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CHAPTER 4 – Circle of experience: links between the causes 
of street migration, behaviour on the street and treatment in 
the justice system 
 
Chapter overview 
 

·  Outlines how some of the specific factors that cause children to leave home in the first place 
impact on their subsequent behaviour on the street and how this can in turn affect their treatment 
in the criminal justice system. Examples of treatment experienced on the streets and in the 
criminal justice system are used to illustrate points throughout, but a detailed discussion of this 
issue is left for Chapter 6. 

 
·  Illustrates the links between these issues in the form of a diagram and emphasises the importance 

of choice and resiliency in relation to entry points for early intervention. 
 

·  Includes detailed information on: 
A) Causal factors of street migration: poverty, ruptured family links, urbanisation and 
HIV/AIDS. 
B) Behaviour and survival strategies on the streets: ‘vagrancy’, substance abuse, coercion / 
involvement in adult criminal activity; gangs. 

 
 
Making the links: choices, resiliency and entry points for intervention 
 
The causes of street migration are inherently linked with the behaviours and strategies children 
subsequently use to survive whilst on the streets. These behaviours and strategies in turn impact on their 
vulnerability and treatment within the criminal justice system. These links will be further explored 
throughout this chapter but are introduced in the form of the following diagram which aims to give an 
overview of the circular nature of street children’s experience. 
 
It is important at this stage to understand that this diagram is obviously generalised and that individual 
children’s experiences will vary greatly, dependent largely on the part played by choices, limited choices 
and non-choices in their life stories. This concept of ‘choices’ has already been introduced in Chapter 2. 
To a certain extent, children’s choices may become increasingly constrained as they progress around the 
‘circle’: for example, a boy may ‘choose’ to leave home in order to earn money and escape from the 
responsibilities of having to look after younger siblings at home; however, once on the streets his choices 
may become more limited if (for example) he is forced or coerced into participating in criminal activity 
for a group of older boys; furthermore, when he is arrested (i.e. at the stage of contact with the criminal 
justice system), he may find his choices have turned into ‘non-choices’ as control of the situation is taken 
out of his hands by external factors (such as the police). At this point, his ‘choices’ are limited to how he 
reacts to these external factors and therefore issues such as resiliency come into play.  
 
A key aim of work with street children in this context is therefore to employ the 3-stage choice approach: 
understanding and expanding choices available to children in specific circumstances and empowering 
them to make those choices. It is obviously preferably that this intervention take place as soon as possible 
in the ‘circle of experience’ before the available choices become too limited and it is for this reason that 
the framework for reform proposed in this book prioritises intervention in the following areas, in a specific 
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order which favours early intervention: prevention, diversion and alternatives to detention. See Chapter 7 
for a diagrammatic representation of these ‘entry points’. 
 

 
 
A) Causal factors of street migration  
 
In general, factors which cause girls and boys to leave home to live and work on the streets include:  

·  poverty 
·  ruptured family links (including neglect, violence and problems associated with ‘reconstructed 

families’) 
·  urbanisation 
·  HIV / AIDS 
·  conflict 
·  natural disasters1 

                                                
1 Examples include: Hurricane Mitch in Central America (October – November 1998) which left an estimated 
3,000,000 people either homeless or otherwise affected (see http://www.casa-
alianza.org/EN/reports/oneyear/naturaldisaster.phtml for information on the response of organisations such as Casa 
Alianza to the disaster);and the Orissa Super Cyclone (October 1999) which – amongst other things - damaged 
1,828,532 houses (and in response to which NGOs such as New Hope in Andhra Pradesh / Orissa (partner of the 
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There is clearly an argument that any factor that causes children to come onto the streets automatically 
puts them at risk of contact with the justice system, but the discussion here will be limited to those factors 
which are more directly relevant to street children’s involvement in the criminal justice system, namely 
poverty, ruptured family links, urbanisation and HIV/AIDS.   
 
A.1. Poverty 
 

“The rich boy won’t go to jail, even for a serious offence such as voluntary manslaughter. The 
poor boy, meanwhile, will spend two months in jail for stealing a necklace. They are criminalizing 
the poor. Being poor is the surest indicator that a child who enters the system will end up in jail.” 
(Guatemala)2 

 
The links between poverty and crime are well known3, not only in terms of income poverty, but also in the 
way that poverty can restrict access to services such as education, access to justice, and how it can limit 
life choices and opportunities.4 However, it is important to stress that not all poor children become street 
children: poverty as a push factor in relation to street migration and crime must be seen within the broader 
context of supportive or non-supportive relationships of an individual child – a concept explored further in 
Chapter 5.5 Likewise, not all street children engage in criminal activities as a means of economic survival. 
However, the choices available to children living and working on the streets can be very limited. Even 
making a deliberate choice not to engage in criminal activities is no guarantee of protection against 
involvement in the criminal justice system: poverty renders street children powerless to avoid arrest on the 
grounds of simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time (see the section in Chapter 1 outlining the 
confusion between children in actual conflict with the law, in perceived conflict with the law and those in 
need of care and protection for more details).  
 
For those children who do ‘choose’ to become involved in crime, however, the links between poverty and 
survival explain clearly why the majority of crimes committed by street children are property-related 
offences. For example:  
 

                                                                                                                                                        
UK-based organization, the Railway Children) set up intervention centres on the Calcutta - Visakhapatnam railway 
line to pick up children drifting to Calcutta or Chennai  - an intervention known as "Operation Stay Put").   
2 Interview with Claudia de Carrillo, Chief Minors’ Prosecutor (Fiscal de Menores), Guatemala City, 10 September 
1996, quoted in Human Rights Watch, Guatemala’s Forgotten Children: Police Violence and Abuses in Detention, 
July 1997, p.52. 
3 See e.g. Prof. Dr. Veeraraghavan, V., ‘Juvenile Violence’, in Butterflies, My Name is Today, Vol. X., No. 2, 
Special Issue: ‘Children in Conflict with the Law’, 2003, p.8: In India, although there are children from higher 
income families that come into conflict with the law, “according to rough estimates, these children only constitute 
only about 0.5% - 1% of the total juvenile offenders who are apprehended and tried”. 
4 E.g. Centre for Youth and Children Affairs (CEYCA), A Survey Study Report on the Juvenile Offenders in Malawi 
Prisons and Approved reform Centres, Malawi, January 1999, p.10. 
5 The Philippine NGO Childhope Asia Philippines (CHAP) points out that while living below the poverty line is a 
generally valid indicator, “it cannot be taken separately from other relevant indicators… Domestic violence, 
atmosphere of conflict at home, poor communication and parent’s lack of clear expectations from the children are 
additional risk indicators that may strongly react with poverty in pushing children to the streets.” On the other hand, 
CHAP also noted that the “presence of caring adults is the first positive factor for keeping the family intact even in 
the face of economic crises or other stressful experiences.”  Cited in UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray Faces, Behind 
Bars and in the Streets: Street Children and Juvenile Justice System in the Philippines, Quezon City, UP CIDS PST 
and CSC, 2003, p.67. 
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·  In Malawi , statistics from 1997 show that 68% of registered offences were theft, burglary and 
robbery; a further 8% were ‘vagabond’: “a term … representing obvious cases of street children”6;  

·  According to the most recently published government statistics on children in conflict with the 
law in Romania,7 it would appear that the vast majority are arrested on charges of robbery or theft 
of private property (84%), and that a massive 95% of all children arrested are boys from urban 
areas;  

·  According to research in Nigeria by the NGO Human Development Initiatives as part of the HDI 
/ CSC Street Children and Juvenile Justice Project, between March – April 2003, 70% of boys 
detained for criminal offences in the Boys’ Approved School, Isheri, Lagos, were there on charges 
of theft8;  

·  In the Philippines, in 2001, 54% of all crimes committed by children were for theft, a further 21% 
for ‘use of volatile substances’, 6% for robbery and 3% for ‘dangerous drugs’ – far outweighing 
the remaining 16% made up of physical injuries and rape.9 

 
In addition to being a push factor in relation to street migration and involvement in crime, poverty 
can also affect children’s experiences once inside the system. Levels of corruption amongst police 
and other officials in many countries are particularly damaging to those who are unable to pay the 
necessary bribes for police ‘protection’, to prevent arrest, for early release from detention, and for 
more humane treatment within detention. Incidents have also been reported of members of the 
public – with more money than the children - bribing officials to bring heavier penalties against 
street children, or even to proceed on false charges. Poor families are less likely to have the 
resources to intervene on behalf of their children, even in terms of maintaining contact 
through phone calls and travel expenses to visit or attend trials etc., let alone payment of 
bail and bribes. Furthermore, as with the children themselves – families may be 
disempowered through illiteracy and lack of status/social connections when dealing with 
police and judicial officers. Poverty is therefore one of the key links between street 
migration, survival strategies and treatment in the system.  
 
A.2. Ruptured family relationships: abuse, neglect, violence and reconstructed 
families 
 
As borne out by testimonies from street children in the workshops organised as part of the Street Children 
and Juvenile Justice Project, ruptured relationships within the family – through neglect, physical, 
psychological and sexual violence, death, separation, abandonment, imprisonment of parents, divorce, re-
marriage and the pressures on female-headed households etc. - play a key role in pushing children to leave 
home. When discussing street children and family relationships, as well as appreciating that each child has 
their own story to tell, it is important to note that there are often significant differences between street-
living and street-working children, the latter being more likely to maintain more stable and supportive 
relationships than those who have chosen – or been forced – to leave home. 

                                                
6 Centre for Youth and Children Affairs (CEYCA), A Survey Study Report on the Juvenile Offenders in Malawi 
Prisons and Approved reform Centres, Malawi, January 1999, p.16. 
7 Government of Romania (2002) Second Periodic Report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, Section 8(B), 
cited in ASIS and Consortium for Street Children, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Romania, February 2004. 
See also Giles, Prof. G.W., Turbulent Transitions: Delinquency and Justice in Romania, Bucharest, March 2002, 
p.137. 
8 Human Development Initiatives and Consortium for Street Children, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in 
Nigeria, February 2004. 
9 UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray Faces, 2003, pp.80-81. 
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Children’s experiences of ruptured family relationships 
 

“Gross abuse and maltreatment of children by parents, sometimes in the name of discipline is a great 
challenge to the children. Sometimes parents don’t see their children as gifts. Step-parenthood sometimes 

means children live under harsh parent-substitutes.”  (Nigeria)10 
 

“I used to go to school and have food, clothing. But in 1993 my mother died. I was 4 and my little sister 
was only one. My father used to do some little business. A month later, my sister died. Then my father 

died. The other relatives despised me and rejected me and did all kinds of things to me. Even now I have a 
burn on my leg from when I was cooking. They didn’t help me. I was made to do work but I was only 4. I 
had no money. I had an uncle on my father’s side and an aunt from my mother’ s side. At my uncle’s, I 
had to sleep on the floor with no blankets. So I went to my aunt’s house, but it was even harder there. It 

was not yet a year since father died. I was so lonely.” (Kenya)11 
 

“Because of family problems, we left home and stayed out in the streets with friends. Here, we learned 
how to break the law in order to survive and this is why the police caught us. We experienced different 

kinds of abuse under the hands of older people.”  
“My father was imprisoned because of amphetamines. That’s the reason why my family broke apart and 
why my mother went with another man. I ran away and stayed at a friend’s house. My father is still in 

jail .” (Philippines) 12 
 

“My mother is not interested in where I am and what I am doing.” “My mother doesn’t know where I am, 
she spends all her time shooting craps with my father.” “My father doesn’t care about me, what I do or 

where I go, he’s into drinking and gambling.” (Romania) 13 
 

 
 
There is strong evidence from around the world that violence often constitutes the critical differentiating 
factor between children who work on the streets, and the relative minority who actually live on the streets.  

·  According to research conducted in Peru, family violence and child mistreatment was the 
precipitating factor in 73% of cases of children migrating to the streets. 

·  53 % of Guatemalan street children interviewed reported having been abused by a family 
member.  

·  Brazil  – 1992 research: street-living children reported higher levels of corporal punishment at 
home (62%), compared to street-working children (23%). The same trend was evident in Ethiopia 
(1996). 

                                                
10 Michael, presenting findings of the children’s session to the Workshop on Street Children and Juvenile Justice, 
Lagos, Nigeria, 2-4 June 2003, cited in HDI and CSC, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Lagos State, 2004. 
11 Sarah, child participant in the National Workshop on Street Children and Juvenile Justice, Nairobi, Kenya, 6-7 
March 2003, cited in Consortium for Street Children, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Kenya, February 2004. 
12 Girl, aged 14 at the National Children’s Workshop, August 2002, and Cora, street girl, aged 13, cited in UP CIDS 
PST, Painted Gray Faces, 2003, pp.45 and 60 respectively. 
13 Taken from interviews with street children in Save the Children, ILO/IPEC, Working Street Children in 
Bucharest: A Rapid Assessment, 2002, and cited in ASIS and Consortium for Street Children, Street Children and 
Juvenile Justice in Romania, February 2004, p.29. 
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·  It is important not to underestimate psychological violence in this equation; for example, 
according to a 1997 study in Angola, “Many children complain of being shouted at or hit and talk 
of the fear of punishment, even if it is for a single misdemeanour, as a reason for leaving home.”14 

 
In addition to violence, problems associated with ‘reconstructed’ families are a significant push factor. 
Large families resulting from poor family planning, multiple-partner relationships and - in some countries 
- polygamy, combined with the stresses associated with female-headed households (and increasingly 
child-headed households in the context of HIV/AIDS) mean that many children are not receiving the 
economic or emotional support they need for healthy development. Combined with the weakening of 
traditional extended family support systems, some of these children are falling through the net. In ‘re-
constructed’ families children from previous relationships can end up bearing the brunt of any resulting 
power shifts within a changing household.15 This can manifest itself in the following ways: being treated 
differently in the house to other children, being shouted at and beaten more often, being asked to do a 
larger share of the work, not being given food or other goods or being made to feel like an intruder. This 
may be linked to either real pressure on resources or perceived pressure on resources. This resentment can 
be exacerbated if the child’s ‘direct’ relation is out of the house for long periods of time leaving primary 
care of the child to the new partner. Likewise if there is conflict between the child’s direct relation and 
their new partner this can be taken out on the scape-goated child.16 Child workshop participants as part of 
the Street Children and Juvenile Justice project frequently cited problems with step-parents and new 
partners as a factor involved in their decision to leave home. 
 
Once on the streets, an individual child’s experience of family relationships will either act as a protective 
factor, or as a risk factor. Positive family relationships can factor into choices not to get involved in 
criminal activities whereas ruptured or negative family relationships can pre-dispose them to the opposite 
as the following case study from Romania shows.  
 

[case study] 
Family relationships and conflict with the law, Romania17 

 

                                                
14 Wernham, M., Consortium for Street Children, Written Submission to the UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child, Day of General Discussion, Friday 28 September 2001, Violence Against Children Within the Family, citing 
research from Prevention of Street Migration: Resource Pack, Consortium for Street Children and University 
College Cork, 1999, and ‘Families Worldwide’, fact sheet by the International Sexual and Reproductive Rights 
Coalition, June 2001.  
15 “Most children had experienced not only a conflictive and violent family context, but mainly a loss of their ‘place’ 
and status in the family, having previously experienced serious affective losses (mainly of parents) and having 
become the hostages of the power struggles which resulted as the family redefined itself.” 90% of the street-living 
children in a survey in Lima, Peru were found to have come from rebuilt (step-parent) or monoparental families or 
from rural families that had given the child to people in the city to raise. Dr Dwight Ordoñez Bustamante, ‘Family 
Structure Problems, Child Mistreatment, Street Children and Drug Use: A Community-Based Approach’, in CSC / 
UCC, Prevention of Street Migration, 1999, p. 28. 
16 Wernham, M., CSC, written submission on Violence Against Children Within the Family, drawing on Moberly, C. 
(1999) The ‘Voluntary Separation’ of Children in Angola: Recommendations for Preventive Strategies’, in CSC / 
UCC, Prevention of Street Migration, 1999, p.41. 
17 Cited in ASIS / CSC, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Romania, 2004. As implied here, the neglect of 
children has been exacerbated by the problems encountered by adults/parents in adapting to the post-communist 
Romania and the consequent rise in alcoholism and gambling as distraction activities. By the year 2000, alcoholism 
and physical violence had respectively become the second and third most common reasons cited for divorce across 
Romania (Council of Europe, Recent Demographic Developments in Europe 2002, Strasbourg, 2003). 
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Iulian is 17 years old and is serving his second prison sentence for having committed a robbery (i.e. 
theft with violence or threats). The second attempt occurred only one month after he was released 

from the penitentiary first time round. 
 
Iulian comes from a broken family of 8 members, many of whom already had criminal records before 
he grew up. His family relations have been characterised by physical violence, alcohol use by both 
parents, arrests of his father and prostitution practiced by his mother. Iulian is aware of all of this, but 
when he tried to explain to his mother that part of the problems experienced by himself and his 
siblings was the lack of material and emotional support from their parents, she chased him out of the 
house. Iulian admits he has committed several thefts he was never caught for, has consumed alcohol, 
gambled and used violence towards both his friends and parents. In the penitentiary also, he has been 
punished several times for violent behaviour in relation to his room mates and with staff. Yet Iulian 
believes this lifestyle to be closely connected with his family situation and sees it as the only one 
possible for him. As such, he is determined not to continue living with his family after he is released 
from the penitentiary, and has decided instead to live on his own on the street. 
 

 
Ruptured relationships not only render street children more vulnerable to contact with, and abuse within, 
the criminal justice system due to lack of protection from responsible adults, but absence of parents or 
guardians to take responsibility for their custody and supervision means that street children are less likely 
to benefit from diversion programmes and alternatives to detention. 
 
The centrality of relationships to all aspects of work with street children in relation to criminal justice 
systems is explored in greater detail in Chapters 5 and 7. It is essential that relationships are placed at the 
centre of efforts to reform justice systems at every stage, especially in the priority areas of prevention, 
diversion and alternatives to detention.  
 
A.3. Urbanisation 
 
In the context of street children, poverty and ruptured relationships, as discussed above, are closely linked 
to issues of urbanisation. Rapid and uncontrolled urbanisation is associated with an increase in crime 
rates18 while urban migration is often accompanied by disruption of social support networks, 
fragmentation of communities and increased strain on limited physical and financial resources. Children 
end up on city streets either having left home directly from rural areas, or via urban or peri-urban slum 
settlements following family break-up (possibly linked to the stresses of urban life mentioned above) or 
the need to earn money to take home to such areas. 
 
Particular challenges arise in implementing justice reform in urban areas. It has been questioned whether 
fragmented and fluctuating urban communities provide a stable enough framework within which to 
implement the types of community-based traditional and non-formal restorative justice initiatives which 
have proved successful in rural areas. On the other hand, the ‘popular’ justice which has flourished in 

                                                
18 E.g., “In most parts of the world, urbanisation is associated with an increase in the crime rate. This means that in 
regions where urban populations are growing, the crime rate is also likely to rise. Crime rates in Africa, which has 
the fastest urbanisation growth rate of any world region (World Bank, 1995), conform to this pattern” in Petty, C. 
and Brown, M. (eds), Justice for Children: Challenges for Policy and Practice in Sub-Saharan Africa, Save the 
Children, June 1998, p.63. In Albania, “The migration within country, from poor urban and rural areas towards the 
big cities, has caused high rates of criminality where children and young people have been involved as offenders or 
victims of crimes”, in Hazizaj, A. and Barkley, S.T., Awaiting Trial: A Report on the Situation of Children in 
Albanian Police Stations and Pre-Trial Detention Centres, Children’s Human Rights Centre of Albania (CRCA), 
May 2000, p.62. 
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urban areas, such as vigilante violence, is subject to very limited checks or balances.19  Initiatives on 
prevention, diversion and alternatives to detention may also be affected in urban areas where street 
children may not only lack family ties, but also ties to their wider community. These challenges are 
addressed in more detail in Chapter 7. 
 
However, the relationship between street children, urbanisation and crime is not simple. The case study 
from Luanda, Angola that is later described in Chapter 7 demonstrates how individual and specific groups 
of street children can defy common assumptions made about them. It also illustrates how very different 
situations can be from country to country, city to city and between neighbourhoods. The case study 
describes the mutually supportive relationship that certain groups of street children have developed with 
local community residents. The children have devised their own codes of conduct which strictly prohibit 
stealing from the local community on whom they rely for shelter, protection and the successful running of 
their small businesses. In return, the local residents support the children’s businesses, protect them from 
outside threats, and in some cases develop a more ‘parental’ role with them. Whilst there are also other, 
less stable groups of street children in the city who are more likely to engage in criminal activity, the 
community relationships developed by the former group mentioned above provide hope for the 
relationship-building strategies focused on in this book.20 
 
A.4.  HIV/AIDS 
 
“We did not have enough food to eat, so we would steal manioc [cassava] from the market and get beaten 
by the shopkeeper.” (Togo)21 
 
 “Susan B., age ten, who had lost her mother to AIDS only a few weeks before Human Rights Watch met 
her … said that things were so bad when her mother was dying that her mother would send her to the 
streets to steal. Stealing on the streets of Nairobi is potentially very dangerous labour, particularly in view 
of the abusive treatment of street children by the police and in the juvenile justice system.” (Kenya)22  
 
HIV / AIDS can act as a push factor for street migration and consequently involvement in the criminal 
justice system in a number of ways23:  
 

·  Children may be sent out to work or steal on the streets in order to supplement family income if 
economically productive adults become unable to work as a consequence of contracting AIDS-
related illnesses;  

·  Children who have been orphaned by AIDS and who are not capable of being supported by 
extended family and/or community members (who are themselves put under strain by the 
pandemic) may end up migrating directly to the streets;  

                                                
19 Petty, C. and Brown, M. (eds), Justice for Children, 1998, p.65. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Human Rights Watch interview with a girl who had been trafficked into Togo and was living on the streets, 
Bassar, Togo, May 3, 2002, cited in Human Rights Watch, In the Shadow of Death: HIV/AIDS and Children’s Rights 
in Kenya, http://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/kenya/kenya0701-04.htm#P283_51889, 2001, p.14. 
22 Ibid, 2001. 
23 Also, once on the street, street children – particularly those living on the streets and/or those involved in the worst 
forms of child labour (e.g. commercial sexual exploitation) are at very high risk of contracting HIV themselves. 
Coming from poor communities, often with limited access to education and information on HIV prevention and 
primary healthcare, and combined with potential psychosocial problems as a result of lack of counselling available to 
deal with unresolved grief issues, children orphaned by AIDS who are living and working on the streets are very 
vulnerable to infection. This vulnerability may be exacerbated by substance abuse which is likely to contribute to 
them engaging high-risk sexual activity as well as potentially putting them in direct conflict with the law. 
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·  Children orphaned by AIDS or whose parents are ill with the disease may run away from abusive 
substitute carers;24 

·  Children orphaned by AIDS might also move to the streets after finding themselves unable to 
cope with the pressures of looking after younger siblings in a child-headed household; 

·  Community alienation and stigma following the death of a family member, or as a result of 
suspected of being HIV positive, may also encourage children to move away from communities; 

·  “Girls and women in households touched by AIDS and by poverty frequently find their choices 
and possibilities so diminished that they have to turn for survival to the sex trade or to situations 
of lodging or work that expose them to sexual abuse and violence, increasing the risk that they 
themselves will die of AIDS.”25 Human Rights Watch goes on to highlight that in Zambia, for 
example, police conduct round-ups of sex workers and charge them with loitering or indecent 
exposure. Usually, the women pay 10,000 kwacha (U.S. $2.30) and are freed in the morning;26at 
other times, the police take the women’s money or demand sexual services as payment.27  

 
HIV infection – or suspicion of infection – may render street girls and boys vulnerable to even greater 
discriminatory treatment once within the system. Furthermore, in the case of children orphaned by AIDS 
who are living and working on the street, the same issues relating to ruptured family links will apply. 
 
B) Behaviour and survival strategies on the streets 
 
Having examined some of the key factors that bring children onto the streets and into conflict with the law 
in the first place, this section will examine four examples of behaviours or survival strategies that girls and 
boys may engage in whilst on the streets that may further compound their vulnerability to contact with the 
criminal justice system  and negative treatment once within the system. 
 
B.1. ‘Vagrancy’ 
 

“Maybe you have not done anything – just loitering – you are put in a car boot or a lorry with  
the prostitutes, drunkards, murderers and ‘all the nonsense’ that have been collected that night, 
then they drive you around for a long time, go to police station, accuse you of sniffing glue, bhang 
– even they pour alcohol on you – then you are put in the cell with the others and put to sleep in a 
nasty place and beaten by police and others in the cell.”  (Kenya)28 

 
One of the most common legal provisions discriminating against street children is the legacy of outdated 
‘vagrancy’ legislation left over from colonial times. As an illustration, a study in Bombay reported that an 
astounding 74.6% of children sent to remand homes were on charges of ‘vagrancy’ or ‘suspicion’.29 
Huge numbers of children are being arrested and locked up simply for being poor and in the wrong place 
at the wrong time. ‘Vagrancy’ provisions criminalize poverty and demonstrate the confusion between 
social welfare and criminal justice systems as detention orders are often framed as ‘safe custody’ or 

                                                
24 See e.g. Human Rights Watch, In the Shadow of Death, 2001, p.4. 
25 Ibid. See also 2003 report, Policy Paralysis: A Call for Action on HIV/AIDS-Related Human Rights 
Abuses Against Women and Girls in Africa http://www.hrw.org/reports/2003/africa1203/  
26 Human Rights Watch interview with Eric Ngoma, Tasintha program manager, Lusaka, Zambia, May 23, 2002, 
cited in Human Rights Watch, In the Shadow of Death, 2001. 
27 Human Rights Watch interview with Clemire Karamira, MAPODE, Lusaka, May 20, 2002, cited in ibid. 
28 Boy participant, CRADLE / USK / CSC National Workshop on Street Children and Juvenile Justice, Nairobi, 
Kenya, 6-7 March 2003. 
29 Human Rights Watch, Police Abuse and Killings of Street Children in India, November 1996, p.14, referring to 
UNICEF / India Ministry of Labour research. 
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‘protective custody orders’. As the testimony of children will show in Chapter 6, such detention is rarely 
‘safe’ or ‘protective’. The international human rights community calls for an immediate decriminalisation 
of ‘vagrancy’ as well as status offences such as truancy and running away from home. Street children may 
be arrested on the grounds of ‘vagrancy’ either individually, in small groups, or in larger numbers as part 
of more systematic ‘round-ups’ or ‘street sweeps’ which are considered separately, below.  
 
Progress has been made in some countries such as Uganda where being a ‘rogue’ or ‘vagabond’ have now 
been decriminalised under the Children’s Statute30  (although this doesn’t seem to have had much of an 
impacted on the ground as demonstrated by the current government policy of routinely rounding up street 
children).31 Likeiwse, in the case of Nigeria, although the government declared an amendment to the 
relevant sections of the Criminal Code in 1989, deeming it unconstitutional for the police to arrest anyone 
for “wandering”32, the police still conduct raids and street children are still being arrested simply for being 
poor.33 
�
�

 
[Case study] 

Curfews and the anti-vagrancy law in the Philippines 
 

� I was caught because of the curfew. I went to a girlfriend. I helped peel and slice vegetables. I did not 
notice the time. The police drove by, I ran and I was caught.”  

 
“I was signalling a truck to move backwards when a patrol came by. I was arrested 

because it was already curfew hours. I forgot that it was already curfew hours.” 
(Dennis, aged 17, and Dencio, Davao City, July 2002) 

 
As part of the intensified anti-crime campaign waged by President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo in early 
2003, the Philippine National Police revealed plans to explore the possibility of talking with the seventeen 
city and municipal mayors of Metro Manila to implement a ban on under-18s on the streets at night. Strict 
curfew laws have been implemented in the cities of Olongapo, Davao, and General Santos. In 2002, the 
cities of Manila and Marikina imposed a nightly curfew on children, and police officials said that crime 
incidents in these two cities had dropped significantly following the implementation of the curfew. On the 
other hand, it has been noted that a problem arises in areas where “there are no existing drop-in and 
processing centres because children arrested during night time are placed in jails together with other 
adult inmates.” Furthermore, abuses by law enforcers have been documented. In many cases, the children 
were just victims of circumstances. Apparently, policemen fail to explain to children the reason why they 
had been arrested, particularly for violating the Anti-Vagrancy Law. The logic for the imposition of the 
Anti-Vagrancy Law stemmed from the need to protect children from the perils of the street at night. 
Furthermore, the Revised Penal Code considers vagrancy as an offence. 
 
One participant to the National Capital Region Regional Workshop, during the sentence completion 
exercise, readily identified the incumbent mayor of the City of Manila as one of the persons he disliked: 
“Because he has us arrested” was the child’s reply. 
 

                                                
30 Petty, C. and Brown, M. (eds), Justice for Children, 1998, p.39. 
31 Information from the Inter NGO Forum for Street Children, Kampala, May 2004. This issue is featured as a case 
study in Chapter 6. 
32 Amendment to the Criminal Code through the Minor Offences (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act No. 29 of 1989, 
now Cap 230 Laws of Nigeria, 1990. 
33 HDI / CSC, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Lagos State, 2004. 
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Notwithstanding a particular government’s or community’s support for anti-vagrancy laws and 
campaigns and the perceived “merits” of such moves in combating crime, the international human 
rights community lobbies strongly against outdated legislation such as anti-vagrancy laws, under 
which, children are being arrested simply for being on the streets due to a lack of social safety nets.34 
 
 
 
B.2. Substance abuse 

“First case [arrest], I was at a shabu [amphetamines]-session. The police caught us. Second case, 
I was high on marijuana. I hit two people who were on a date. The police had caught me and they 
saw that I had some marijuana in my pocket. Third case, we stole a fighting cock. Fourth case, I 
stole a watch from my grandmother, and some money many times. I did not know that she had 
already filed a complaint and that there was already a warrant of arrest. Once, I came home, the 
police arrested me. I did it because of my addiction to drugs.” (Philippines)35 

 
On the understanding that substance abuse is linked to individual choice (albeit a ‘limited’ or a ‘non’-
choice as discussed previously), street children in many countries nevertheless abuse substances for a 
number of reasons, for example:  
 

·  to quell hunger; 
·  for escapism / to anaesthetise physical or emotional pain; 
·  as part of peer bonding activities linked to friendship and street gang culture; 
·  to keep street-living children awake for work and / or alert to possible violence;  
·  to facilitate sleep during the cold nights.  

 
In many countries street children sniff glue due to its low cost and easy availability and this may be mixed 
with other substances such as petrol, as is the case in Kenya. 36  Other substances used by street children 
include alcohol, tobacco, marijuana and, in some places, crack, amphetamines, cough syrups containing 
alchohol and/or codine, black market prescription pain medications and opium. Cocaine and heroine are 
generally less common due to prohibitively high prices. 

“I've been living on the streets for the past 5 years…I've tried just about everything: glue, 
marijuana, crack, hard liquor and cigarettes. Now I just sniff glue. I do it because I feel very sad. 
I feel like I'm really alone. I don't want to live on the streets. I've already suffered a lot and I'm 
only 15 years old.” � (Nicaragua) ��  

 The types of substances used by street children vary greatly, influenced by local circumstances, 
availability, cultural practices and geography (some countries / areas that lie in processing regions and/or 
along trafficking routes are particularly badly affected by high levels of drug abuse) and this list is in no 
way exhaustive or attributable to all countries.38 However, substance abuse is yet another risk factor that is 
likely to bring street children into contact with the criminal justice system for the following reasons:  

                                                
34 UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray Faces, 2003, pp.88-89. 
35 Donald, aged 17, a participant to the workshop in Mindanao, July 2002, quoted in ibid, p.80. 
36 According to the Undugu Society of Kenya, as many as 6 in every 10 boys living on the streets have health 
problems associated with taking drugs, with the most widely used substance being glue mixed with petrol. Taken 
from website www.homelesskids.org/kenya/street_kids.htm. 
37 Marilin, ‘Voices of Nicaragua’, taken from Radio Netherlands website, 
www.rnw.nl/humanrights/html/stories3.html  
38 For example, an example of another substance abused in Romania is Aurolac, a paint thinner that is cheap and 
easy to obtain, but also very addictive and damaging. However, despite cost implication already mentioned, more 
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·  The practice of using drugs is, in itself, usually criminalized: As reported in 2001, offences in 

Brazil involving adolescents with drugs make up about 70% of all offences. Whereas middle class 
young people who consume drugs are considered in the context of a medical approach, young 
people from the lower classes who sell drugs are seen purely as criminals. This has led to a huge 
process of criminalisation of poor young people who overpopulate institutions for adolescent 
offenders. (Brazil )39 

 
·  Selling, trafficking drugs or acting as couriers as part of gangs: “Because of the gang, I 

peddled shabu [amphetamines] and when the pushers I knew no longer liked me, I was sold out to 
the authorities. I was framed, so when the police conducted a raid, I was caught.” (Philippines)40  

 
·  Committing crimes such as theft in order to satisfy addiction: “Addiction to glue sniffing is 

making street children more dependent on substances. This dependency is resulting in an increase 
in street children carrying out petty thefts. This trend, in the course of time, will lead children to 
ever more violent and unsocial activities.” (Nepal)41 ; “Crack puts you crazy, like you’re flying, 
and then when you come down, it’ll make you do anything to get another fix, even rob your 
neighbours, your friends, your own family even… it’s not like marijuana, which just makes you 
feel at ease with everybody…” (Nicaragua)42 

 
·  Crimes involving violence may be committed under the influence of drugs: “It makes the user 

more aggressive… this drug, crack, it makes you really violent, I tell you… when I smoke up and 
somebody insults me, I immediately want to kill them, to get a machete and do them in, to defend 
myself… I don’t stop and think, talk to them, ask them why or whatever… all I want to do is kill 
them… it’s the drug, I tell you, that’s where the violence comes from.” (Nicaragua)43 

 
In terms of treatment in detention, drug addiction and/or withdrawal makes young people more 
vulnerable to exploitation (sexual abuse, recruitment for criminal activities, recruitment as 
informers, giving coerced testimony, etc.) by guards or other detainees who may have access to 
drugs. Also, for street children who engage in substance abuse, this can provide yet another weapon in 
the police arsenal with which to inflict abuse and humiliation. For example, according to one 15-year-old 
boy in Guatemala: “The police treat us badly. […] They also take our paint thinner and pour it over our 
heads. They’ve done that to me five times. It’s awful, it hurts really bad. It gets in your eyes and burns; for 
half an hour you can’t see anything.”44 In this case, in addition to the pain caused, and the added distress a 
                                                                                                                                                        
recent reports suggest that heroin is becoming more common among street children in Romania, also increasing the 
risk of HIV/AIDS through groups of children sharing needles to inject. (Sinagra, L., ‘Beneath Bucharest’, City 
Pages.Com, 7 July 2001, at  www.citypages.com/databank/22/1092/article9929.asp.).  
39 São Martinho, No Mundo da Rua: Alternativas à Aplicação de Medidas Sócio-Educativas, 2001, pp.48 and 55. 
40 Child participant in the National Children’s Workshop, August 2002, quoted in UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray 
Faces, 2003, p.83. 
41 Rai, A., Ghimire, K.P., Shrestha, P. and Tuladhar, S., Glue Sniffing Among Street Children in the Kathmandu 
Valley, Child Workers in Nepal Concerned Centre, 2002, pp. 8-9. 
42 Quoted in Rodgers, D. (2002) ‘We live in a State of Siege’ – Violence, Crime and Gangs in Post-Conflict Urban 
Nicaragua’, Development Studies Institute, London School of Economics and Political Science, September 2002. 
www.lse.ac.uk/Depts/destin/workpapers/Weliveinastateofsiege_DESTINwp.pdf. Crack began to supplant marijuana 
and glue as drug of choice in Nicaragua from around mid-1999, rapidly spreading to such an extent that today it is 
omnipresent. This shift has also been accompanied by a dramatic increase in violent crime on the streets, largely due, 
it would appear, to the increased ‘high’ that crack offers its users. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Interview with Beto, Guatemala City, 3 September 1996, quoted in Human Rights Watch, Guatemala’s Forgotten 
Children, 1997, pp.22-23. 
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drug addict might feel at being deprived of his or her ‘stash’ there may be an element of the police 
wanting to ‘teach the drug user a lesson.’ 
 
Even if particular street children are not actually involved in substance abuse, they are often assumed to 
be. Populist perceptions that all street children are drug addicts have further restricted their access to basic 
services, while rendering them more susceptible to verbal abuse and humiliation at the hands of the public 
and police, regardless of whether not they are actually abusing substances:  
 

“If you get sick on the streets, the big people take you to the hospital but sometimes people don’t 
pay attention to you – ‘no, I’m not giving you money because you will spend it on glue…’ It’s really 
hurting to the other guys. There’s nothing you can do about it.” (Kenya) 
 
“Nobody in the society respects you or wants to see you. The drivers wind up the windows of the 
car and when you beg, the passers-by will just ignore you because of this song that was sung: ‘woi 
woi chokora usiwape pesa za kununua gamu’ (‘gosh gosh, don’t give the streets kids money ‘cos 
it’s for buying glue’). They fear that they want money for glue or want to steal their hubcaps. They 
don’t want to associate with you or touch you.” (Kenya)45  
 
“All of us were girls. We got jailed in February 20, 2001 because of failing to observe the curfew. 
We came from a birthday party. The policemen were very rude towards us and they accused us of 
using rugby [glue] if rugby is a brand name then it should have a capital, if it’s not then why use 
the word rugby and not ‘glue’. They took photographs of us with some rugby in our possession 
even if we never had any. We cleaned the toilet and they cut our hair.”�(Philippines)46�

 
This negative perception can be further reinforced by discrimination based on other factors, such as in 
cases where the children come from ethnic minorities. For example, in Bulgaria: “Many of the children 
are addicted to glue or liquid bronze which they inhale from plastic bags. A fourteen-year-old boy told 
Human Rights Watch, ‘the best part of living on the street is the glue. I haven’t eaten in two days because 
I’m not hungry. The glue makes me feel that way’. As a result, street children are viewed by police and 
private citizens as criminals. Their Roma identity further reinforces this image.”47  
 
In addition to substance abuse being yet another a risk factor in relation to street children’s contact with, 
and treatment within, the criminal justice system, it is also worth mentioning that valuable opportunities 
for counselling and therapy are being wasted throughout the system. Medical and counselling services in 
detention are generally poor or non-existent. For example, in India:  “Drug abuse and smoking in boys’ 
homes is another major problem. Instead of sensitizing and educating these boys regarding the harmful 
effects of drugs, and motivating them to go in for de-addiction, the staff penalizes and ridicules them”.48 
There is a general failure to provide the necessary educational and rehabilitative programmes required to 
break the drug-crime cycle at any of the key stages of the system: prevention, diversion or alternatives to 
detention. This helps to perpetuate the ‘revolving door’ experiences of many street children on the streets 
and in detention. For example, in Guatemala, “there is no detection of psychological issues, no treatment 
for drug withdrawal, and no programmes for drug addiction. When the children are released in six or 

                                                
45 Child participants at the National Workshop on Street Children and Juvenile Justice, Nairobi, Kenya, March 2003, 
quoted in CSC, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Kenya, 2004. 
46 Roxanne, aged 16, quoted in UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray Faces,2003, p.108. 
47 Human Rights Watch, Children of Bulgaria: Police Violence and Arbitrary Confinement, September 1996, p.3. 
48 Tandon, S.L., ‘Fettered Young: Children in Conflict with the Law and Children in Prisons’ in Butterflies, My 
Name is Today, 2003, p.14. 
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twelve months, they haven’t been helped. They go out, and they get back on drugs.”49  Furthermore, lack 
of treatment for withdrawal can be particularly agonizing for children facing short term detention.  
 
Without specific services targeted at substance abusers, it is likely that reform efforts will be severely 
hampered. This is especially true given the immense challenges of working with street children who suffer 
from addictions: substance abuse interferes with their ability to engage in the ‘choice’ process that is key 
to interventions with street children (identifying the choices the child has already made, expanding the 
choices available to them and empowering the child to make those choices).  
 

 
B.3. Involvement / coercion in adult criminal activity:  
 

‘My Grandmother is in her 70s, she’s been feeding us out of her pension money. She always said 
to me, ‘My boy, don’t steal’. But these two men asked me to steal with them. They told me, ‘If you 
steal for us we will clothe and feed you’. I said ‘No’, but they then said, ‘Then we’ll kill you and 
bury you’. So that’s why I started to steal for them.’ (Mongolia) 50 

 
In line with the ‘choice’ paradigm established previously in this report, street children – dependent on 
their individual risk and protective factors amongst other things – may choose to become involved in adult 
criminal activity (as a result of free choice or limited choice), or they may be forced or coerced (as a result 
of  non-choice). Street children are particularly useful to adult criminals for the following reasons:  

 
·  They are small enough to climb through windows and small spaces to assist in burglaries, 

and they are nimble enough to pick-pocket successfully : “I go inside a house first by opening 
the window in order for the other gang members to go inside and cart away all the things from the 
house.” (Philippines)51 

 
·  There is a plentiful supply of street children desperate enough (especially if they need money 

or drugs to support drug habits) to undertake unpleasant or dangerous tasks that adult criminals 
may be unwilling to perform,  –  e.g. as ‘ants’ in cross-border trafficking. 52 

 
·  They are easily threatened and controlled by using a combination ‘of ‘carrot and stick’ 

approaches –i.e. through violence and intimidation offset with ‘protection’ and/or small gifts of 
food or drugs: e.g. one boy found himself living in the company of a man who promised to take 
care of him for as long as he followed everything the man asked him to do “… because if I don’t, 

                                                
49 Interview with Victoria Monzón, Director of the Guatemalan government agency charged with administering 
juvenile detention and protection services (Tratamiento y Orientación de Menores), 4 September 1996, quoted in 
Human Rights Watch, Guatemala’s Forgotten Children, 1997, p.72. 
50 At the time of this interview, Enkbater had been in cells for 4 months without appearing in court. Footage from 
Blewett, K. and Woods, B., Kids Behind Bars [film], True Vision productions, 2001. 
51 12-year-old participant at the Manila Street Children’s Workshop on Street Children and Juvenile Justice, quoted 
in UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray Faces, 2003, p.83. 
52 For example in Romania: “Street children, former prisoners and rootless adolescents leaving state institutions have 
easily been recruited in the fringes of […] expanding corrupt activities: as ‘ants’ for carrying cross-border illicit 
consignments; as drug dealers to their peers; and as members of organised begging or prostitution rings”, Giles, Prof. 
G.W., Turbulent Transitions, 2002, p.148. 
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he’s going to beat me up. He also asked me to steal a pair of trousers. He also bought solvent for 
me.” (Philippines)53 

 
·  They are expendable and can be easily sacrificed (even killed) or used as scapegoats when an 

operation goes wrong: e.g. reportedly, street children who are being used as drug couriers and as 
accomplices to car-theft rings are killed when they learn too much or otherwise become a liability. 
(Guatemala)54 

 
·  They may be deliberately chosen for being  under the age of criminal responsibility and are 

thus (theoretically) exempt from prosecution if caught (see Brazil case study below). 
 
·  They are ideally placed to sell drugs amongst their peers. 

 
The activities they commonly perform include theft (burglary, petty theft and pick-pocketing), commercial 
sexual exploitation, organised begging and drug vending / trafficking / general ‘gopher’ jobs for drug 
gangs.  If a street child is arrested along with an adult, they run the risk of being detained and tried 
alongside them as adults, rather than being processed as a child. Involvement or coercion in adult criminal 
gangs may take place on an individual level, or in small groups, or as part of a more structured, organised 
criminal gang, syndicate or trafficking ring, as illustrated by the following examples. The issue of street 
gangs is discussed in more detail below. 
 

[case study] 
“Ensnared Young: School dropouts and runaway children on the streets are soft targets for adult 

criminals on the lookout for new recruits to their gangs” – India55 
 
“When Jeetu and Dinesh, two nine-year-olds, were arrested by the Government Railway Police and 
booked for pick-pocketing at the Patna Junction, their insistent plea was that they were not thieves, but 
were forced into crime by a local criminal, Raju Sharma. According to Dinesh, Raju caught hold of him 
one evening and took him forcibly to his hide-out. Here, Raju threatened him with dire consequences if he 
defied his orders to pick the pockets of railway passengers. This marked the beginning of Dinesh’s 
nightmarish journey. In a few days, Dinesh roped in his cousin, Jeetu. Both came from poor slum families. 
Taking advantage of the confusion at the entry points to compartments, the boys would steal passengers’ 
wallets when they were alighting or boarding trains. Once, Raju even threatened to throw Jeetu off a 
running train when he failed to pick a single pocket on a particular day. According to the police, Raju had 
several young recruits like Jeetu and Dinesh working for him”.  
 
 
 

[case study] 
Dehumanisation and brutality at the hands of mafias - Pakistan56 

 

                                                
53 A participant to the First Metro Manila Street Children’s Conference in 1990, cited in UP CIDS PST, Painted 
Gray Faces, 2003, p.3. 
54 Human Rights Watch, Guatemala’s Forgotten Children, 1997, p.18. 
55 ‘Innocence behind the bars’, The Hindustan Times, Patna, India, 5 October 1999, reproduced in Tandon, S.L., 
‘Fettered Young’, 2003, p.11. 
56 Gannon, K., ‘Few Look out for Street Children’, Associated Press, 20 April 2000, cited in AMAL Human 
Development Network and Consortium for Street Children, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Pakistan, 
February 2004. 
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“Many economic activities of the street children are controlled by "territories" which are guarded by 
members or gangs. A number of these children are terrorized by such gangs and they end up working for 
them to sell drugs or steal. According to the Director of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, 
"There are certain mafias who take the children on the street and exploit them". "They are the mafias who 
run begging rings, child prostitution rings." In a report into gang activity on the streets of Pakistan, the 
Commission found such practices were worryingly widespread. In Sheikhupura, in the Punjab province, 
one such gang would kidnap young children from the street, break their legs or arms and let the bones 
reset crooked, and then send them back into the streets to beg. Any alms collected would then be handed 
over at the end of the day under the threat of beating. Another gang was traced to Multan, also in Punjab, 
where kidnapped boys between 10 and 14 years were castrated and then sold to the circus and stage shows 
for entertainment.” 

 
 

[Case study] 
Street children and the drug trade - Brazil57 

 
Under the Statute of the Child and Adolescent (ECA), unlike adults, children under 18 can only be held in 
the juvenile detention system for a maximum of three years and this therefore makes them ideal couriers 
for drug gangs. “But they are often killed because they know too much, steal too much, or get caught in 
the crossfire. The hierarchy of the favela drug trade is a vertical one, and children are recruited into the 

lowest level, serving primarily as lookouts. They progress to running errands for the hillside dealers, and if 
they are successful, they begin delivering drugs to customers. Survivors from these operations may 

become armed ‘controllers’ (security guards who protect the operation and proceeds of drug transactions). 
Finally, there are the corporate levels of the local drug business, but few children ever last that long. Most 

die while they are still at the lower end of the hierarchy. When a hillside dealer is dissatisfied with a 
child’s work, or decides that the youth is dangerous as a witness, he or she is simply killed. And 

altogether, it is estimated that as many as four to five street children are murdered each day throughout 
Brazil, and two each day in Rio de Janeiro alone.” 

 
 
 

B.4. Street gangs 
 
As already shown above in the sections on substance abuse and involvement / coercion in adult criminal 
activity, street children’s involvement in ‘gangs’ is often associated with criminal behaviour. However, it 
is extremely important to understand that the nature of gang activity varies greatly on a case by case basis. 
Just as it can be one of the main risk factors in an individual child’s experience of crime, it can also be one 
of the main protective factors, depending on the nature of the gang, the character of the leader, the local 
environment, the extent and type of substance abuse engaged in and so on. 
 

“There was a gang war everyday. I did not want to join because I feared that I might die. One of 
my companions was raped. Her belly was sliced open. She was murdered. I was forced [to join 
the group]. They slapped me and I cried.”  (Philippines)58 

 

                                                
57 Inciardi, J.A. and Surratt, H.L., ‘Children in the Streets of Brazil: Drug Use, Crime, Violence, and HIV Risks’, 
Substance Use and Misuse, 1997, p.11. 
58 10-year old Jasmine, participant at the workshop in Mindanao, Philippines, July 2002, quoted in UP CIDS PST, 
Painted Gray Faces, 2003, p.73. 
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Street children join gangs in response to social exclusion, loneliness and the need for protection, in a 
society that has failed to provide them with their basic physical and emotional needs.59 In many countries 
it is a key coping strategy for survival in a hostile environment and the negative aspects of gang 
involvement must therefore be balanced against the positive ones. Negative aspects include violence (to 
maintain discipline and assert authority within the hierarchy of the gang as well as taking the form of 
inter-gang violence), 60 introduction to substance abuse and potential for increased criminal behaviour. On 
the other hand, positive aspects of gang involvement include mutual protection from outside threats, a 
sense of belonging, security and pride (often gained through undergoing harsh initiation rites), friendship 
and emotional and financial support (gang members may often share resources).  
 

"Fundamentally we are friends who hang out together. We started this gang about five years ago 
to protect ourselves from other gangs." (Nicaragua)61 

 
The need for a case by case approach is illustrated in the example of street children in Angola cited earlier 
(in the section on urbanization) which shows how one NGO in Luanda has identified two distinct types of 
male gangs operating in the same city: type 1 are the relatively stable groups that are heavily integrated 
into the local economy and have self-imposed codes of conduct that forbid stealing in their area so as not 
to upset the balance of the mutually-respectful relationships they have developed with local community 
members; type 2 are less stable, more crime-prone groups.62  
 
Similarly, in the Philippines, the associations that street children form with their peers are often described 
by the term ‘barkada’  - a colloquial Filipino word with both positive and negative connotations which can be 
translated as “friend/s, gang, gangmates, peers, peer group, buddy/buddies, colleagues, and companion/s.”63 
Just as this term has both positive and negative connotations, the link between gang membership and crime is 
inconclusive in the Philippines: results of studies vary, suggesting that the commission of crimes does not 
necessarily mean that the children in question are part of a gang. Different studies in the Philippines 
indicate that statistics for gang membership amongst children in conflict with the law range from 18.2% to 
40.9%. Therefore in the Philippines, at least, whether gang membership is a contributory factor to the 
commission of an offence or not, may depend on the individual experience of the child.64 This brings us 
back once again to the importance of an individualized approach to street children. 
 
The importance of gangs or peer groups as support structures for street children should not be 
underestimated: in the context of the criminal justice system, the potential to capitalize on the positive 
aspects of gangs, and minimize the negative aspects as much as possible, is key to the relationship-
building that needs to underpin prevention as well as diversion efforts. “For the social worker 
attempting to establish contact with street children, the leader is […] the key-element for 
approaching the group, and will often control the extent to which group members access or take 
advantage of external interventions.”65 
 

                                                
59 Wernham, M., Background Paper on Street Children and Violence, Consortium for Street Children, updated 16 
November 2001. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Kokic, M. (2003) ‘Help for Nicaragua’s Violent Slums’, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies News, 18 September 2003. http://www.ifrc.org/docs/news/03/03091801/, cited in Casa Alianza Nicaragua 
and Consortium for Street Children, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Nicaragua, February 2004. 
62 Petty, C. and Brown, M. (eds), Justice for Children, 1998, p.65. 
63 UP CIDS PST, Painted Gray Faces, 2003, p.13. 
64 Ibid, pp.24 and 149. 
65 European Network on Street Children Worldwide, http://www.enscw.org/eng/satellite/country_salvati_copii.htm 
with reference to the group dynamics of street children in Romania. 
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[Case study] 

The growth of street gangs in Nicaragua66 

An important feature of street life in Nicaragua and other countries in Central America is the increasing 
emergence of street gangs. According to one newspaper article from May 2003, “The influence of US 
gang culture is evident in poor neighbourhoods or barrios across Central America”, with over 100 
different gangs estimated to operate in Managua, the capital of Nicaragua.67 Membership in these groups 
has offered many from the poorer communities a way to fit into the new realities of post-conflict 
Nicaragua. As one Red Cross worker put it, “If home life is tough, children will look outside the home to 
get the love and support they need. Look around, you will see all these young kids hanging around the 
older gang members. They are the role models.”68 

Many gang members agree: "Fundamentally we are friends who hang out together…" explains the leader 
of one, "We started this gang about five years ago to protect ourselves from other gangs." Most gangs are 
male only, and often act as the informal leaders of marginalized communities, while others develop into 
criminal groups and commit a range of offences from kidnapping to violent armed robberies to pay for 
deep-rooted drug addictions. Gangs will often cross each other in the fight for territory, sometimes for a 
few city blocks or a football field. Their weapons range from primitive sticks and knives, to home-made 
'zip' guns, to AK-47 assault rifles and fragmentation grenades.69 There is an unofficial curfew restricting 
many parts of Managua at night and 40,000 gang members were arrested in 2001 alone.70 

The official response to street gangs in Nicaragua has been a mix of repression and attempts to open a 
dialogue with gangs and young people, and in Managua police have set up ‘prevention committees’ to 
visit gang members and their families. The organisation Ceprev has also worked with more than 3,000 
pandilleros (gang members) over the past six years in one district of Managua with the aim of improving 
their relations with their families. Its director, Monica Zalaquette, says: "The problem is not economic 
poverty, it is the poverty of our family culture - that's what we have to change."71 The widespread lack of 
services is also a contributing factor according to Bruce Harris of Casa Alianza: “For years, the 
authorities have left young people without hope, without access to school or jobs and the only 
governmental response to youth dissent has been repression. We have forced the kids to the extremes of 
society and they have responded with violence. Gangs can no longer be ignored, especially if we want to 
live in peace.”72 

 
Chapter summary 
 
The ‘circle of experience’ shows how the same issues that cause children to move to the streets in the first 
place impact on the type of behaviour in which they engage whilst on the street as well the treatment they 
subsequently experience within the criminal justice system.  
 

                                                
66 Taken from CAN / CSC, Street Children and Juvenile Justice in Nicaragua, 2004. 
67 Widdicombe, R. & D. Campbell (2003) ‘Poor Neighbours Fall Prey to US Gang Culture’, The Guardian, 27 May 
2003. 
68 Kokic, M. (2003) ‘Help for Nicaragua’s Violent Slums’, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies News, 18 September 2003. http://www.ifrc.org/docs/news/03/03091801/  
69 Ibid. 
70 Widdicombe, R. & D. Campbell (2003) ‘Poor Neighbours Fall Prey to US Gang Culture’, The Guardian, 27 May 
2003. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid 
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This is regulated by the context of choices, limited choices and non-choices specific to each individual 
child. Choices can become increasingly limited as children progress around the ‘circle’ and there is 
therefore a need for early intervention in the cycle in order to maximise the opportunities available to 
children.  
 
It is for this reason that the overall approach to reform adopted in this book prioritises prevention, 
diversion and alternatives to detention as areas at which to target interventions. Improved opportunities for 
girls and boys are best explored through the 3-stage ‘choice process’ of understanding, and expanding the 
choices available to children and then empowering them to make those choices. 


