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Executive Summary

The Council of Delegates meeting in Seville in 1997 considered the issue of street 
children following the presentation of a report by the working group set up by the 
Henry Dunant Institute which explored the phenomenon and the potential role of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent. In Resolution 8.2, the Council of Delegates (1997) 
encouraged National Societies to become more involved in this issue, and requested 
the International Federation to establish a Task Force on Street Children and draw 
up and implement a Plan of Action. This report gives an account of progress which 
has been made concerning the implementation of this Resolution.

Since 1997, various activities have been carried out in pursuit of this Resolution. In 
December 1997, a Youth Task Force meeting was held involving representatives 
from 5 National Societies. The meeting undertook some preliminary ground work on 
the creation of a Task Force on Street Children and considered the potential 
functions and criteria for establishing such a body. In summer 1998, a needs 
assessment on children’s programmes was carried out in the Great Lakes region. 
This specifically included an evaluation of the needs of street children in Nairobi and 
resulted in proposals for expanded programmes in that area to respond to 
burgeoning needs.

In April 1999, a consultation meeting with National Societies on Street Children was 
held with the participation of 13 National Societies from different regions. The 
meeting took the form of a brainstorming session identifying common experiences, 
challenges and proposals for the way ahead. This productive meeting emphasised 
the considerable enthusiasm, experience and interest among National Societies for 
this subject and enabled the establishment of an International Federation Task Force 
on Street Children. The Task Force, composed of a small number of National 
Societies, the ICRC and a few external organisations, planned to hold its first 
meeting in September 1999 to undertake a preliminary consideration of the content 
and implementation of a Plan of Action on street children in accordance with the 
Council of Delegates Resolution 8.2/1997.
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Various other initiatives have also been carried out, such as initial data collection 
activities; public awareness raising internally, particularly through the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Statutory Commissions, and externally, at the United Nations human 
rights bodies. Liaison with external organisations active on the issue of street 
children has been initiated. The Henry Dunant Institute study on street children, 
presented to the last Council of Delegates meeting in 1997, has been completed. 
The Museum of the Red Cross and Red Crescent has also been active in producing 
exhibits on street children. A number of National Societies have begun new initiatives 
in this area since 1997 and some information received on an ad hoc basis has been 
included in the full body of the report. Two major Red Cross and Red Crescent youth 
symposia being held in the course of 1999 will encompass the issue of street 
children.

These initiatives have led to a more profound knowledge of the scale and character 
of the street children phenomenon and the task ahead. Although several National 
Societies have already gained considerable expertise in this area, the need for 
greater Red Cross and Red Crescent involvement is apparent. The Movement has 
the mandate as well as the ability to respond to the needs of street children. The 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, and in particular the 
Principle of Humanity, oblige it to take action "to prevent and alleviate human 
suffering's Thus programmes for street children, one of the most vulnerable groups in 
society, are intrinsically justified. Moreover, the Movement has the ability to respond. 
It has a long track record of humanitarian work and the proven skill of translating 
values and Principles into solid action on the ground. The Red Cross and Red 
Crescent holds a privileged position at many different levels, in relation to the 
international community, states, local communities and civil society which puts it in 
an excellent position to co-ordinate and build partnerships. The strong community 
base and volunteer network are key assets, as is the traditional expertise in the fields 
of health, first aid and social welfare.

The Task Force on Street Children is expected to progress in its work in developing a 
Plan of Action for the Movement based on a clear identification of needs and 
effective responses as well as child participation and close collaboration with other 
agencies. The Plan of Action is anticipated to cover a range of issues which have 
been highlighted as challenges in working on street children’s issues, including 
programme development, advocacy, human resources, training, information 
collection and exchange, fund-raising and partnerships. Commitment from National 
Societies is needed in terms of substantive input and funding in order to enable the 
development of a Plan of Action leading to concrete and sustainable improvements 
in the lives of street children.
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Report

1. INTRODUCTION

The Council of Delegates meeting in Seville in November 1997 considered the issue 
of street children following the presentation of a study by the Henry Dunant Institute 
which explored the phenomenon and the potential role of the International Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement. In Resolution 8.2/1997, the Council of 
Delegates expressed deep concern at the numbers of street children in the world 
and the abuse, exploitation and neglect experienced by them. It also highlighted the 
capacity of National Societies to respond and encouraged them to realise this 
potential by including street children in their programmes, and by undertaking 
advocacy and preventive action to diminish the numbers of children turning to the 
streets. The Council of Delegates requested the International Federation to establish 
a Task Force on street children to reinforce awareness of this issue, and to draw up 
and implement a Plan of Action with the aim of encouraging action by National 
Societies.

The purpose of this report is to give an account of progress which has been made 
since November 1997 to implement Council of Delegates Resolution 8.2 through 
initiatives carried out by the components of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement. Action taken since that time, and in particular consultations 
within the International Federation and involving National Societies have led to a 
more profound knowledge of the following: the scale and characteristics of the street 
children phenomenon; the response of National Societies and the challenges facing 
them in their work; the reasons why the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement should be more involved; and the ways in which it can become more 
involved.

2. ANALYSIS OF THE PHENOMENON AND SCOPE FOR INVOLVEMENT OF 
THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

2.1. The phenomenon

Most of the world today is affected by the phenomenon of street children although 
the scale varies from country to country. Traditionally, it has been an issue 
associated with South America and Asia but recent years have witnessed a dramatic 
rise in the numbers of street children in Eastern Europe and Africa due to a variety of 
factors such as economic and political instability, and the spread of the AIDS 
pandemic. There are differences in opinion about the definition of "street children" 
and this has meant that numbers are difficult to gauge. However, some sources 



6

estimate that there are 100 million street children in the world today. These numbers 
are bound to grow since this is predominantly an urban phenomenon and 
urbanisation is on the increase.

Poverty is the underlying cause but it appears that the reality is much more complex. 
In this regard, family disintegration, domestic violence, breakdown of welfare 
services and the absence of educational opportunity, can all act as catalysts in 
propelling children onto the streets. The chaos and disorder caused by emergencies 
such as natural disasters and armed conflict can also spawn a dramatic increase in 
the numbers of street children. For instance, those recruited as child soldiers often 
end up on the streets once the conflict is over, demobilised, rootless and unable to fit 
into conventional society. Conversely, street children are also potential child soldiers. 
Street children face acute disadvantage, neglect and denial of their fundamental 
human rights. They lack access to basic facilities in health and social services, 
education and housing. They face unsympathetic attitudes at best and exploitation at 
worst through sexual abuse and child labour. They experience social problems such 
as drugs, alcohol, and HIV/AIDS. Street children are a marginalised and vulnerable 
group, alienated from their families, communities and society at large. Effective 
intervention both by governments and non-governmental organisations is essential to 
ensure that the rights of children are upheld which in turn will be an investment in a 
positive and stable society for the future.

2.2. Response of National Societies

Several National Societies are active on street children’s issues and have gained 
considerable experience on the matter. Their activities range from short-term 
emergency work to long term holistic care and support. Action may respond to one 
particular need such as education, health, or leisure, or to a variety of needs. Some 
National Societies are indirectly involved, for example, through the training of street 
workers, research and information, and general awareness raising. Typical activities 
include: the establishment of drop-in centres responding to immediate needs for care 
and assistance; education, health, psycho-social and recreational projects; legal 
assistance with personal documentation; advocacy; income-generation projects; 
liaison with the family, community and other organisations; and some preventive 
work in targeting children at risk.

2.3. Challenges facing National Societies in working on street children’s 
issues

National Societies working or hoping to work on street children’s issues have 
identified a number of challenges. These include a variety of external challenges in 
the country as a whole such as socio-economic problems; political instability; and the 
steady decline in moral values. As far as street children specifically are concerned, 
National Societies note an absence or lack of implementation of legislation on child 
rights; a lack of public awareness and interest in street children; the paucity of 
reliable data; and the competition and lack of co-ordination between agencies 
working on the ground.
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A number of internal challenges have been identified as hindering work on the issue 
of street children. Financial constraints are a major obstacle and prevent projects 
being set up and threaten their sustainability once started. Another issue is the 
absence of technical skills and expertise as well as problems of continuity once 
experienced staff leave. The need for a more proactive approach which views action 
on street children as a development programme rather than a responsive one of 
providing relief assistance. The development of clear policies, the signalling of full 
commitment and increased co-ordination at the national and international levels 
would serve to address some of these internal challenges and enable the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to meet its full potential of 
working at multiple levels on this issue.

2.4. Reasons for the greater involvement of the International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement on street children’s issues

The needs of street children for assistance and support are clear. Even though much 
is being done by other organisations, the scale of the phenomenon is such that every 
effort is of paramount importance. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement has the mandate as well as the ability to respond to this need. The 
Fundamental Principles of the Movement, and in particular the Principle of Humanity, 
oblige it to take action "to prevent and alleviate human suffering's Through its work, 
the Movement contributes to the respect of the relevant provisions contained in the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Furthermore, the International Federation 
Strategy 2010 urges National Societies to work to improve the lives of vulnerable 
people by mobilizing the power of humanity. Thus action for street children, one of 
the most vulnerable groups in society, is intrinsically justified.

Moreover, the Movement has the ability to respond to this issue. It has a long track 
record of humanitarian work and the proven skill of translating values and Principles 
into solid action on the ground. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement holds a privileged position at many different levels, in relation to the 
international community, states, local communities and civil society which puts it in 
an excellent position to co-ordinate and build partnerships. National Societies, if they 
are to function well and retain this privileged position, must be relevant to the needs 
of their communities. The strong community base and volunteer network are also key 
assets especially as far as preventive work in rural areas is concerned. The 
traditional fields of expertise in health and first aid are very pertinent to the needs of 
street children, and the opportunity exists to extend into new areas of operation. 
Involvement in the issue of street children is also a natural extension of 
child-focussed strategies which have been initiated in recent years, such as the 
Children Affected By Armed Conflict (CABAC) Plan of Action (see related report 
under item 8.1 of the Agenda) .



8

3. ACTION FOLLOWING COUNCIL OF DELEGATES RESOLUTION 8.2 
IN NOVEMBER 1997

3.1. International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

Youth Task Force meeting - December 1997

A meeting of the Youth Task Force was held in December 1997 in Geneva which 
focused on the issue of street children. The meeting involved representatives from 
the youth and/or street children’s units of 5 National Societies from Africa, South 
America, Europe, Asia and Central Asia. The meeting was held as a follow up to a 
workshop on street children for International Red Cross and Red Crescent Youth 
working in Europe which had been cosponsored by the Council of Europe and held 
in Strasbourg in April 1997. The Youth Task Force undertook some initial 
groundwork on the framework for a Task Force on Street Children but did not 
represent the official task force requested in the Council of Delegates resolution. It 
considered the potential functions of such a Task Force and identified that its focus 
should be on strengthening regional capacity to develop street children’s 
programmes especially in the area of advocacy. The criteria for establishing a Task 
Force on Street Children were also discussed and the importance of child 
participation in planning and policy-making was highlighted. A full report of the 
meeting is available.

Needs assessment on children’s programmes in the Great Lakes Region - Summer 
1998

A needs assessment was initiated in summer 1998 on children’s programmes in the 
Great Lakes region (Kenya, Uganda, Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda) 
with the objective of evaluating living conditions and needs of children in Nairobi, 
Kampala, Kinshasa and Kigali. The phenomenon of street children has escalated in 
the region due to a variety of factors, including armed conflict and the AIDS 
pandemic. The assessment in Nairobi specifically focused on the needs of street 
children. A mission was carried out by the International Federation Regional 
Delegation, with the help of a consultant from the Philippines National Red Cross 
and the support of the Kenyan Red Cross, to evaluate the problem and define a 
potential strategy. A Rapid Situation Analysis was carried out due to the lack of basic 
information on the subject. Interviews were conducted with local authorities, NGOs, 
international organisations and a random selection of the street children themselves 
to ascertain living conditions, the work of other organisations and to identify gaps in 
services. A project proposal focusing on child health and development was made 
which recommended an integrated programme combining health (including 
reproductive health issues), social aspects and elements of education for life. The 
project would aim to impact on mortality and morbidity rates; prevention of risk 
behaviours; and the improvement of nutritional status. Specific activities would 
include health care; drugs; the creation of street based clinics; supplementary 
feeding; psycho-social intervention; capacity building for street workers and 
volunteers; information and education; collaboration and networking; productivity 
skills. Links with existing projects and the need to capitalise on existing experience 
was stressed. The evaluation in Nairobi starkly highlighted the needs of street 
children there and further assessments may be conducted in other parts of the Great 
Lakes. Documentation providing further details of this assessment are available.
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Consultation Meeting with National Societies on Street Children - April 1999

A Consultation meeting was held as part of the continuing Federation follow-up of 
this issue. 13 National Societies participated from Asia, South America, Europe, 
Africa, MENA and CIS. The meeting was intended as a brainstorming session to 
identify common experiences and challenges and to propose suggestions for the 
future, particularly with a view to establishing a Task Force and Plan of Action on 
Street Children as requested by Council of Delegates resolution 8/1997. National 
Societies had the opportunity to present their programmes and share lessons 
learned with the other participants. The outcome and conclusions of this meeting are 
reflected in Part 2 of this report as they have contributed to a greater understanding 
of the phenomenon and the scope for the involvement of the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent. A full report of this meeting is available.

Task Force on Street Children meeting - September 1999

The Task Force on Street Children was established and planned its first meeting for 
September 1999. The Task Force is composed of a small number of National 
Societies, the ICRC and participants from other organisations specialising on issues 
facing street children. The role of the Task Force is thus to strengthen and assist 
National Societies’ work with street children through the development and 
implementation of a Plan of Action, the mobilisation of resources and the 
development of relationships with other organisations working in the field. A 
supplementary report giving the outcome of the Task Force meeting and proposals 
for the Plan of Action will be available.

Other initiatives

The International Federation has been involved in carrying out various other 
initiatives to promote the issue of street children. It has conducted some initial data 
collection activities which can be divided into 3 categories of information as follows: 
National Societies directly involved with Street Children’s activities; National 
Societies indirectly involved or interested in street children’s programmes; and 
non-governmental organisations involved in this field. The information collected is far 
from complete, and the systematic collection of data is a potential activity for the 
future. The International Federation has also been involved in providing ad hoc 
support to National Societies as and when a request for assistance or advice has 
been received.

Steps have been taken to raise public awareness both in-house and externally. The 
matter has been raised at meetings of the Federation Statutory Commissions on 
Youth and Health and Community Services. In addition, the African Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies’ Health Initiative (ARCHI 2010), designed to improve the 
health situation of Africa’s vulnerable individuals, encompasses street children as 
one of its target groups. Efforts have also been made to raise these issues 
externally. A statement was made to the United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights meeting in Geneva in April 1999 and this focused on the situation of children 
affected by armed conflict and street children. It emphasised the importance of child 
participation in the development of policies and programmes.
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Some liaison has begun with other organisations involved in issues affecting street 
children. The International Federation participated in a symposium organised by 
Terre des Hommes in April 1999 in Lausanne which considered the establishment of 
a network of non-governmental organisations working on street children’s issues in 
Switzerland. The symposium provided an important opportunity to meet other 
organisations and learn lessons from their experiences. The need to approach the 
issue on the basis of the Convention on the Rights of the Child by pursuing 
awareness raising activities, advocacy and preventive action through community 
development, was stressed.

3.2. Henry Dunant Institute

The study undertaken by the Henry Dunant Institute, which was the basis of 
discussion for the Council of Delegates meeting in Seville in 1997 (see report “Street 
Children” and ref. CD 1997), has been completed and will be available in French, 
English and Spanish.

3.3. International Museum of the Red Cross and Red Crescent

The International Museum of the Red Cross and Red Crescent has produced a short 
film on the issue of street children which will be presented to the 27th International 
Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent in November 1999. The film was 
made in co-operation with the Philippine National Red Cross, and provides a portrait 
of a street child in Manila showing her typical daily life and activities, including her 
work as a volunteer junior health worker helping other children. The film is a useful 
advocacy and awareness raising tool. The Museum has also installed a permanent 
exhibit of 'Captain Red Cross', a comic strip super hero used by the Philippine 
National Red Cross in their advocacy programmes on the rights of the child.

3.4. National Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies

New initiatives since 1997

A number of National Societies have begun new initiatives on street children since 
the last meeting of the Council of Delegates. The information presented here is 
piecemeal and is not intended as a comprehensive list of activities being carried out 
by National Societies. Surveys to be carried out in the future will provide a more 
complete picture. As other National Societies, the French Red Cross has been active 
in this area and has developed a training programme for volunteers working in high 
risk urban areas to address the needs of vulnerable young people. In Ecuador, the 
Red Cross has begun a computer-based data collection project on street children. 
The Egyptian Red Crescent has recently become involved in issues affecting street 
children. It begun a preventive action programme this year in collaboration with 
UNICEF for monitoring and protecting children at risk. The Netherlands Red Cross 
has focused on opening emergency reception centres, providing recreational 
activities, carrying out advocacy work and supporting other National Societies 
working on street children's issues. The Philippine National Red Cross which has 
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many years of experience on street children’s issues, has sought to expand their 
health programmes for street children to other cities in Metro Manila.

f

Major symposia 
r

"Youth Power 99", the second global youth meeting in Red Cross and Red Crescent 
history, was held in Sweden in July 1999. There were several hundred participants. 
The meeting aimed to provide a forum for the exchange of ideas and experiences on 
the situation of children; focus world attention on important human rights issues; and 
recognise and stimulate the involvement of young people in the humanitarian work of 
the Movement. It was part of the global millennium campaign "Red Cross/Red 
Crescent - the power of humanity". There were sessions on human rights and 
international humanitarian laws, and a particular focus on the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. Problems facing street children formed part of the wider 
challenge of asserting children’s rights as a whole.

The Finnish Red Cross is to hold an international symposium on youth related social 
issues in Finland in November 1999. It is hoped that there will be participants from 
25 National Societies in Europe as well as the International Federation. The goals of 
the symposium are to obtain a picture of the living conditions of youth in Europe; to 
clarify the role of the Red Cross/Red Crescent in preventing the alienation of youth in 
Europe; and to act as a launch pad for partnerships between National Societies. 
Street children are inevitably a key concern when discussing the situation of 
vulnerable youth in Europe. The Finnish Red Cross is also involved in fund-raising 
for an international music event sponsored by the city of Helsinki. The event entitled 
"Tomorrow’s Child" is intended to raise public awareness of the plight of street 
children and will take place in December 1999.

4. FUTURE POSSIBILITIES

4.1. The continuing work of the Task Force on Street Children

The Task Force on Street Children which has now been established is expected to 
continue its work and develop a Plan of Action on Street Children. The role of the 
Task force is as follows:

• reflect the commitment of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement to street children’s issues

• strengthen and assist National Societies working with street children
• develop and implement a Plan of Action on the issue of street children

« • assist in mobilising resources within the Movement and from external sources
be a forum for exchanging information

• strengthen relationships with international and non-governmental organisations 
working on this issue
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4.2. Development and Implementation of a Plan of Action on Street Children

The Plan of Action related to the specific issue of street children is expected to cover 
the following matters:

♦ Programme development

Guidance could be given on if, when and how programmes on street children should 
be started. A whole range of programmes falling under the following spheres should 
be considered including: immediate relief and assistance, health, education, 
recreation, psycho-social, advocacy, legal issues, income-generation, awareness 
raising and prevention. Such activities will depend on National Society capacity and 
aim for an integrated approach with existing programmes.

♦ Advocacy

Lack of information and comprehension contribute to the difficulties faced by street 
children. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement strategy needs 
to include public awareness raising activities at the national and international level.

♦ Human resources

Training and retaining qualified staff is expected to be another key area of focus as 
National Societies have identified the lack of specialised skills as a major obstacle. 
Specialised training may be available by using the services of experienced National 
Societies or external organisations.

♦ Data Collection

Assembling of reliable data is an important starting point. Data could be collected on 
general areas such as issues, trends etc., information on National Society 
programmes and the activities of other organisations.

♦ Information Exchange

Development of a system of exchanging information within the International Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement including topical issues arising both inside and 
outside the Movement.

♦ Fund-raising

A major obstacle to starting up and sustaining programmes on street children is the 
lack of financial resources. Consideration needs to be given to how and where funds 
can be obtained, and how they can be used most effectively to ensure sustainability, 
for example, income generation.
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♦ Partnerships

Building partnerships and networks within the Movement and with external 
organisations.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has demonstrated its 
concern and commitment for the issue of street children through the Council of 
Delegates resolution 8.2/1997 requesting the setting up of a Task Force on Street 
Children and the development of a Plan of Action. The Task Force which has been 
established aims to carry out this objective. Any future action is expected to be 
based on a clear identification of needs and target groups as well as a careful 
assessment of services which can be offered. Child participation which captures the 
ideas, experiences and creativity of the children themselves is prescribed by article 
12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and needs to be a key element in 
any policy and programme development on this subject. Collaboration with other 
organisations is also of paramount importance if collective efforts on behalf of street 
children are to succeed.

The grave plight of street children around the world today calls for the greater 
involvement of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. National 
Societies are encouraged to realise their potential in this field by developing 
long-term strategies leading to concrete and sustainable improvement in the situation 
of street children. The International Federation should assist, facilitate and support 
the Task Force on Street Children in its development and implementation of a Plan 
of Action on this issue. National Societies need to support the work of the Task 
Force by committing financial resources and by providing substantive input in order 
that policy and action on street children can forge ahead.
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