Information about Street Children - China
Background: Population 1.2 billion (1996), of whom 25% are under 14 years of age. 29% of the population is urban.  Street children mainly make a living by recycling refuse, begging, doing poorly paid temporary labour, acting as street performers and selling flowers. Their physical and mental health, survival and development are seriously affected because they live outside mainstream society without access to services that, in China, depend heavily on documentation and adherence to strict socio-economic and administrative infrastructures. Push factors include: poverty (impact on vulnerable populations of transition from planned economy to socialist market economy); displacement due to natural and man-made disasters; increasingly fierce competition in academic study and neglect of students’ mental health (leading to an increased number of street children from nonpoor families in urban areas); increased number of dysfunctional families.

Definitions and statistics: A street child is ‘a person aged under 18 who has left his / her family or guardian and lives a vagabond life for more than 24 hours without safeguards for basic survival causing the child to fall into dire straits’. There are an estimated 150,000 street children in China, but this number may exceed 300,000 taking into account children of migrant workers who spend the day on the streets but go

back to their parents at night. Out of the 150,000 children who have been served and helped by the Street Children Protection and Help Centres, 70% are boys. 83% of the total are from rural areas and 17% are from urban areas. The majority of the children are aged between 10 and 15 and are either illiterate or have only primary school level education.

Achievements: Wide-ranging legislation ensuring the care of children by institutions, with an emphasis on family and society, and strong legal safeguards to prevent children in problem families from drifting away from society. In-depth studies and programmes were conducted by Department of Social Welfare and Social Affairs and UNICEF. Funds raised by Ministry of Civil Affairs to establish 127 help and protection centres for emergency shelter of street children around the country in key cities offering basic needs, family tracing and reunification, counselling and education. Support team for children in difficult situations in Shanghai including the sponsorship of living expenses and education. Network within the community for prevention and care / placement established in Hefei, reaching out to villages, streets, towns and the counties, mobilising the combined force of local schools, colleges, government departments, enterprises, and organisations to help at-risk children. A ‘warmth school’ has been established mainly for street children in Jiamusi, integrating provision of aid and shelter, informal education and skills training. Street education, counselling and early intervention in problem families in Siping. Workshops in Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region with local schools and families where street children relate their difficult experiences in order to raise awareness with a view to preventing the adult exploitation of migrant children in theft, robbery and other illegal activities. Websites providing information on street children in the cities of Zhenzhou and Changsha have been developed. Street children tracing centres established in Fuzhou and Chengdu cities, pooling together counselling, other personnel resources and information on families who have missing children. Policy-making departments of Civil Affairs are promoting expansion and replication of such programmes throughout the country.

Constraints and challenges: Lack of public awareness.  Need for street children work to be mainstreamed into overall welfare planning. Lack of facilities, funds and human resource which constrain the expansion of centres and implementation of other activities. Mainstreaming street children into regular schools and / or specialized technical schools for vocational training is restricted by the educational system. Centres unable to obtain legal guardianship rights over children staying in the centres long-term and / or pending family tracing. Limited longterm options available in situations where family reunification fails: fostering schemes for street children need large investment.

Lessons learned: Shift from a policy of ‘detention and sending back’ to ‘help and protection’. Importance of capacity building of local partners. Save the Children (SC) has identified fostering as one of its strategies to help homeless street children, this is based on its previous experience of “family-style units” developed at some welfare homes. SC has also promoted the ‘Big House’ model for help and protection of street children, drawing on experiences of fostering models developed by NGOs in Mongolia, Denmark and Holland, and through street children’s participatory input in China (community-based, family-like atmosphere and a children-led leadership and management culture, which builds the children’s capacity and independent living).

Recommendations: Develop separate programmes targeting different stages. For children temporarily displaced: family tracing and reunification through help and protection centres. For younger or disabled children abandoned by their families, with untraceable families: transfer to local child welfare homes. For children with normal intelligence, who leave their homes through family neglect and who do not have complicated experience of street life: counselling and parenting skills followed by family reunification through the help and protection centres. For children abused or abandoned / repeat runaways with complicated experience of street life: fostering, family-style unit and residential care through collaboration with national and international NGOs.  
In order to reach the objectives above, the following measures can be taken: mainstream street children programmes such as protection centres into general social welfare planning with support from the planning, finance and other related departments; encourage expansion of existing help and protection facilities (to expand beyond major destination cities to ‘source’ areas of street children); further develop the street children information network to improve the information available for decision-making; strengthen dissemination of information and mobilise society to participate more fully in the help and protection centres; strengthen collaboration and exchange with domestic research institutes and national and international NGOs, and to apply theory learned in order to continuously improve implementation and management of programmes.

Direct words /quotes from street children (from 2002 publication): characteristics of street children: hardworking – make money to buy food on one’s own; confident; fond of working (doing things); fond of reading; likes to live in a happy family; likes money; afraid of hunger; afraid of being beaten; worried that parents can’t find them; not wanting to be found by parents. If parents were good to them, they would not have to leave home. Children proposed to build a ‘Big House’ to accommodate all those children who live on the street and have no homes. There should be books to read, TV to watch and computers to use. They can learn cooking and other domestic tasks. They can go to school from there, can sleep there, eat there and come and go as they please. They should be able to correspond with families through mail or phone calls and family visits each month. Special security guards should be available at the house to protect children from harassment by adults from the streets. When children grow up to be adults and leave the big house they should try to earn money to pay back to the Big House. In case of extreme difficulties they are not obliged to do so. They will only return home after making some money. Some children also suggested having an ID card and / or Temporary Residence Card to prove their identity.

This report is taken from “A Civil Society Forum for East and South East Asia on Promoting and Protecting the Rights of Street Children”, 12-14 March 2003, Bangkok, Thailand.  A full version of the Civil Society forum report is also available on the CSC website.
