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ABSTRACT. Children form one of the main populations 
to be victims of poverty worldwide. Children of the street 
are now regarded as a particularly vulnerable population. 
This article tackles two questions: firstly, the question of 
which factors can be decisive in the phenomenon of 
children of the street. It opens a debate on the respective 
roles of poverty and of other factors, such as domestic 
violence and parental neglect. Secondly, it considers the 
question of how they live in the street. Children develop 
survival strategies that are obviously based on their 
activities, but also involve an organization that calls for 
analysis in terms of strategic positioning on the territory 
they occupy. 
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Introduction 

 
Children form one of the main populations to be victims of poverty worldwide 

(Gordon et al., 2003). Children of the street are now regarded as a particularly vulnerable 
population (see for instance UNICEF, 2002; Wernham, 2001). International agencies and 
NGOs have already explored central issues regarding these children (e.g. UNICEF, 2002; 
CIDA, 2001; Witter, 2002).  

All children of the street are subject to some form of institutional violence, which 
denies them the right to live and to develop fully in a secure environment. Even where there is 
some justification for the prevailing public opinion, attempts to eradicate the problem by 
violence are clearly short-sighted and poorly thought out. This aggressive approach mirrors 
extensive misunderstanding about the living conditions and difficulties faced by these 
children and is, in part, fueled by the media seeking to sensationalize the issue. For example, 
regular allegations are made that things such as drug-related crime and poor mental health are 
rife amongst children of the street, none of which is supported by any empirical evidence 
(Aptekar and Stocklin, 1996). In fact, children of the street usually actually adopt socially 
constructive strategies (Orme and Seipel, 2007). 

Children of the street face many difficulties. They are marginalized by their societies 
and are seen as pariahs. In countries in Africa and Latin America, businessmen hire police to 
get rid of children of the street as they are considered to be a threat to business (Aptekar and 
Stocklin, 1996). In Latin America, the issue is compounded by class and race. An elite class 
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with European origins produces no children of the street. Children of the street come either 
from the indigenous peoples or have African origins (Aptekar, 1994). Claims that the problem 
stems from poor or inadequate parenting may be made simply to justify police attacks on the 
basis of an attempt to instill respect for authority. In fact, it is more likely to polarize both the 
problems and the societies in which they are found. 

With the goal to correct the sensationalist view on children of the street, this article 
provides an overview on two questions: why children live in the street; how they live.  

The article is constructed as follows: in the first section we look at the definition and 
extent of the phenomenon. In the second section, we review the factors that directly promote 
the phenomenon. These factors are mainly of two types: poverty and neglect or violence 
within the family. From this standpoint it appears that a more detailed analysis of the 
interactions between these two categories has yet to be carried out. In the third section, we 
describe how children of the street survive. This mainly involves their organization into gangs 
on the territory they occupy. Finally, we conclude. 
 
1. The definition of children of the street and issues related to measurement 

 
Throughout the substantial literature, terms such as street “children” and “youth” are 

used extensively. The expression "street children" is far from being an accurately defined 
category. Hall and Montgomerry (2000) state that these terms are not neutral, and are used as 
much to alert the public to the living conditions of such individuals as to describe their stages 
of life. However, the lack of precision of the term also makes it difficult to determine the 
exact extent of the problem.  
 
1.1. Street children: distinguishing between children on the street, children at risk and 
children of the street 
 

According to UNICEF (1984), street children constitute a multifaceted phenomenon 
that can be divided into at least three categories: children on the street, children at risk, and 
children of the street. According to Lalor (1999), the category of children on the streets is 
made up of children working on the streets in order to survive. These children generally 
belong to a family, return home at night (Le Roux, 1996), and are under their parents’ 
protection. It is household poverty that pushes these children onto the street. For instance, 
children on the street contribute up to 30% of household income (Rizzini and Lusk, 1995; 
ILO, 1996). This is the largest category of street children. The category of children at risk 
includes the urban poor who form a reservoir of street children. The last category, that of 
children of the street, is a multifaceted one, comprising several subcategories: abandoned, 
orphaned, and runaway children. Densley and Joss (2000) state that children of the streets 
regard the street as their home: it is the place where they live, where they work and develop 
bonds with other children of the streets. They view their family ties in a negative light. 

These three categories are closely linked. The category of children on the street feeds 
into that of children at risk, which itself feeds into that of children of the street. 

This categorization has sometimes been rejected in favor of others (see for instance 
Felsman, 1984; Cosgrove, 1990; Lusk, 1992), but these alternative categorizations quite often 
prove to be ad hoc and non-analytical (Glauser, 1990; Panter-Brick, 2000). Most analyses 
actually use distinctions that correspond to those proposed by UNICEF, even if the names of 
categories are often markedly different (see among others Ennew, 1994; Barker and Knaul, 
1991; Consortium for Street Children, 1998; Raffaelli, 1999).   

According to Lalor (1999), these distinctions shed light on the reasons that drive 
children to migrate onto the streets. Furthermore, Panter-Brick (2003) considers that 
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classifying these children is useful as long as the categories are not perceived as discrete and 
homogeneous. The use of the term “street children” certainly poses problems, but few 
alternatives are available – apart from local terms – to refer to this particular group of children 
(Ennew, 2000; Panter-Brick, 2003). 
 
1.2. The difficulty of assessing the number of children of the street 

 
Estimating the number of children of the street is very difficult for several reasons. 

Firstly, very broad estimations are used by international agencies (UNICEF mainly) to draw 
the attention of the general public and political decision-makers to their work. The 
calculations provided to demonstrate phenomenon are symbolic rather than the product of 
exact estimation (Ennew, 2000). Secondly, children on the street are also potentially “children 
at risk”, and they can fall into the category of children of the street at any time. Children at 
risk who are on the street still have some irregular contact with their parents. They can return 
home when they want to. Thus, the way children can move “in” and “out” of the street makes 
it difficult to assess this category of children (See Gurgel et al., 2004, for a discussion and 
illustration on Brazil). As long as the child remains within the household and works on street 
s/he is counted as child labor. Kombarakaran (2004) shows that in India, 43% of children of 
the children of the street have been on the street for approximately 3-4 years, and 42% of 
these children have spent between 5 and 9 years on the street. Just 15% of children of the 
street are “new comers”. Thirdly, it is not easy to assess the phenomenon accurately insofar as 
children of the street are mobile, and move from one area to another in search of better 
survival opportunities, or because of public assaults (police, city people etc.) (see, among 
others, Young, 2004, for an illustration in Uganda; Morelle, 2006, on Cameroon).   

As a matter of fact, some studies of street children conducted in Latin America 
(Rizzini and Lust, 1995), but also in Africa (Aderinto, 2000), reveal that the phenomenon of 
children of the streets is quite marginal, representing only 1/10th of the total number of street 
children, whereas Densley and Joss (2000) state that they make up 20% of the total. However, 
even if only one tenth of street children live on the street permanently, as a minority they 
continue to constitute a considerable social challenge throughout the world. 
 
2. The poverty hypothesis  

 
2.1. The hypothesis that poverty is the explanatory factor, and the confusion of different 
categories 

 
As mentioned previously, the appellation “street children” encompasses quite a varied 

set of situations, the main feature of which is the link with the street. This common 
terminology has created some confusion in explaining apparently very similar phenomena. As 
far as children on the street are concerned, a tendency has emerged which regards the 
“economic poverty” hypothesis as the main explanatory factor. Such a tendency has 
developed all the more easily since children on the streets represent the vast majority of street 
children (Ebigbo, 2003; Taçon, 1992). The economic argument concerning children on the 
streets has thus been applied to the whole population of street children, establishing itself as 
the main explanation of the phenomenon (e.g. Olley, 2006; Aderinto, 2000; Alexandrescu, 
1996; Rizzini and Lusk, 1995; Peacock, 1994). Children of the streets are then equated with 
children on the streets, and the other categories are not taken into account properly. 

The role of economic poverty has been discussed on numerous occasions. Blanc 
(1994) stresses, for example, that although “material poverty" (material poverty is defined as 
income poverty) encourages the phenomenon of street-working children, they do not all 
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become street-living children for all that. However, the interactions between these categories 
suggest that, without providing a complete explanation, poverty could well influence 
children's vulnerability to become children of the street. In other words, poverty feeds into the 
category of children at risk, some of whom will go on to become children of the street.  

Understanding what underlies the transition from one category to the other is 
therefore a major requirement for effective public intervention. Two main explanations are 
usually given (Aptekar, 1994): the hypothesis of poverty and that of aberrant families. These 
two hypotheses explain why children decide to leave the family home. We should note from 
the outset that unlike the definition of children of the street (see the first section), this 
category leaves out abandoned and orphaned children. Ignoring these two sub-categories of 
children does however cause some problems as they also feed into the children of the streets, 
and by definition form part of this category. What it sets out to do is to find out why children 
decide to leave their family of their own volition. By definition, children who have been 
abandoned and orphans do not have any such choice.    
 
2.2. The poverty hypothesis once again 
 

Children migrate onto the streets on their own initiative as a result of their 
unsatisfactory living conditions at home (Felsman, 1989; Lucchini, 1996). For instance, a 
study conducted in Nigeria insists on the fact that children deliberately leave their homes to 
earn a living when their parents are unable to feed them in a decent manner (Aderinto, 2000). 
Hunger then becomes a reason for leaving home. Leaving the household becomes a rational 
decision that children take to ensure their well-being. According to Aptekar (1988), in 
Colombia 48% of street children left their homes for financial reasons. Many other studies 
have confirmed the role of economic poverty in the phenomenon of the migration of children 
onto the streets (for instance and among others, Olley, 2006, on Nigeria; Hecht, 1998, on 
Brazil; Alexandrescu, 1996, on Rumania; Rizzini and Lusk, 1995, on Latin America; 
Peacock, 1994, on Africa).  

Poverty is a decisive factor, but children of the street are also very likely to come from 
big households. In Aracaju, Brazil, the average size of a household is six family members. 
This means that when a household is facing poverty, some children take the decision to work 
to bring in money. As the child begins to earn, particularly on the street, elements of that 
lifestyle become cumulative and coupled with the child’s feelings that s/he does not want to 
be a burden on the family, step by step the child takes the decision to leave the family home to 
settle in the street. Their decision to abandon their household is a rational one taken both to 
preserve household harmony, and also to allow the child to be more independent, to live his or 
her own life (Aptekar, 1989a). These children of the street have not completely broken off all 
contact with their households; they often send money to their parents (Aptekar and Stoplin, 
1996), and return home to visit their parents, albeit irregularly. The difficulty is that the longer 
they stay on the street and adopt a lifestyle that commonly includes becoming addicted to 
drugs, the harder it becomes to earn the money they need to support themselves. This adds to 
their feelings of shame, so that any return home becomes less likely, and eventually the streets 
become their permanent home.  

De Boeck (1999) for instance, points out in the case of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, the phenomenon of the massive migration of teenagers into the Angolan province of 
Lunda Norte seeking wealth from the manna of diamonds. Some of them do indeed return 
with considerable economic power, and this results in an unprecedented generation divide; 
some of these teenagers return with far more money than their parents. Others, who have been 
less lucky, end up in the street. 
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Meanwhile, poverty alone is not enough to explain the phenomenon of children of the 
street, and many studies have pointed out that neglect and abuse of children also need to be 
taken into account. For instance, Aptekar (1989b) points out that in the case of Colombia 
although a not insignificant proportion of children run away from the family home for 
financial reasons (48%), others migrate onto the streets as a result of domestic violence.  
 
2.3.  Abuse and neglect 

 
In the opinion of Lalor (1999), the main factor that drives children to leave their home 

is child abuse and neglect, following family disintegration, the parents’ separation or divorce, 
the death of a parent, or remarriage (see also Martins, 1996; Swart-Kruger and Donald, 1996; 
Bibas, 1998). After the remarriage of a parent, children are frequently abused and forced to 
leave the house by the stepfather or mother. By abuse we mean rows, underfeeding, 
overwork, nagging and physical beating. 

According to a study conducted in Egypt by UNICEF (2000) in the cities of Cairo and 
Alexandria, 62% of the children interviewed said they had left their family home because of 
parental neglect, lack of supervision and affection. 82% of these children also said that the 
immediate reason for their being on the streets was child abuse whether by family or at work. 
They were forced to leave home because they were not accepted by their family, particularly 
in the case of non-biological children.  

Single-parent families are therefore more likely to produce children of the street, 
particularly if these families are also poor. In Acaruja, Brazil, 46% of the households are 
headed by a single female (with only 7% headed by a single male) (Abdelgalil et al., 2004). In 
many cases families are broken up as a result of events such as death (HIV/AIDS), separation 
or divorce (Matchilda, 1999; Lalor, 1999; Aderinto, 2000) and by war (Veal and Dona, 2003). 
Children from these households are often seen as having some connection with street life, 
because the single surviving parent has no time for childcare. Logically, children who spend a 
lot of time on the street, and who become familiar with the vagaries of street life, can become 
attracted to it as a way of life. The pattern becomes progressive, as adults who have been 
working since their early childhood appear to accept that their children may in turn take to the 
street (Abdelgalil et al., 2004). This lack of care can have emotional and psychological 
effects, facilitating running away from home (Oliviera Ribeiro and Trench Ciampone, 2001). 

Belonging to a one-parent family makes children more vulnerable, and likely to 
become children of the street, but in contrast, some studies reveal that some children of the 
street come from families with two parents. Ballet (2006) highlights, for example, in the case 
of Mauritania, that the children of the street come from united families (two parents) as often 
as from one-parent families. In both cases, the parents are away from home for most of the 
time, and the children are neglected. Worse still, in some cases, the children are chained up 
while the parents are away to stop them running away. Obviously, as soon as their chains are 
removed, these children run away from home.   

Some cultural practices also increase the risk of abuse and neglect. For instance, in 
sub-Saharan societies, the adults, especially the fathers, exercise all the power (political, 
domestic and financial). The eldest son has to wait until his father’s death to enjoy any 
advantages. In these societies, the relationship between children (juveniles) and adults is a 
factor that drives children to run away from home (Marguerat, 1999). The eldest child is 
educated with a view to becoming a future responsible family head and this education is very 
severe. Furthermore, child fosterage is frequent as, in some cases, fathers do not tolerate the 
presence of an older boy in the household, viewing him as a potential threat to their parental 
authority (Vandermesch, 1999). Some children will not put up with this situation, and decide 
to leave home in order to live their own life. 
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Family violence and child neglect are therefore important factors, but three questions 
remain to be answered: firstly, that of the difference between girls and boys, secondly whether 
the violence is viewed as being fair or unfair, and finally the connection between family 
violence or neglect and poverty. 

 
2.4. Abuse and neglect and beyond 

 
Firstly, according to Aptekar and Ciano-Federof (1999), if neglect and abuse are the 

main triggers in the creation of street children, we would expect to see more street girls than 
street boys, because girls are generally subjected to more sexual abuse than boys. But this is 
not the case. The number of street boys is consistently higher, and this is thought to be 
because girls are subjected to tighter control. In Bangladesh and in Bombay (India) the small 
number of street girls is thought to be because they face less physical violence in the home 
than boys (Conticini and Hulme, 2007; Kombarakaran, 2004). It is also less easy for them to 
run away from home (Le Roux and Smith, 1998b; Sherman et al., 2005). Instead they are 
taught to tolerate poverty within the home, and to seek support from their relatives and other 
community members. It is less culturally acceptable for a girl to live on the street. 
Consequently they are more commonly used as domestic workers in order to free the time of 
adult women for wage earning. This contrasts markedly with boys, who are both expected and 
taught to earn money in the market and to be more independent (Aptekar and Ciano-Federof, 
1999). A boy’s duty is to work towards supporting the family, and this explains why they 
become independent at an early age. 

Secondly, physical violence in the form of beatings is common in a number of 
cultures, with sub-Saharan Africa (Marguerat, 1999) and Bangladesh (Conticini and Hulme, 
2007) being examples of where it is viewed as part of a child’s education. Violence is present 
within the household, but also in schools and is readily evident within the community. It is 
expected that by such methods, children will learn to respect and obey their elders (Mbaye 
and Fall, 1996), and be made to take responsibility for their actions (Conticini and Hulme, 
2007; Matchilda, 1999). Such "violence" is considered to be fair and just. When delivered in 
this way, violence as punishment is culturally accepted both by society and by the children 
themselves. Physical punishment is considered to have socialising properties, and even 
children themselves often assume that despite its use, their parents love them. It is cited as 
‘being for their own good’, especially when they have done something wrong or something 
that is not allowed. Physical violence is also exerted to control children and how they spend 
their time. Thus parents can allocate the child’s time in different ways without facing any 
opposition. In the same cultural setting, illegitimate or unfair violence is that which the child 
cannot justify. An example would be where a drunken father beats his child for no apparent 
reason. The repetition of a violent act can also make the distinction between fair and unfair 
violence unclear in the mind of the child, and punishment is no longer seen as having any 
educational or socializing value, and becomes simply violence. Lugalla and Mbwambo (1999) 
state that violence within the household cannot be considered to be a reliable category; as it 
relies entirely on children’s point of view. However, according to Ballet et al. (2007) and 
Abdelgalil et al. (2004), the opinion of the parents is also insufficient on its own. Additionally 
Ballet (2006) states that the picture painted by parents and children to explain why the 
children have run away from home can be quite different. For example, even when some 
parents recognize that they have been violent towards their children, they blame this on the 
child’s misbehavior. 

Thirdly, according to Ballet et al. (2007) violence alone cannot often fully explain 
why children run away from home. Similarly, the poverty factor is insufficient, and both 
factors must be considered together with other contributing issues. In Mauritania for example, 
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even where both parents work, children still run away. Ballet et al. (2007) distinguish 
between four categories of children of the street. The first is based on the poverty hypothesis 
only. Children run away from home to work, and become children of the street as a result. 
The second corresponds to the abuse and neglect hypothesis. These families are not always 
among the poorest, but the children have been maltreated. These two categories in fact 
constitute only a small fraction of children of the street. The bulk of street children belong to 
the two other categories. The third category is constituted by families where parents may not 
allocate enough time to childcare, because they have to work outside the home. If children 
from these households suffer parental neglect, this is always because the low income of 
parents does not allow them to pay someone to look after the children. Finally, the fourth 
category is that of families who send their children to work in the street, and even exert 
violent pressure on their children to bring back enough money. Here too a cumulative 
mechanism between poverty (these parents generally do not work themselves) and abuse is 
observed.   

As can be seen, the phenomenon of living on the street is caused by a multiplicity of 
interacting factors including poverty, which may or may not be combined with violence and 
lack of parental care. Children who do not find their place in the household run away. 
 
3. Living conditions of children of the street: managing to survive and the street career 
 

The street is the place where children seek freedom as well as the security that they no 
longer have in their family home. Unfortunately the street, where they live and work, is prone 
to other forms of violence (Chalhub de Oliviera, 1997; Sherman et al., 2005), and the 
activities of children of the street are far from being without dangers and effects on health. In 
most of the cases, children of the street are organized to protect themselves. But if gangs in 
the street have a positive side, they also have a negative side. In fact there are different 
categories of gangs: social gangs, defense gangs and violence gangs (ASOARTE et al., 2002).  
 
3.1. Activities of children of the street and their organization 
 

Once children are on the street they have to work in order to survive. The work done 
by children appears to be very similar worldwide, and the differences reflect the economic 
development of the country concerned (Brink, 2001). Within the environment of the street, 
children compete to find the best opportunities for work, which means that they are often 
located in places where there is dense economic activity such as market places, taxi stands, 
railway stations and in city centres. In such places they can offer their services to passengers, 
shops, restaurants, and hotel owners. They work as food vendors and perform tasks such as 
car washing, rag picking, shoes shining and restaurant work. For instance, in Bombay, street 
children scavenge for recyclable scraps, as well as working at wedding parties (Patel, 1990; 
Kombarakaran, 2004).  

Those who cannot find work, beg and steal to earn a living, and they acquire 
considerable understanding and coping skills to help them survive (Foley, 1983; Aptekar, 
1989a; Kombarakaran, 2004). Some children buy goods cheaply for resale at a higher price, 
and although they do not earn very much in relation to the effort spent, this enables them to 
get by. Some however, are exploited by adults and where this is the case, they are sometimes 
not paid for their work (Lalor et al., 1999). In Bombay 70% of children of the street earn from 
Rs 600 to 2000 (1$=Rs 48) a month, with older children earning more because their work is 
harder than that done by younger children. The money earned is spent on food consumption, 
drugs, clothes, and for sex (Kombarakaran, 2004; Rizzini and Butler, 2003). Some children of 
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the street actually end up adopting a sort of “culture of consumerism” (Lugalla and 
Mbwambo, 1999). 

Not all street children earn enough money to buy their food, and are reduced to eating 
leftovers from restaurants, bars and hotels. In Bombay, some street children live near Muslim 
shrines in order to get free food (Kombarakaran, 2004). Other children steal to survive, and 
although this usually only amounts to petty theft, they can also be taken on as drug couriers or 
work in prostitution. They work more than 40 hours a week (Rizzini and Lusk, 1995) and 
“live a day to day life” (Kombarakaran, 2004). 

Sometimes children live near the places where they work. For instance, in Tanzania 
children of the street live on pavements near their working places (Lugalla and Mbwambo, 
1999). Such proximity affords opportunities and gives them an advantage over other working 
children. Competition for acquiring better working places however, is more often regulated by 
violence. In order to preserve their advantage in a specific area of the city the older children 
of the street, adults and policemen, all exert physical violence against the younger children to 
force them to work in less lucrative areas (Lalor, 1999; Kombarakaran, 2004). This makes it 
particularly difficult for young children to survive on the street. 

Nevertheless, street life is not without its rules, and activities are usually organized 
and regulated by gangs. For instance, Morelle (2004) describes the organization of activities 
among children of the street in Yaoundé, Cameroon. Car washing is organized according to 
age group. The groups consisting of older children strategically occupy the most lucrative 
geographical locations, whereas the younger age groups occupy less and less profitable 
locations as their age decreases. Children move on from one group to the next as they get 
older. They develop a strategy of a "street career" (Lucchini, 1993). Thus the activity of the 
children can depend closely on their membership of a social network, and more particularly of 
a group or gang (Campos et al., 1994).   
 
3.2. The positive side of gangs 
 

The notion of protection is essential for children of the street. They have to cope with 
different kinds of danger on the street. The violence is even greater than at home. They have 
to fight with other street children, adults and policemen in order to earn their livings. To face 
the violence of the street they need the support of other children, and so they form groups. 
The gangs provide them with the protection that they have lost by leaving home or never 
received from their parents. The gang is a substitute for parental protection, and is considered 
to be a family when the ties between the children are strong. Oliviera Ribeiro and Trench 
Ciampone (2001) find evidence in Porte Alegre, Brazil, that children neglected by the parents 
or who are victims of abuse, form a new family with other children of the street. The street 
family is organized like a real family, with a mother and father, uncles, aunts, brothers and 
sisters. All the members of the family have a specific role to play, and respect the rules of the 
family. However, these rules are not as constraining as they can be in a normal family. 

Gangs usually protect children in three ways. First, they protect the children from 
other children of the street. Children regularly become victims of violence from other children 
of the street. They are often beaten, severely injured by stabbing, slashed by razor blades and 
suffer fractured skulls or other broken bones (Lalor et al., 1999). Beatings can also happen 
when older street children demand money from younger children. The longer a child spends 
on the street, the more he or she becomes absorbed into a street lifestyle (Le Roux, 1996), and 
gangs are regularly age based. For instance in the Democratic Republic of Congo, children of 
the street are known as Moineaux, Shege, Phaseurs, depending on their age group (Pirot, 
2004). Children in gangs support each other when they are attacked, and younger children in 



Augendra Bhukuth, Jérôme Ballet  ISSN 2071-789X 
 RECENT ISSUES IN SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

Economics & Sociology, Vol. 8, No 4, 2015 

142

particular, are less likely to have their earnings or goods stolen (Lalor et al., 1999; 
Kombarakaran, 2004). 

Secondly, gangs protect children against police aggression and harassment, and 
sometimes against the population. In all developing countries, children of the street are 
subjected to assaults from the police. The reason for this is that majority public opinion 
considers children of the street to be delinquents who are a threat to society. In Colombia and 
Bolivia they are viewed as ‘predators’ (Rizzini and Lusk, 1995). This means that these 
children must be eliminated (Scalon et al., 1998), and in Brazil “death squads” are known to 
have killed children of the street who are blamed for rising crime rates and other delinquent 
behavior (Lalor, 1999). Children of the street are often arrested by the police, and put in jail 
where they may be beaten and/or otherwise abused, and where they are often humiliated by 
police officers. In Mauritania, children who are arrested are tied to the posts of the police 
station, and beaten with electric cable, a practice known as the "Jaguar" (Lefort, 1989). 
Brutality is supported by outmoded laws (Rizzini and Lusk, 1995). The police confiscate any 
money these children may possess, and forbid them to work on the street (Kombarakaran, 
2004). Because of this, any person considered to be an ally of the police is thought of as ‘the 
enemy’ (Oliviera-Ribeiro and Trench-Ciampone, 2001). 

Thirdly, gangs fulfil the affective needs of its members, and protect them in times of 
illness and pain. Gangs constitute a family, and like a family its role is to care for and love, 
and protect and emotionally support its members. The street is a stressful and depressing 
place (Le Roux and Smith, 1998c), and “family” members try to relieve each other's pain. 
When a child is ill, the “family” will take care of him, and provide him with medicine 
(Oliviera Ribeiro and Trench Ciampone, 2001), as well as sharing their money and food 
(Stephenson, 2001). The group prevents children from being completely marginalized and 
falling into depression, which usually leads to the use of drugs.  

In addition to these three types of protection, in very rare cases gangs may also 
provide rules of behavior. For instance Stephenson (2001) describes gangs in Moscow that are 
regulated by codes of acceptable behavior. The group does not allow its members to earn 
money by begging, because “family” members are supposed to help each other by providing 
money. Stealing is also forbidden, as it gives the group a bad name. However, the social 
structure known as Arbat excludes young children who have insufficient “cultural capital”, 
and those who have “undeveloped sociability”. This system is mainly organized by children 
from the middle class. 
 
3.3. The negative side of gangs 
 

If gangs can have a positive side, they also have a negative side. This negative side is 
mainly related to the use of drugs, and the violence and abuse that occur within gangs. 

The use of drugs is not automatic for all children of the street. Younger children for 
example are less likely to use drugs, but the likelihood increases with exposure to street life, 
and many of them do become addicted (Sherman et al., 2005). For instance in Brazil (Rizzini 
and Butler, 2003; Inciardi and Surratt, 1998), in India (Pagare et al., 1983), in Honduras 
(Wittig et al., 1997) and Pakistan (Sherman et al., 2005), almost all street children sniff glue, 
and it has been shown that using milder drugs can lead on to the use of more potent ones. 
Fortunately this is limited by the relatively high cost of hard drugs. In the streets of Rio de 
Janeiro and also in Lahore, marijuana is popular among street children, as it produces 
relaxation, which gives the children some relief from the stress of their daily life (Rizzini and 
Butler, 2003; Sherman et al., 2005). Some drugs can also suppress appetite, and this allows 
children occasional relief from hunger. Drug use is not entirely attributable to belonging to a 
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gang, but the fact of being a member of a gang does increase the likelihood of taking drugs to 
fit in with the rest of the gang. 

Belonging to a gang also involves accepting a hierarchy and submitting to the "elders". 
For instance, in Colombia, there are two groups of street children, one known as the gamines 
and the other as the chupagruesos (Aptekar, 1989b). The gamines group is composed of 
children who have been on the street for a long time, and enjoy the liberty the street can bring. 
The chupagruesos group is composed of more fragile children, who are not strong enough to 
support themselves or to face the difficulties of the street alone. Hence, they seek the support 
of other children who are more ‘street-wise,’ although to elicit this support the weaker 
children have to submit to an economic and hierarchical group structure. All the children are 
assigned some specific task to do such as, working, stealing or begging, and the group acts 
like a family with a head who coordinates the action of the members. But the price to be paid 
is a complete subordination, and often involves granting sexual favors in exchange for 
protection. 

In the same vein, in Bombay younger boys exchange sexual favors for protection, food 
and movie tickets (Kombarakaran, 2004), and similar patterns are also seen in Ethiopia (Lalor 
et al., 1999), in South Africa (Swart-Kruger and Richter, 1997), in India (Ramakrisna et al., 
2004) and in Lahore, Pakistan (Sherman et al., 2005). 
 
Conclusion 
 

Eradication of children of the street by violent methods cannot solve the problem, but 
it can exacerbate it by reinforcing the feelings of rejection and of alienation from society’s 
rules experienced by such children. Institutional violence removes the trust children have in 
adults and adult society. Once this is lost, it is not surprising that these children show 
hostility, suspicion, low self-esteem and feelings of rage (Dubrow, 1992). Meanwhile, those 
who can avoid drug abuse are often able to develop considerable personal skills and self-
esteem (Aptekar, 1994; Oliviera Ribeiro and Trench Ciampone, 2001; Horna Padron, 2007). 

Violence against street children is not only a sign of State impotence, but of a larger 
failing within society to address broader inequalities. Any effective approach must therefore 
consider how best to deploy funding so that the initial effects can ultimately have more far-
reaching consequences. 

Immediate difficulties, such as a lack of sanitation and poor nutrition, which cause 
poor physical and mental health as well as poor physical development (Saini and Shernavaz, 
2001), can be readily addressed via the work of NGOs. 

The role of NGOs has been mainly to provide education to children of the street in 
order to reduce their marginalization, and promote their integration into society (Brink, 2001). 
This has included specific re-integration and rehabilitation schemes aimed particularly at 
delinquents (Mufune, 2000; Scalon et al., 1998). In Bombay, children of the street have some 
recourse to NGO facilities for bathing, free or low cost food, recreation and informal 
education (Kombarakaran, 2004). NGOs also provide shelters during the monsoon season, 
and some medical care. From such beginnings NGOs are well placed to extend their role in 
two ways, firstly by providing more safe environments either for living or working, and 
secondly by providing education. It is only when these have been established that more 
fulfilling and life-enhancing activities, such as the provision of opportunities for sport and 
other recreation, can be embraced (Brink, 2001; see also Volpi, 2002 for a presentation of 
promising practices). 

In parallel, NGOs have to address the causes of children's being permanently on the 
street. Where this is a matter of poverty rather than one of violence, government support 
should be sought to provide some family-based economic assistance with the goal of enabling 
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children to stay at home. Where domestic violence is the cause, then alternative sheltered 
accommodation should be made available. It is reported that in Bombay, children who have 
been returned to a violent home under the control of NGOs have subsequently run away to 
live on the street again (Kombarakaran, 2004). Some schemes have been successful and are 
particularly encouraging, indicating that it is possible to rescue a fair number of these children 
of the street from their situation, and allow them to enjoy a better life. From this point of 
view, Biggeri and Anich (2009) note, on the basis of research done in Kampala, Uganda, that 
children of the street are quite capable of expressing an opinion about what needs to be done 
to improve their quality of life and to define the relevant priorities. Involving children of the 
street in devising programmes intended for them is also a good way of rehabilitating these 
children by changing the image they have of themselves, and that other people have of them 
(O’Kane, 2003). 
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