Information about Street Children - Ghana

Background: Population 18.1 million, with 5 main ethnic groups. The World Bank classifies Ghana as a ‘low income’ developing country. Most people are poor and farming employs 59% of the population. For decades, children have migrated from Ghana’s rural regions to the cities in search of education, vocational training and jobs. They usually end up doing menial jobs. Poverty, rural–urban migration, dysfunctional families, increased divorce rates, peer influence, and child abuse are some of the major factors that contribute to the increasing number of street children in Ghana.

Definitions and statistics: According to research conducted in Ghana, the two categories of street children are (1) the ‘typical’ Ghanaian street child who lives and works on the street, and (2) the urban poor child, who survives daily on the street but still has some family ties. Both groups live in sub-standard shelters, sometimes attend school and go onto the streets principally to engage in economic activities. Accra, the capital, is home to over 20,000 street children. According to CAS findings, 86% of the children who find themselves permanently on the streets are a product of family disintegration and most of them are within the age range of 7 – 15 years.

Constraints and challenges: Girls are less likely than boys to have any form of education, are known to be less aware than boys about sexually transmitted diseases, despite their increasing involvement in commercial sex work. This puts them at risk of contracting HIV/AIDS and of unwanted pregnancy, which helps to explain the large numbers of second-generation babies born on the street to parents who are themselves street children.  

Ghana is fortunate to have a number of NGOs currently launching programmes to address this new challenge of working with very young street children (aged 0-6). This may help to prevent the use of drugs by street children in Accra, which, despite limited data, appears to be common.

Achievements: Progress has been made in the last decade in terms of legislation for street children, with provisions in the Children’s Act 1998 (Act 5601 for the protection of street children). The Department of Social Welfare has also developed a draft policy on street children but does not have the appropriate resources to cope with the problem.  Stakeholders, NGOs, and welfare ministries that aim to produce workable policies in order to find solutions to the phenomenon are currently discussing this document.

A number of organisations and institutions are actively involved in children’s issues and improving the situation of children. In 1996 – 2000 the government of Ghana and UNICEF began a social mobilisation programme. It aimed to build the capacity of the media, governmental and NGO bodies to deliver the right messages and ensure changes in attitude and practice among the general public in relation to child survival and development.  

NGOs are seen as playing an important part in filling a gap in child welfare and rights activities, particularly with children in especially difficult circumstances (e.g. street children and children subjected to harmful traditional practices). Some NGOs offer refuge, day centres, education and skills training for street children.

Lessons learned: In 1998, together with UNICEF, CAS embarked on a four-month study to discover the factors that are causing more and more children to migrate to Ghana’s towns and cities. The results were profoundly disturbing, and underscore the need for a thorough re-think of Ghana’s policy on a wide variety of issues including education, youth policy, the banking system and development priorities.  

Considering the rate at which the already large population of Ghanaian street children is growing, the activities of street children NGOs can be seen as ‘first aid treatment’.  Fundamental preventative action must be taken in the small towns and villages from where the majority of these children originate, and a growing number of NGOs are now beginning work in this area. In addition, the government of Ghana is vigorously pursuing policies of rural development and decentralisation, and has begun to provide pipe-borne water, electricity, schools, health centres and other social amenities in the rural areas.  

Despite the misery of life on the streets, Ghana’s street children are viewed as ‘fortunate’. There is no organized campaign to eliminate them of the kind found in Brazil.  Street children in Ghana have not yet become caught up in the spiral of violence that exists in all too many cities in the developing world. Glue sniffing is not to our knowledge practised by street children.  

To attribute the phenomenon of street children to poverty is not only simplistic, it also provides an easy excuse for government, parents, society and donor agencies to wash their hands of the problem until Ghana reaches the status of a middle-income country in 2020 as envisaged in “Vision 2020”.

Recommendations: Some of the recommendations from research conducted on street children require little or no money. Others need significant investments by the Ghanaian government and the donor community. But if we fail to act now, the long-term cost will be even greater.  NGOs are providing assistance and training to some of today’s street children, but the majority are being left to fend for themselves. While some will find their way, others are likely to spend a formative period of their lives on the margins of society. Some will fall completely outside those margins, and no-one can yet measure the social repercussions of this. What is needed above all is political recognition of the growing street children phenomenon.  The majority are on the streets through no fault of their own, but the phenomenon is becoming so acute that NGOs are unable to cope with the sheer numbers. Accra is not the only city that is rapidly becoming overwhelmed by the exodus, and yet more children are coming, lured on by the survival of those already on the streets. Therefore, while Vision 2020 is a laudable goal, it remains meaningless to

the street children of today…and tomorrow.
This report is taken from “A Civil Society Forum for Anglophone West Africa on Promoting and Protecting the Rights of Street Children”, 21-24 October 2003, Accra, Ghana.  A full version of the Civil Society forum report is also available on the CSC website.
