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Recent years have witnessed a rise in the number of street children in many countries in the 
world due to a variety of factors including economic and political instability and the spread of 
the AIDS pandemic.

Sources estimate that the population of street children world-wide is at least 100 million, with 
the numbers rising daily. The children often lack the absolute basics of survival and their 
human rights are severely compromised through lack of access to health and social 
services, education, housing and protection.

Children leave home for a variety of reasons related to poverty, family breakdown, absence 
of welfare safety nets. Deprived of education, family support and security, street children are 
amongst the most vulnerable children in the world.

Natural disasters and armed conflict contribute to the rise in the numbers of street children. 
During these events, families are often scattered and children may be separated from their 
parents. The links between children affected by armed conflict and street children are clear. 
After the conflict is over, children who had been soldiers or associated with fighting forces, 
are often abandoned and end up on the streets with no means of reintegration into their 
families or former home communities. Street children, without close family ties or homes, 
are also often recruited into armed forces.

The spread of the AIDS pandemic presents another huge threat to the health and security of 
street children. They are one of the groups at particular risk of abuse and infection and as 
they are not part of the school system, they do not receive vital education concerning 
prevention. Without adequate health care and good nutrition they are vulnerable to 
infections and illness. The pandemic has also increased the number of street children. 
When parents become sick or die and small household incomes are spent on health care 
and funerals, children may have to take to the streets in order to try and supplement family 
income or maintain themselves in the absence of family caregivers. As the extended family’s 
ability to cope is stretched to breaking point and as the present elderly generation of 
caregivers of orphans die, it is likely that more orphans will end up living on the streets.

1. RESPONSE OF NATIONAL SOCIETIES

Several National Societies are active in street children issues and programmes include 
outreach work, emergency shelters, advocacy on child rights issues, night shelters for girls, 
educational programmes, material assistance, detoxification centres and youth cafes.

In fulfillment of its pledge to the International Conference, the Spanish Red Cross Society is 
in the process of setting up a Reference Centre which would work towards improving the 
conditions of children who live in especially difficult circumstances, including street children. 
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The Centre aims to centralise information, promote research on child protection and 
assistance, and improve the training in this area.

The Task Force on Street Children met in September 1999. During that meeting, the key 
elements of the proposed Plan of Action were outlined. No progress has been made on the 
Plan of Action since that time. The responsible officer left the Federation Secretariat and 
was not replaced for a year. In the absence of the Secretariat focal point, the Task Force 
was not able to pursue its work under the present circumstances. However some National 
Societies have continued in their work with street children.

2. RECENT ACTION AND FOLLOW-UP OF RESOLUTION 9

A meeting was jointly organised by ICRC and the International Federation in February 2001, 
to review progress in the implementation of the CABAC Plan of Action. This was also used 
as an opportunity to review progress on the issue of street children. Eight National Societies 
were represented at the meeting - Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone and Spain.

The National Society representatives noted that:

• Many National Societies have identified street children as a particularly vulnerable group 
and are supporting programmes for them.

• National Societies should work in co-ordination with the many agencies committed to 
street children programmes to avoid duplication and to share knowledge.

• The participation of youth themselves is deemed essential - in programme design, 
implementation and evaluation.

• A community based approach is essential when working with children.

• A specific international co-ordinator for street children is not considered essential, 
however links and knowledge sharing between the National Societies which are 
implementing street children programmes is encouraged, particularly at a regional level.

• The Spanish Red Cross Reference Centre could act as a knowledge centre on street 
children issues.

• The Federation is currently not in a position to play a coordinating role on this matter at 
an international level through the Secretariat.

The International Federation’s Strategy 2010 highlights the need for focussing and the 
Federation has considered where the Secretariat can make the most significant contribution. 
It is difficult to prioritise within social welfare, which by its very nature, works with the most 
vulnerable. Whilst recognising the vital importance of care and protection for street children, 
the Federation Secretariat is currently not in a position to single out street children from 
other vulnerable groups and play a separate international co-ordinating role. Programmes 
will continue to be supported through the appeal process and the normal field structure.

However, the Federation’s institutional priority of HIV/AIDS has direct links with vulnerable 
children such as street children through prevention and health education activities and 
through its work with children who have become orphaned due to the death of their parents 
to AIDS. As already noted, orphans are particularly at risk of becoming street children and 
the Federation plays a strong advocacy role regarding their care and protection.
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3. THE SPECIAL SESSION OF THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY ON CHILDREN

The Special Session on Children which was to be held in September 2001 and which has 
been postponed until 2002, intended to call on members of society and governments to 
create a child-friendly world and to enact strategies for and with children which will promote 
healthy lives, provide quality education, protect children from abuse, exploitation and 
violence and combat HIV/AIDS. A positive reaction to this call for action and an investment 
in children, will promote the health, protection and education of street children.

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has been directly involved in the 
preparations of the Special Session and will take part in the Session itself and fully supports 
the call to action.

4. CONCLUSION

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement continues to be extremely 
concerned about the plight of vulnerable people of which street children are a particularly 
vulnerable group. National Societies are encouraged to continue their work in this area and 
to collaborate with other organisations who have expertise in working with street children. 
National Societies are also urged to look at the possibilities of creating regional networks 
and focal points to share experiences and increase the movement’s knowledge on this 
important subject in order to make the Convention on the Rights of the Child a reality by 
providing a more secure and healthy future for this group of very vulnerable children.


