
Introduction
The 1990 World Summit for Children set out an
ambitious ten-point plan for the year 2000.
Notable by its absence from the targets is a plan
of action for street children. This group, which is
referred to only euphemistically (and briefly) in
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as
children ‘in especially difficult circumstances’,
is to receive greater protection from govern-
ments (UNICEF, nd). However, unlike the other
proposals, there are no monitoring criteria and
little indication of what steps are to be taken to
afford protection to a group that, almost by
definition, is outside the supervision of either the
family or the State. Accordingly, estimates for
the numbers of street children vary widely, from
7 to 8 million, to 25 million in Latin America
(Lusk, 1989), to the wilder 100–200 million.
This variance is the product of inconsistent
definition (making comparison difficult) and a
reliance upon anecdotal evidence. A controlled
study in Mexico City, by contrast, found that the

numbers of street children, calculated to be
1,020, were fewer than anticipated (DIF, 1992).
Certainly, to reach the upper estimates would
require the inclusion of every child who either
lives or works on the street at some point of the
day or week.

This article will discuss the methods of one
NGO, known as JUCONI (Junto con los Niños,
or Together with the Children), to improve the
condition of street children in Puebla, a Mexican
city of over one million inhabitants. Its work
contains a number of innovative features and
employs an important geographic distinction
between street ‘living’ and street ‘working’
children. This distinction recognises the differ-
ent needs of each group, the different locations
frequented within the city, and society’s differ-
ent perceptions of the children’s presence. The
JUCONI approach has been devised to be sensi-
tive to this distinction. The article concludes
with some general observations and lessons for
‘best practice’.1
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A notable absentee from the ten-point action plan set out by the 1990 World Summit
for Children was the issue of street children. Yet such children are a common sight in
cities of the developing world, and live in some of the most extreme conditions of
poverty. The article looks at the experience of street children in the Mexican city of
Puebla. It argues that current research neglects the moral and geographic dimen-
sions of work with street children. This has led to practice that regards street children
as a welfare concern (as children), and pays less attention to their geographic con-
text (the street). By contrast, the work of an NGO, JUCONI, indicates that a sensitiv-
ity to this distinction can offer critical insights. The article outlines JUCONI’s
approach and evaluates the implications for ‘best practice’.



Street children: standard images
and responses
Known by various slang terms from gamines in
Colombia to chamacos in Mexico and cabritos
in Chile, street children are a common sight in
cities of the developing world (Connolly, 1990).
There is now an extensive literature which
reports on official and NGO-based programmes
to assist street children in Brazil (Scanlon,
Scanlon and Nobre Lamarão, 1993; Costa Leite
and Abreu Esteves, 1991); Colombia (Aptekar,
1988; Shifter, 1985); Honduras (Wright, Wittig
and Kaminsky, 1993); India (Patel, 1990); and
Mexico (Gigengack, 1994). 

Accordingly, the literature has identified
various approaches to dealing with street child-
ren. These range from correction (or contain-
ment), through paternalism (welfare), to
rehabilitation, and education (or outreach). Each
approach has its own constituency and set of
assumptions. Corrective policies are the pre-
ferred option of the judiciary, the police, and
many in civil society such as shop owners (Lusk,
1989). The ‘correctionists’ treat the children as a
‘problem’ , in need of care and the forced
removal from the very location in which they are
perhaps best adapted to survive: namely, the
street. The paternalist approach tends to see
street children as a social problem in the widest
sense, and commits resources to provide a
substitute for the family or street life in a largely
institutional setting — a position advocated by
UNICEF. As Article 20 of the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child states:

A child temporarily or permanently deprived of
his or her family environment, or in whose own
best interests cannot be allowed to remain in that
environment, shall be entitled to special
protection and assistance provided by the State.

Even though this approach no longer sees the
child as delinquent, it continues to emphasise the
child’s passivity in the context of neglect, abuse,
or poverty. Neither the correctionist nor the
paternalist approach has scored much success,
either in preventing more children taking to the
streets or in dealing with those already there.

Rehabilitation programmes are generally

credited with some success. Most, however, are
based upon the uncritical desire to ‘return’ the
child to the family which he or she had taken
such pains to leave. There is a tendency towards
idealising the role of the family, which is
regarded as secure, offering the opportunity for
education and the advancement of skills through
work in the home or with a parent (Boyden,
1990). The reality, however, all too often com-
bines a parent or guardian working long hours or
under-employed, little time for leisure,
inadequate access to schooling, and unpaid
family work (White, 1994; cf. Valladares, 1990).
It is against this setting that a child might con-
struct an image of life on the street as offering
independence and the camaraderie of gang
membership, no school, and the acquisition of
survival skills. Rehabilitation programmes,
therefore, seem to be poorly equipped to return
the child to the reality of the family without
provoking the idealisation of street life (Aptekar,
1988). Yet, once return is incorporated into what
is perceived to be an operating programme, it is
difficult to review its desirability as a goal.

Finally, education schemes have offered only
mixed evidence of success. Despite an appar-
ently progressive stance, experience shows that
education programmes often resemble
institutional care, by denying children the right
to dictate the form or pace of intervention.
Moreover, many education programmes are
charged with idealism through the promotion of
child rights via political action. The values are
laudable, but ultimately such a scheme ‘does not
provide a pragmatic method by which ...
immediate physical and safety needs can be met’
(Lusk, 1989: 72). There is also some confusion
about what constitutes education: should it
include drug-awareness, hygiene, literacy,
nutrition, and contraception: skills to make life
on the street better, but not radically to alter a
child’s likelihood of leaving that environment?

Common to all these approaches is a reliance
upon programmes. Programmed intervention
has a number of advantages. It means that
systems for monitoring progress can be
installed, finance can be managed, and staff
allocated efficiently. However, programmes
often mean a cycle of involvement, which
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provides a high activity rate (and profile for the
NGO) when resources permit, and a decline
once resources wane. In such circumstances,
longitudinal work towards care, rehabilitation,
or education is bound to suffer. As a JUCONI
briefing document stresses:

Programmes launched with the best of intentions
amid plenty of publicity have degenerated into
haphazard, ineffectual contacts with street
children ... in the worst cases, leading children to
the very self-destruction they hoped to avoid.

The nature of programmed intervention also has
difficulty responding to the child as an
individual, whose needs, personality, and best
plan for success might not fit into established
schedules. In dealing with street children, for
example, progress is rarely linear and may
require going back (repeatedly) over earlier
ground, or temporary suspension if the child
absconds. Programmes tend to see similarities in
the children and the response, whereas intuition
and a closer examination of individual life-
histories reveal differences.

Why do children take to the
streets?
The tendency to focus on similarities rather than
differences is also a feature of attempts made to
identify the reasons why children take to the
streets. The search for single causes has tended
to regard all children as sharing a series of
common histories and problems, even if signif-
icant disagreement remains on what these
involve (Aptekar, 1988: 43). Economic con-
ditions have been stressed: without poverty there
would be fewer street children, but they would
exist none the less. Economic motives, however,
reveal only a part of the picture. Patel (1990)
found that an economic motive to leave home
was more prominent for street-working children
than for those living on the street. 

Similar confusion emerges around the role of
family breakdown. The dysfunction of the
family unit appears to be a common feature of
many households from which street children
come, but identifying cause and effect may be

too deterministic (Gigengack, 1994). For example,
it is not clear exactly how dysfunction within a
family is related to the departure of the child, and
why in most cases only one child opts to leave.
Research points to a diversity of potential mech-
anisms, although abuse, alcoholism, and family
dysfunction are consistent factors (Financiero,
6.1.1992; Wright et al., 1993). One response is
to leave child-care in the hands of grandparents
or siblings, which may partly explain why about
95 per cent of street children are male (Patel,
1990; Scanlon et al., 1993). Research argues that
girls tend to be kept closer to the family unit than
boys and to be assigned defined domestic roles
from an early age (Connolly, 1990; Valladares,
1990). There is a tendency, however, to depict
the departure of the boy as ‘natural’ or an escape,
which may have positive family outcomes,
while implicitly regarding the permanence of the
girl as positive for both child and family, even
when it results  from the girl’s inability to leave,
rather than her willingness to remain.

What actually triggers the decision to leave
home, however, is a mystery, even to agencies
such as JUCONI. As the Director explains:

... in some cases it looks very simple. The child is
given the money to go out and buy bread, or
tortillas, and spends it on something else, a
video game or sweets, and does not dare go
home. The bus happened to pass at that time, or
a lift or whatever, and off they went.

If, then, there are many children with a diversity
of reasons for being on the street, there is yet
more evidence that programmed responses are
inappropriate to best practice. In the next section
I review how an attention to geography can help
to make the work of NGOs more effective.

The importance of the geographic
dimension
The geographic dimension is important in a
number of ways. First, the definition of street
children is itself a geographic descriptor, based
on the location in which a child lives, rather than
according to his or her income, employment,
level of schooling, or psychological well-being.
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The accuracy of the descriptor as a tool of
categorisation has important implications for the
style and success of NGO programmes.
UNICEF, for example, draws a distinction
between children at risk, living at home but
vulnerable to departure; children on the street,
who conduct a part of the day on the street, most
often in the employ of a parent; and children of
the street, those living on the streets more or less
permanently. Other programmes, however, are
more concerned with typologies based upon a
combination of the length of time and level of
adaptation to living on the street (Shifter, 1985).
Although both contain a strong geographic
orientation, these typologies assume a temporal
development in stages; the explicit notion of a
continuum from being ‘at risk’ to the status of
‘street child’. JUCONI, however, has found very
few cases of street-working children becoming
street-living children, for the obvious reason that
the family of the former has a strong interest in
keeping hold of the child.

Second, the meaning which a society attaches
to public space will have important conse-
quences for the construction of perceptions of
street children — what I have termed the moral
imagination — and what are considered to be
appropriate responses. This can be illustrated
with reference to the position of the family. In
most Latin American countries, the family is
held to be the highest and most precious social
institution. With the predominant religious
emphasis being Catholic, the child within the
family unit is particularly special. According to
Aptekar (1988), these two factors combine to
present an image of the street child as abnormal,
breaking the code of family and protected child-
hood. If the family is at the heart of a positive
moral imagination, then the street is the anti-
thesis. The street is regarded as dangerous, as a
place where the morality of the family breaks
down. Street children are not the only ones to
suffer: prostitutes and street traders are also
carefully controlled and occasionally relocated.

The moral imagination produces and
reinforces a series of permitted activities and
behaviours in public space. The activities of
street children challenge what is permissible.
Street children present a highly visible aspect of

poverty through attempts to gain money from
singing on buses or guarding cars. They also
break the codes of moral behaviour by being
dirty or washing in fountains, playing in the
main square or sleeping in a shop doorway,
being loud, talking slang: and, in Brazil, having
a darker skin (Costa Leite and Abreu Esteves,
1991). The organisation of street children into
camadas (small gangs) adds menace to this
behaviour and reinforces the association of
street children with drugs, even if abuse is
normally casual and based on so-called ‘soft’
drugs (Wright et al. 1993). Similarly, the
perception that street children are sexually active
and promiscuous constructs a moral imagina-
tion; again, against the findings of research
(Raffaelli et al., 1993).

In practice, the construction of a moral
imagination predicates the response to street
children. As Gigengack (1994: 380) observes, 

the relative stability of the adult regime, often
tacitly understood as a matter-of-course, causes
many to envisage phenomena like child labour
or ‘street’ children as abnormal, as social evil,
or as a characteristic of ‘primitivity’. In the eyes
of many adults such things should be combated
and exorcised, or at least regulated.

The moral discourse therefore sets the
parameters for what constitutes legitimate
action. The depiction of the child as ‘savage’ and
untamed promotes a view of ‘correction’
(White, 1994). By associating street children
with a host of social problems visible to the
public, from drug abuse to prostitution and
crime, this group is perceived as a threat to
society. The most extreme response of
‘civilised’ society to such a moral threat is the
‘social cleansing’ offered by the death squads.
Rather perversely, malnourished, poorly
educated children are perceived to be dangerous
by elites and governments.

JUCONI and street children in
Puebla
There are no accurate data for the numbers of
street-living children in Puebla, but estimates by
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JUCONI put the figure at no fewer than 100. The
social and economic conditions of the city’s
street children do not diverge dramatically from
those described for other Latin American
countries. Income-generating activities, for
example, include running errands for shop
owners, opening car doors at taxi ranks, and
checking for return change from telephone
machines. The irregularity of such incomes,
however, has forced most children to beg or
acquire food through graft. As it is often the
younger children who are more successful in
these activities, camadas (gangs) form to share
income-generating potential. In Puebla,
membership of the camadas is highly fluid,
owing to the constant migration of members to
Mexico City. The absence of galladas (street
gangs) means that the children have not created
‘no-go’  areas, to which NGOs have only
restricted access. This fact allows organisations
such as JUCONI to approach children on a more
or less individual basis, without concern for
reprisals threatening either themselves or the
child.

JUCONI was established in 1989 through a
combination of concern and serendipity. The
aftermath of the 1985 Mexico City earthquake
drew the attention of Sarah Thomas, an
employee at the British Embassy, towards the
lack of official concern for the city’s street
children. Yet the earthquake indicated how the
work of NGOs in areas such as housing could be
successful in difficult circumstances. The seren-
dipity came with the winning of the Mexican
National Lottery by Helen Hamlyn, wife of Paul
Hamlyn, the British publisher. With the donation
of the lottery money and further support from the
International Children’s Trust (UK), JUCONI
was formed as a Mexican Foundation at the
invitation of two local development agencies
(Fuad Abed Halabi Foundation and
IPODERAC). Subsequent financial assistance
has come from the European Commission, The
Baring Foundation, The Headley Trust, The
Oakdale Trust, Stichting Kinderpostzegels
Netherland, and business and charitable
donations in Mexico and the UK.
Approximately 60 per cent of JUCONI’s funds
are raised outside Mexico.

Between 1989 and 1994 JUCONI assisted
more than 1,500 children; it has now begun
replication work in the Mexican city of Oaxaca,
and in Guayaquil in Ecuador. JUCONI’s main
goals are: 

l to help street children who want to change
their life-course; 

l to help the street child cope with the
psychological and behavioural problems
which maintain that child on the margins of
society; 

l to assist the child in moving towards a positive
future in a more permanent environment,
ideally away from the street, and preferably
with his or her family. 

To achieve these aims, JUCONI has designed
and put into practice an innovative methodology
which provides useful lessons for best practice.
Unlike other NGOs, JUCONI avoids a rigid
programme-based approach which tends to
construct an agenda in which the child enters at
one point and, almost regardless of the presence
of an individual action plan, is expected to move
through a series of stages (and often places), at a
predetermined pace, their progress often judged
solely by the staff, before leaving at a pre-
determined date.

Working with street children
Initially, JUCONI made no distinction among
the children it served on the street. After a year,
however, the importance of distinguishing
between a street-living and a street-working
child became clear. JUCONI’s work is divided
accordingly, establishing friendship encounter
groups (Operation Friendship) and day-centres
for street-working children; and friendship
groups, residential facilities (Casa JUCONI),
and after-care services (Follow-On) for street-
living children. JUCONI has avoided the
standard ‘welfare’ or ‘education’ programme
approaches which tend to provide high publicity,
but haphazard results with no long-term
monitoring. JUCONI prioritises personal
continuity, so that a child will maintain contact
with at least one key worker.2
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Initial contact: Operation Friendship
Operation Friendship has two components:
closed spaces, which include the city’s reform-
atory for ‘delinquent’ children; and open spaces,
that is the street, bus depot, markets, and
shopping malls. The former is of critical impor-
tance. In Mexico, as in many other countries,
vagrancy is a crime, and many children get
pulled in by the authorities. Moreover, although
Mexico has a good record of State-run child-
care, institutions treat children as either orphans,
or abandoned, or runaways, or petty criminals,
and, despite recent advances toward greater
legal tolerance for children involved in crime,
there remains considerable mistrust of the work
of the government on the part of the children,
NGOs, and human-rights groups.3 The danger is
that, once the child is in an institution, all sense
of continuity between child and JUCONI will be
lost. JUCONI has therefore convinced the
authorities to allow its workers to gain access to
street children within institutions such as the
reformatory, and offers the children the same
opportunities to go to Casa JUCONI.

Working in open spaces is the prime function
of Operation Friendship. As many children
become nocturnal, JUCONI provides virtual 24-
hour cover of the most frequented sites. There is
no fixed routine for making an initial contact.
Many come through ‘snowballing’, whereby
street children known to JUCONI will advise
others to make contact. Once a new child has
been located, the immediate role of Operation
Friendship is to establish confidence and
interest. One method is to play games such as
cards or ludo which serve to focus conversation,
and to check on numeracy and assertiveness,
within an informal environment. These activities
also serve to break down a child’s sense of
independence and construct an esprit de corps: if
a child steals a piece from a board-game, all
suffer. Often an aim at this stage is to prevent a
child from leaving Puebla for Mexico City. To
remove one source of harassment which may
induce a child to leave, JUCONI offers training
to the security staff at the bus depot, to give them
a positive role in the work.

The key to JUCONI’s work with the children
is motivation to change their lifestyle. Thus,

Operation Friendship does not seek to ‘enrol’
children, so often a desire of NGOs dependent
upon a ‘recruit or die’ approach, owing to the
need to bring in private contributions. Instead
JUCONI tries to motivate the child to join it.
This approach avoids the selectivity of enrol-
ment, in which only the least disruptive or
youngest children are taken on. Once an initial
contact has been made, a short-term target for
the child is negotiated. An example would be to
attend five on-street Friendship meetings, three
of them on consecutive days. This initial target-
setting permits frequent encounters and the
opportunity to assess vulnerability. Operation
Friendship, therefore, is also an information-
gathering exercise. An individual profile is built
up: the child’s age, day-to-day activities,
methods of survival, time on the street. Photo-
graphs are used to keep a permanent record of
JUCONI’s work and to identify specific children
during later discussion. JUCONI can also use
the meetings to outline some rules of the game:
most obviously, the banning of drugs or alcohol.
For the child, meeting the target is an
opportunity to feel a sense of achievement. Once
the negotiated targets have been met, the child is
registered as a contactado (one who has been
contacted).

An important element in holding a child’s
motivation, and collecting information, is the
continuity of staff contact. The action plan for
each child is therefore supported by the
involvement of an individual JUCONI worker.
With the emphasis on the child, however, comes
staff responsibility. Thus, staff have to gauge the
progress of the child and not be constrained by
the need to move on to the next phase. As the
Director explains:

in order to foment a sense of responsibility ... the
educators can’t just say ‘go on to the next step
and that is the end of my problem, I’ve done my
bit, I’ve got you to the doorstep’. They’ve got to
make sure that they know that they’ve done
enough for the child to stay in the next phase.

The next step is to become a seleccionado (one
who has been selected). Again the emphasis is
upon mutual selection, although in cases of risk
other criteria will intervene. Thus, a very young
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child may become a seleccionado in a matter of
days; just long enough to know that the street is
not for them. More usually, however, the
criterion is the ability of the child to assimilate
and contribute to Operation Friendship. The next
stage is aspirante (aspirant), in which the child
chooses JUCONI as part of his or her future and
makes a commitment to leave a life on the street.
The child’s motivation is maintained by the use
of what JUCONI call a ‘floating module’, a
device added to Operation Friendship on an ad
hoc basis. One such module is to distribute
fortune cookies to the children. These will
contain a number of predetermined fortunes,
such as ‘Your future is Casa JUCONI’. 

Casa JUCONI 
Casa JUCONI is a house purpose-built to
provide intensive help to about 30 children a
year.4 Since 1989, the Casa has provided
accommodation for over 150 children, most of
whom stay for three months to a year. It is from
Casa JUCONI that children will be reintroduced
to their families, or provided with a more
positive independent environment.

In Casa JUCONI, a child maintains contact
with the staff of Operation Friendship for a
period of perhaps six months. The Friendship
team will work with the child, gradually
withdrawing once the child’s confidence is
sufficient to cope with the break. Again, the
methodology is to treat each child as an
individual. To this end, each individual action
plan is assessed according to the needs identified
by the staff and the child. From these, ten aims
are agreed, such as improving an attitude
towards school or an individual in the house.
Starting with these aims, the staff tailor the
activities of that child: if building self-
confidence is needed, then a prominent position
in a team sport may be advocated. Progress is
reviewed at regular intervals and attempts are
made to explain the highs and lows in the
monitored criteria, according to internal or
external factors. Thus, a decline in confidence
may be attributable not to the child but to the loss
of the basketball team, or to an event at school.

For the older children, JUCONI encourages

placement in a carefully vetted job or
apprenticeship. Most jobs are in commerce,
small workshops, or factories: activities such as
carpentry which employ solvents are not per-
mitted. JUCONI staff will check the conditions
through visits and discussion with the child. All
children will attend school, which takes up half
the day. A variety of after-school activities is
available, including basketball, karate, and
watching videos (there is no unsupervised
access to TV). Counselling is also deemed to be
important. A key element here is to help children
come to terms with their lives, become aware of
issues of sexuality, develop skills of self-control,
and learn how to live with a family once more.
The critical feature is to instil a sense of self-
worth and confidence. To do so, JUCONI
employs a series of devices to reconstruct an
alternative to the identity offered by the street.
One such way is the production of a mural at
Casa JUCONI by each cohort of children. The
brightly coloured mural serves as a visible
achievement, and encourages in the child, who
may have virtually no personal possessions, a
feeling of ‘my wall’.

Research shows that most street children are
able to locate their parents and visit them, write
letters, or send money to them (Aptekar, 1988;
Patel, 1990). In fact, JUCONI estimates that it
has known only three cases where it was
impossible to locate a family member. Various
methods are used to identify a child’s home town
and to build up a picture of home life. JUCONI
workers use play techniques, asking children to
draw their ideal celebration party for a
forthcoming national holiday. Often, the picture
will include a domestic scene, other children, a
parent, an idea of landscape. These are then mate-
rial for question-building: ‘are those mountains
behind your house?’ ; ‘is that your sister?’;
‘where is your brother?’.

One thing to emerge from the intensive
methodology and systematic documentation of
all cases was the discovery that a child’s
behaviour often deteriorated before the visit of a
parent to Casa JUCONI, but improved
afterwards. Previously, JUCONI had discounted
the importance and timing of work with the
family, believing that it would disrupt other
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work with the child. Attempts to re-introduce the
child to the family were therefore left as late as
possible. The conclusion from monitoring the
action plans, however, suggested that the family
should be brought in as soon as possible:
currently JUCONI is aiming to introduce a child
to its family within the first month of living in
Casa JUCONI. This might be done by inviting
the family to the house (there is a special
apartment for this purpose) or, more usually,
meeting at the family home. In constructing the
right environment for these encounters,
JUCONI aims to maintain the self-confidence of
the child. Thus, meetings often occur during
camping trips to the area, in which all the
children participate, thus allowing the child to
meet the family while knowing that friends are
just over the hill.

Although the return of children to their
families is the most frequent conclusion, this is
not a universal aim, and JUCONI spends a long
time assessing its merits. For children who do
not return to their families, JUCONI’s Follow-
on teams run a Youth House, from which the
children are encouraged to live independent
lives, taking financial responsibility through
payment of a small rent, purchasing food and
sharing bills.5

After-care services (follow-on)
Before a child is allowed to return to his or her
family, the parents or guardian must sign an
agreement (not legally binding) in the presence
of JUCONI staff, confirming basic conditions
for the child. Regardless of the location of the
child’s home — and many children come from
Chiapas, Veracruz, and Oaxaca, and even farther
afield, a follow-on team will monitor the family
to make sure that the child’s welfare is
maintained. This involves a JUCONI worker
visiting the child’s family, church or community
group, plus school, once every month for up to
three years. At the end of the follow-on period,
the whole team, from Operation Friendship
onwards, convene to evaluate the child’s
emotional stability, attainment at school, and
future prospects. Critical is the question of
whether these conditions are sustainable. Thus,

for example, if a favourite sibling is about to
leave home, a decision might be delayed until
the team can assess what impact this will have. A
final decision on JUCONI’s withdrawal will be
taken with the child and the family.

Measuring the ‘success’  of work of this
nature is a hazardous process. An over-
concentration upon statistics can produce
sensationalist claims, or under-record the
quality of the change to the lives of numerically
few children. Nevertheless, the systematic
collection of data is important for internal
monitoring purposes (as already shown) and
permits comparisons to be drawn with other
approaches. In the case of JUCONI, the data
provide an indication of success for the
methodology. From 1989 to 1991, JUCONI
engaged with 131 street-living children. Of
these 22 (17 per cent) were lost back to the
streets. Of the children to remain, 17 went
straight to Casa JUCONI (13 per cent); 77 went
on to the Day Centre (59 per cent); and 56
thereafter to Casa JUCONI (56 per cent). In the
course of this work, a few children were lost to
other agencies, or after leaving Casa JUCONI
returned to the street (8 per cent). From Casa
JUCONI, by the end of 1991, 50 children had
been placed with their original family or a
substitute family, or helped to establish an
independent life. Forty-six children were still
within Operation Friendship or Casa JUCONI.6

By 1994, the numbers of street-living
children served by JUCONI has risen
substantially: in the first nine months alone, 101
children were contacted. The ‘success rate’,
defined as a significant increase in the chance of
a child leaving the street in one year from initial
contact, has risen to about 67 per cent. This
measure, however, masks substantial improve-
ment in rates within the different areas of
JUCONI, notably in Casa JUCONI, where 94
per cent are placed and remain with a family
after one year (compared with 56 per cent over
the period 1989-91). Of the first six generations
to have ‘graduated’ from Casa JUCONI, 98 per
cent are still with their families or substitute
homes, or continuing their basic education.
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Conclusions: lessons for best practice
States Parties recognise the right of the child to
rest and leisure, to engage in play and
recreational activities appropriate to the age of
the child and to participate freely in cultural life
and the arts (Article 31, UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child)

In an ideal world, one might hope that
governments will adopt sufficient legislative
and institutional reforms, and society undergo
such attitudinal and economic changes, that
street children will no longer be a feature of
cities in developing countries. In practice, such a
scenario is unlikely. The spectrum of views
towards street children ranges from the self-
appointed abolitionists who wish to ‘remove’
street children to the correctionists who treat
them as a ‘problem’ and advocate care. Both
approaches simultaneously stigmatise street
children as passive victim and dangerous
savage. Next come the advocates of
rehabilitation, occasionally allied to
educationalists. Here, the emphasis is upon
programmes which extol the family as the ideal
social unit for children who have survived and
matured on the street. Lastly, there are groups
such as JUCONI, who seek the goals of the
former, but set out to achieve them through a
combination of pragmatism and empowerment.

At each stage of the JUCONI methodology is
a respect for the needs of the street child, who
ultimately makes the decision whether or not to
proceed, and return to their family or live a life
away from the street. To do other than acknow-
ledge individual needs is to ignore the street
child’s lifestyle. On the street, a child will have
established the right in practice to a number of
freedoms — over time, control of resources,
mobility, and association (Aptekar, 1988: 201-3).
While these are not always constraint-free
choices, programmes which attempt to curtail a
child’s freedom unduly seem likely to fail. This
is avoided by JUCONI through negotiated
agreements with the children: an approach
which is unlikely to be as much of a problem for
the children as it is for an NGO or its sponsor in
the private sector or government. The estab-
lishment of best practice based upon a notion of

empowerment suggests that success is closely
related to the ability of the street child to dictate
the nature, pace, and ultimate goals of the
intervention. Intervention, then, should be based
not upon the moral imagination of society at large,
but on the child and his or her needs and potential.

Clearly, the budget required to deliver this
success on a sufficient scale will be
considerable. Indeed, financial security is one of
the key determinants which dictates the
approach, scale, and replicability of NGO work.
Limited or irregular finance will make
programmed responses which offer economies
of scale more attractive, even at the expense of a
lower success rate per child. In such instances,
the approaches which are the cornerstone to
JUCONI’s work — an avoidance of rigid
programmes, the maintenance of personal
continuity, negotiation to assess progress, and
treatment of the child as an individual — would
be threatened. Yet JUCONI is not immune from
financial considerations. It calculates that the
cost of getting one child off the street and living
an independent life or returning to his or her
family is £460.7 This might be considered
excessive by NGOs which lack JUCONI’s
externally funded resource base. The important
point, however, is that although the scale at
which JUCONI can operate is, in part, finance-
driven, the qualityof the approach is determined
according to non-financial criteria, and has been
extended as resources permit. The lessons
offered by JUCONI should, therefore, be
broadly replicable elsewhere.

Notes
1 The author thanks JUCONI and, in particular,

Alison Lane de Yanes; the teams, especially
Rosa, Luis, Jorge, Gaspar, Blanche, and Lulu,
who allowed him to intrude upon their
schedule; and the children, for their time and
patience.

2 JUCONI attempted but then dropped
community-based preventive schemes in
three settlements. The aim was to identify and
re-direct children who might become street-
workers. In fact, JUCONI found that the
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schemes, mostly education-based, were
addressing poor households but not families
with working children or at high risk of child
departure. Two of the community groups
remain in operation as education schemes,
run by women without the assistance of
JUCONI.

3 Recent reforms in child law and institutional
practice have been ambivalent in the
treatment of street children. Attention has
been placed upon protecting and respecting
the rights of children within the family.

4 The house consists of a series of courtyards,
which add light and allow surveillance. The
simple ground plan and decor help children to
become assimilated, since most come from
modest backgrounds.

5 For children under 14 years, a further option is
a permanent substitute home through
IPODERAC.

6 Statistics provide only part of the picture. The
follow-on teams often note potential
problems affecting the siblings of a returned
child, and offer counselling to prevent their
departure.

7 This figure is the 1993–94 ‘year beginning’
cost, which includes capital and operating
expenditure, and assumes contact with 360
children. At year end, JUCONI had worked
with 567 children, so cost-per-contact was
£292.
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