such as those relating to street children, but rather ensures that these issues are referenced within a holistic service structure. Issues thus become an entry point to strengthen child protection systems more broadly and ensure universal access to services, including for the most vulnerable.

UNICEF is working with numerous national governments and local partners to map the current state of the child protection system to strengthen the capacity to prevent and respond for the protection of children’s rights. This mapping process will shed light on what aspects of the system are best placed to address the multitude of risks a street child may face, and which parts of the system a street child may or may not have access to. The aim though is not the mapping but the identification of directions for further strengthening of the ability of the child protection system to prevent and respond to risk.

Poverty and social exclusion figure importantly as causal factors for pushing children out of school and into the street to seek work and provide support to their families. More and more, social protection programmes are mobilised to address those push factors. In 2009, a Joint Statement on Advancing Child Sensitive Social Protection was approved by key development partners[footnoteRef:1] and this statement outlines the principles and approaches for undertaking child-sensitive social protection that can positively impact children even when not targeted.  [1:  UNICEF, the United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID), HelpAge International, Hope & Homes for Children, Institute of Development Studies, International Labour Organization (ILO), Overseas Development Institute, Save the Children United Kingdom, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank.] 


With the Joint Statement and research highlighting the synergies of cash with services, different variants of the cash/service portfolio are being implemented, augmenting family resiliency and capacity to continue to care for their children. For example, in Bangladesh a conditional cash transfer helped avoid the placement of vulnerable children in residential care after the cyclone by supporting their extended families. Other examples include the microcredit project in the Dominican Republic, a similar scheme in Ethiopia, the support to articulate child-sensitive adjustments in China’s health insurance and social assistance schemes, and the revolving loan scheme in Lebanon. Further examples of programmes that have taken actions to prevent family separation are in Brazil, Djibouti and Russia. 

In addition, tools and global level guidelines have been developed to contribute to a more systemic approach to child protection. One noteworthy achievement is the Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children, developed under the stewardship of the Government of Brazil, and which were welcomed by the UN General Assembly in 2009. These guidelines have given extra impetus to develop standards of care and provide technical recommendations to improve care, as evidenced in Angola, Brazil, Cambodia, Mexico, Myanmar, Namibia and Ukraine. In Angola, minimum standards for residential care were developed in accordance with the international guidelines.



Justice for Children

Another important part of promoting a protective environment and the child protection system is to reflect on Justice for Children. The way that children are treated by justice and security institutions is critical to the achievement of the rule of law as they are yet to be viewed as key stakeholders by the Justice sector. Access to justice, while increasingly recognized as important for protecting the rights of vulnerable groups and addressing poverty, rarely has taken children into account. Justice for Children specifically aims at ensuring full application of norms and standards, for children who come in contact with the justice system, including the security and social welfare sectors. 
Justice for Children includes Juvenile Justice but means something broader than children in conflict with the law; also includes children who are witnesses to crimes, or who are victims. It also covers those children who have contact with the law because they are in custody hearings. Or they may just be targeted somehow by the law enforcement. Street children often fall into this group as they may be seen as vagrants or as people who have committed status offences. These are offences that we would argue should not be criminalized – a child not going to school should not be criminalized,
just like an adult who doesn’t go to work is not criminalized. This policy has the added
benefit of not unnecessarily burdening the justice system. For example, Malawi, Rwanda, Namibia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, and Uruguay are working on different aspects of Justice for Children. 


Priority Actions

When we look at the justice and welfare systems and the risks faced by street children we prioritise the following areas:

· Amend national legislation in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and other UN guidelines on juvenile justice (including the Riyadh Guidelines, Beijing Rules, and JDLs), including de-criminalise ‘vagrancy’, ‘loitering’, victims of sexual exploitation and status offences such as truancy and ‘running away’.

· Ensure adequate budget allocation to social services and social protection programmes  to support children and their families, and programmes focusing on prevention, diversion and alternatives to detention. 

· Facilitate closer and stronger communication and coordination between all actors and sectors in the criminal justice and social welfare systems, including among central and local government agencies, and between government agencies and civil society.

· All juvenile justice system personnel (police, social services, probation, lawyers, judiciary, staff in prisons and institutions), should receive thorough initial training and periodic in-service training for working with children in a awy tha trespoects their rights and allows for their participation and protection. 

· Establish a complaint system that allows street children and children in the criminal justice system to make confidential complaints – without fear of redress - to facility directors, to nominated national child rights representatives /ombudsmen, and/or to other appropriate national or international agencies. The system should ensure that all complaints are investigated and responded to promptly.

· Promote and/or undertake, in association with academic and civil society institutions: longitudinal research on effective crime prevention and diversion strategies; participatory research involving the community and children and young people into crime prevention and rehabilitation in the community, focusing on existing structures (local associations, youth and church groups); research on public perceptions of juvenile offending in order to identify appropriate ‘entry points’ for influencing public opinion.

· Undertake media training on the effects of criminalising and discriminatory references and stories regarding street children, children in conflict with the law and other marginalized groups of children such as ethnic minorities. Promote responsible, gender-sensitive and unbiased reporting that involves the voices and stories of children in their own words (subject to child protection guidelines).

A few examples to illustrate efforts in progress:

In Kenya, the government has a policy to withdraw children from the streets and protect them. The Children Act recognizes street children as children in need of care and protection and gives the Government the primary responsibility of reintegrating them back into society. The Street Families Trust fund initiative launched in 2003 supports the reintegration and protection of street children. The Trust fund has moved from emergency response and immediate needs such as food, clothing, and shelter to long-term and protection programs including response to unlawful detention. A programme has been initiated to ensure that children in need of care and protection are diverted away from the justice system. The government has made provision for legal aid but it is not mandatory.

In Angola, despite the fact that the number of street children is still significant, there has been a considerable decrease in the recent years. Thousands of activists have been trained in the provinces of Luanda, Benguela, Moxico, Malange, Uige and Bie to support family tracing and reunification as well as protection of street children and abandoned children. Magistrates and social welfare employees have been trained on protection of these categories of vulnerable children. The mechanism is gaining more and more efficiency in some locations but is facing numerous constraints in others, including poor record keeping at decentralized levels.

Social protection programmes which generally include a mix of cash transfers with services, are being implemented and have helped to augment family resiliency and capacity to continue to care for their children. For example, in Bangladesh a conditional cash transfer helped avoid the placement of vulnerable children in residential care after the cyclone by supporting their extended families. Other examples include the microcredit project in the Dominican Republic, the support to articulate child-sensitive adjustments in China’s health insurance and social assistance schemes, and the revolving loan scheme in Lebanon.

Programmes such as Bolsa Familia in Brazil and Opportunidades in Mexico are designed to provide support to families along with incentives to keep their children in school, with access to health care and not working in the street. Also, many social protection programmes identify other risk factors that have contributed to children ending up in the street: violence in their homes, addictions and alcohol abuse, and lack of access to basic services.

Countries have also recognized the importance of accreditation and capacity-building of social workers, which will directly enhance overall child protection systems and services. Over the past year, this was seen in Chile, China, Georgia, Iraq, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Sudan, Tajikistan, Nepal and Viet Nam, where governments partnered with universities to institutionalize professional social service training and improve accreditation processes.

A diverse set of actors is responsible for successfully strengthening child protection systems, starting with governments, but also including NGOs working at the national and local levels, and kinship networks, communities and cultural organisations. The challenge is to identify all of these actors, and promote their effective collaboration and coordination and dedicate sufficient human and material resources to support a holistic child protection system.

UNICEF is committed to working with all our partners towards solutions to overcome these constraints. Tools are now in place to map and assess child protection systems and guide responses for system strengthening. These will include the use of targeted assessment methodologies in the area of juvenile justice and alternative care. Additional tools and resources will be further identified, such as in human resources and costing/budgeting, as well as identifying minimum services and functions required for child protection systems. UNICEF will convene global and regional conferences to draw on the past three years of experience in child protection systems work to identify lessons and good practice to collectively move forward in strengthening the systems approach to child protection. In addition, research, adjustments and support for specific aspects of child protection systems will continue apace.
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