Information about Street Children - Bangladesh

Background: Population: 130 million (55 million under 18). High urban population growth rate (over 6% p.a. for last two decades). Increased poverty in urban areas (out of Dhaka’s population of 9.3 million, an estimated 5 million are below the poverty line). 90% of the urban poor live in single room, very poor quality accommodation. Estimated number of street children in Bangladesh: 445,226 (of which 75% are in Dhaka city); 53% boys, 47% girls (Sept 2001 survey). All categories of street children are called Tokai (‘rag pickers’) by the general public, although they may be engaged in a range of petty trading / employment / criminal activities. Average daily income of street children is approx. USD $0.55.

Achievements: Positive government attitude towards reform. Government is piloting interventions for street children through 9 NGOs in 6 cities, funded by UNDP. 17 categories of interventions used in Bangladesh are: research / analysis; street approach (relationship building); drop-in centres; shelters / homes; appropriate education; vocational training; market survey (examining supply and demand of local nonhazardous labour market and identifying skills required for improvements in individual children’s income generation); psycho-social counselling; recreational and creative activities; legal aid / protection; health services; job placement; advocacy; networking; awareness-raising; family reintegration; children’s organisations (self-help groups).

Constraints and challenges: Severe problems of trafficking, CSEC and abuse. Concern about potential threat of HIV/AIDS due to lack of awareness and surveillance systems in place. Programmes for street children are inadequate due to ever-increasing numbers linked to widespread and persistent poverty. Estimated that only 12% of street children are being attended to, with no government or NGO plans to reach the remainder. Government pilot project is only for 2 years (currently near completion), with no long-term programme designed based on lessons learned. Lack of access to healthcare facilities (due to lack of information, over-crowding, bureaucracy and discrimination) and lack of preventive healthcare (including sexual and reproductive health, vaccinations and basic hygiene and nutrition). Failure to address street children’s psycho-social trauma due to severe shortage of professional social workers and counsellors etc., resulting in high levels of substance abuse. More expensive drugs used by gangs to lure children into

committing crimes. Lack of skills and permanent address limits access to proper employment. NGOs are lacking in resources to implement long-term programmes.

Lessons learned: Due to relative inexperience of Government in this field, their tendency to mix the characteristics of disadvantaged children with street children has led to the design and implementation of costly, improper and ineffective methodologies. The 17 types of intervention outlined have been highly effective. Activating adult communities with direct contact with street children as well as the wider community helps reduce child exploitation as well as creating a positive environment for street children and support for programmes. Engaging peer educators and child to- child contact is extremely successful. Ensuring participation of children in programmes makes the children more confident and empowers them in the mainstreaming process. Lack of training courses for workers specifically on street children in the country is hampering development: traditional reliance on ‘learning through experience’ is time consuming

and leads to poor quality interventions with adverse consequences.

Recommendations: Better mobilisation of resources, supervision of service organisations, and dissemination of CRC through local government level needed. NGOs should mainstream principles of the CRC into their planning. Programmes should be designed with the active participation of the children themselves. Replication of existing 17 initiatives needed to reach more street children. Need to strengthen inter-ministerial coordination in government. Income generation projects / micro-credit schemes are

needed to accompany family reunification and to address rural-urban migration. Social mobilisation and community awareness programmes (involving strong political commitment and dedicated participation of law enforcement agencies) needed. Introduction of street children issues into the curricula of training institutions (especially for social workers, educators and counsellors). Create a forum for street children NGOs for both Bangladesh and South Asia for networking of good practices, exchange of information and advocacy.

This report is taken from “A Civil Society Forum for South Asia on Promoting and Protecting the Rights of Street Children”, 12- 14 December 2001, Colombo, Sri Lanka.  A full version of the Civil Society forum report is also available on the CSC website.
