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“Para ter uma vida melhor”
: A Study of Interventions for Street Girls in Recife, Brazil

Introduction
Street children are not a new phenomenon on the urban landscape in both developed and developing countries.  Difficulties of definition and methods of calculation have resulted in a confused and varied estimation of the numbers of children on the streets.  A great deal of literature concerns itself with the issues of an adequate definition (Glauser 1990; Williams 1993) yet no one term has been agreed on by researchers or practitioners to encompass the complexity and heterogeneity of the street population.  Generally, the term ‘street children’ is used both for children working and/or living on the streets of our cities.  While unclear definitions may be problematic, they are also useful for lobbying, advocacy and fundraising purposes to focus attention on the issue (Williams 1993).  

Another term which has been adopted by a number of agencies is that of ‘at-risk’ which, as Barker and Fontes note, is:

an extremely broad category which generally refers to youth who face environmental, social and family conditions which hinder their personal development and their successful integration into society as productive citizens.  At the core of this notion of risk is the impact of poverty or economic stress on low income families (Barker and Fontes 1996:1)
Street children are of course included in this category, but there is often very little difference between children living and working on the streets, and those experiencing poverty and violence in their homes and communities.

There is no typical ‘street child’ just as there is no typical child.  Despite this fact there has been a tendency by programmes and projects to formulate a stereotype then design and implement strategies for these “mythical” children (Connolly and Ennew 1996).  Most projects are aimed at street children and are not intrinsically gender-specific.  Since the problems of society “differentially affect girls and boys” (Hart 1998:27) gender should be an important consideration in both research and programme planning.  However the majority of projects are primarily aimed at boys since they have consistently formed a large proportion of the street population.  Those studies of street children that have addressed the question of gender have concluded that girls form about ten per cent of the street population (Barker and Fontes 1996, Scanlon et al. 1998).  The majority of reasons as to why there are fewer girls visible on the streets are linked to the gendered nature of society with its accompanying expectations of the differentiated roles of men and women.   

However these are still significant numbers, a fact not recognised by many projects that overlook the differential needs of girls (IADB 1996).  Even where projects recognise the gap in service provision they may be unsure how to proceed in making their programmes less male-focussed by incorporating specific and effective interventions for girls.  As Bemak notes, 

few people have the time, energy or inclination to ask why they are doing what they are doing with street children (1996:149)

being more concerned with providing a service without the luxury of opportunity to question its suitability.

Very little research addresses the issue of street girls, a fact to which Connolly and Ennew (1996:137) attest, and researchers often fall into the trap of stereotyping girls on the street as prostitutes (Beers 1996).  Girls on the street are viewed in a sexual light that boys are not, despite there being many different ways girls earn money on the streets, with prostitution being in the minority in the present day.   This has affected whether NGOS engage with them or not; the Undugu Society in Kenya, for example, had 

strong inhibitions towards dealing with street girls because of the problem of female sexuality and the possibility of pregnancy (UNICEF 1993:41)

However, most of the literature, according to Beers, is concerned with prostitution rather than 

going into the underlying causes, the reasons why they [girls] are on the streets, or their perceptions of life, society and peer groups (1996:198-9). 

In terms of assessing the needs and wants of street girls, very little has been documented.  

The presence of girls on the street challenges existing norms and values within society (Beers 1996:197).  

This attitude does not go unnoticed by street girls.  A girl in Dhaka stated that “all adult people hated girls who stayed on the street” and showed herself to be very aware of the different attitudes of adults towards boys and girls (West 1998:277).  This has been attributed to the envy, anger, pity and admiration provoked by the apparent freedom, need and manipulation of the street child (Swart 1990:97). 
The purpose of this study is to answer the question:

What interventions can be introduced by projects working with street girls, in order to include them in their programmes? 

The aim of this piece of research is not to identify one magic solution to the issues of working with girls on the street since

there is no single method, no single miraculous solution, to the problem of street and working children (UNESCO 1995:19)

However, I intend to highlight some of the gaps in research and practice regarding street girls using the literature and my findings from research at the Casa de Passagem in Recife, Brazil in order to address the following questions:  

· Why are girls on the street?

· Why do girls need separate interventions from boys?

· What do girls want and need from a project?

· What interventions are considered important?

Chapter structure

The first two chapters describe the social context of Casa de Passagem and street children in Brazil and the methods of the project itself.  Chapter three outlines the methodology and methods used in my research. Chapters four and five firstly review the existing literature, then examine my research findings in terms of the above research questions.  Chapter six concludes this study by drawing together the material from the previous two chapters to answer the primary research question.

Chapter One – Setting the scene

Casa de Passagem is situated in Recife, the capital of the north-eastern state of Pernambuco, in Brazil. 
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Source: http://geography.about.com/library/cia/blcbrazil.htm

Brazil is a country of many contradictions and huge inequality
.  Despite ranking as the world’s eighth largest industrial nation, “nearly half of Brazil’s population lives in absolute poverty” (Novartis 2003).  The lack of a system of state support means that a household with an unemployed head has nothing on which to survive.  Although in recent years the government has introduced schemes like the Bolsa Escola
 and the milk for mothers programme, the amounts involved are small and many families fall through the net.  Many births are not registered, and without the necessary documents families may not be able to apply for these schemes.  The unemployment in Brazil is currently at 12.8 per cent with inflation standing at over 15 per cent (Latin Focus 2003). The situation is affecting the class system in Brazil; there is a belief that the middle class will soon not exist but become either working or upper class, due to economic pressures (personal communication).  These pressures are hardest on the poor, where economic and social factors can combine to exacerbate poverty and increase substance and alcohol dependencies in an attempt to escape it.  Children too are affected and also find themselves escaping violence or hunger by leaving their homes and making a life on the streets. 
Street children come from poverty-stricken households, situated in the favelas (shanty towns) on the peripheries of major cities (Barker and Fontes 1996).  Many families migrated from rural areas in the hope of employment
, but instead joined the growing numbers of unemployed and impoverished families, living in unsanitary conditions in shacks made of any material they can find, in ever-expanding shanty towns.

Contrary to popular opinion, most of the street children have some kind of contact with their family, even if they are not living with family members, with only a small percentage severing contact completely (Barker and Fontes 1996; Rizzini and Lusk 1995; Szanton Blanc 1994).  

Research into the household type from which street children originate is in agreement that the household is predominantly female-headed, with a male companion assuming the headship when one is present (Szymanski in Moulin and Pereira 2000).  The nature of Brazilian society creates gendered expectations of men and women, boys and girls.  Women look to men to provide financial support for their family since that is their expected role and since it is hard to survive without the income of a male wage earner.  The vagaries of the job market results in the woman having a succession of male partners in the search for one who will stay and provide for the family.
That poverty is the main cause of this situation is universally accepted.  It cannot, however, be the only cause. (UNESCO 1995:13-4)

Poverty, while widely acknowledged to be the underlying cause of the phenomenon of street children, is not the only determining factor.    Other dynamics including violence, abuse and family cohesion, additionally influence the numbers of children on the street, with the impact varying according to the child’s sex.

Chapter Two  - Casa de Passagem

Casa de Passagem in Recife is one of few projects working solely with girls in Brazil.  It is one of the organisations in the Shine A Light network of street children’s organisations in Latin America. Casa de Passagem was founded in 1987 by a Brazilian lawyer to “improve the welfare of street girls through health services, income generation and shelter” (Barker and Knaul 2000) as well as empowering them to reintegrate into and to challenge society.  The founders of the project began talking to girls on the street, partly because they were, at that time, being ignored and because as women they were already suffering subordination within the patriarchal society of Brazil.  From their exchanges with the girls, the women identified the needs of these girls and, based on their findings, set up Casa de Passagem. 

But, over the past ten years the situation of street girls in Recife has changed.  Due to increased interventions both from government and NGOs in the city, fewer girls are to be found on the streets.  In addition, the development of the centre of Recife as a commercial centre has pushed the majority of poorer families to communities on the periphery.  All the girls who now access the project have some kind of permanent shelter or home to return to at night, although it may be made from cardboard (Zoracy).   

Due to these changes, Casa has recently changed its focus from working specifically with street girls to at-risk girls (Casa de Passagem 2002).  However, all of the girls at the project live in circumstances that mean that at any moment they could find themselves on the street, and in terms of their family backgrounds and their life opportunities they share many characteristics with the street children discussed in the literature.  

The profile of girls Casa works with has changed – criteria of poverty, lack of food, low level of living conditions lead to entry into Casa.  (Zoracy)

For this reason and the fact that some of the girls were still working on the streets prior to or while at Casa, I intend to situate the example of the project within a theoretical discussion of the issues and intervention strategies pertaining to working with street children rather than restrict the discussion to at-risk youth.

The project has developed over the intervening years and now has a three-pronged approach to the issues facing at-risk youth in today’s society.  Casa I is the first port of call for girls who have generally heard through friends or family members about the project. When the girls come to the project, staff carry out psychological and medical assessments to evaluate the state of the girls and identify any immediate needs that should be addressed.  Girls then spend two weeks in the grupo de acolhimento (welcome group) beginning to talk about their experiences and make friends with others in similar situations.  At the end of this time, another assessment is made as to their progress in terms of school attendance, contact with family and their ability to live within a community and respect the few rules Casa has.  These criteria will form the basis of their progress through Casa I, graduating through different groups dependent on age and progress and on average spending two to two and a half years there.

At Casa I the girls receive breakfast and lunch and spend the morning in their groups, discussing issues as well as participating in activities such as drawing, painting, dance, music and sport.  The issues can range from a discussion of the rights and responsibilities of being in a community, to talking about their experiences, to hygiene and sexual health information. This group work forms the backbone of the work with the girls during their time at Casa I.  Group work is continued in Casa II but has a different focus, being more about the girls’ development in work and education than on a personal level.  Run by psychologists and trainees the groups address different issues in the girls’ lives and encourage them to talk about their situations.  

The importance of education is emphasised, and Casa arranges a change of schedule for girls so they can attend school and Casa
. The girls are searched as they enter the project for drugs and knives, which they are happy to allow since it guarantees the project as a place of safety.  Any fighting results in a three-week suspension from the project and an interview on re-entry if the girl wants to return.  The use of drugs is not allowed within the project, nor are girls admitted if they turn up under the influence of drugs. Gradually, work is done with individual girls on addiction and they are encouraged to give up completely.

Within the first two weeks of a girl coming to the project, staff visit their family and encourage them to come to parents’ meetings.  If contact has been severed between the girl and her mother efforts are made for reconciliation between them and support offered to strengthen their relationship.  This is aided by the parents’ meetings, which raise and discuss parenting issues, for example, dealing with the challenging behaviour of adolescents.  Equally importantly, issues affecting parents (generally mothers or female family members) such as self-esteem and the unacceptability of violence from partners and male relatives are discussed.  Through informing mothers of their rights as well as the girls, both are made aware of the external factors that have led to their current situation and given support to change this. The parents too are strengthened in their meetings with other parents and with having a space and an opportunity to talk about the problems they have faced or are facing.

The goal at the end of this time is to prepare them to go to Casa II where they will learn the rudiments of a trade such as industrial cooking, sewing or making dolls and other cultural items.  The transition from Casa I to Casa II is quite a wrench for girls who have spent many years there and are leaving behind friends and the educators they know and trust.  To ease the transition the girls move into the grupo de desligamento (lit. disconnection group) to talk about the issues raised by their move.  The programme for learning how to make dolls, mosaics etc. – the grupo de artesanato – consists almost entirely of girls from Casa I who are given first priority to participate in this group.  At Casa II the girls are also joined in some of the programmes by boys from the communities in which Casa works.  The adolescents remain at Casa II for several years whilst continuing with their schooling (a requisite of the project) until they are ready to find employment and move on.   

The third part of the project is the community and citizenship programme which works in the peripheral communities of Recife, undertaking group work with women and families, training adolescents to disseminate information on sexual health and AIDS to their peers and to adults.

Since Casa I is the part of the project which provides interventions for the girls when they first arrive, it is this part of the project I shall be concentrating on in my discussion of Casa de Passagem.

Chapter Three – Methodology and Methods

3.1 Methodology

The research undertaken to date has generally been quantitative rather than qualitative with a heavy reliance on questionnaires (Ennew and Milne undated). Alternatively, children’s testimonies have been used or rather misused since too often they have been taken out of context or used to confirm data collected from a different context (Lucchini 1996).

The limited time I was able to spend in Brazil as well as the availability of the girls within their routine at Casa meant that an entirely participatory process was not possible.   However, I still worked as much as possible with girls at different stages of the project to ascertain their views on the methods used in the project, using interviews with key personnel for background on the project and social context.  One group work session was carried out with staff members, based on the results of group work undertaken with the artesanato group.

3.2 Methods

I worked with both the acolhimento group who were in their first couple of weeks at Casa and the artesanato group who had on average spent six years at Casa, in order to gain an understanding of how the project is perceived by both groups and to ascertain whether there were any notable differences between the two groups.    I was also given the opportunity to attend a session with the desligamento group talking about the traits of good and bad communities and their ideal community.  Some of the boys in Casa II had been involved in some research in one of the communities (Chão das Estrelas) and I was able to attend the community meeting where the results of their research were fed back to the participants and discussed.  I spent a large proportion of my time observing or participating
 in different activities of Casa I, from sports sessions to discussions about the girls’ lives, in order better to understand how the aspects of the project fit together.

I carried out brief interviews with children from the acolhimento group to gain an insight into why they come to Casa and their initial thoughts on the project.  I had spent time observing the group and participating in some of their activities, but since they were both new to me and to the project I asked for volunteers from the group.  Of twelve members, four volunteered.  The interviews were recorded then transcribed into English, the transcripts are attached in Appendix I.

To obtain a view of the whole project, and how girls have changed in their time at the project, I undertook group work with the girls from the artesanato group who had been in both Casa I and Casa II.   Of the eight that this applied to, seven were able to attend the appointed time set aside for the work.  I adapted the ‘draw and write’ technique to a ‘draw and talk’ method in order to encourage the girls to evaluate the project themselves with myself in the position of facilitator.

The exercise consisted on four parts.  

Stage one: the girls drew themselves as they were when they came to Casa and how they see themselves now.  

Stage two: each girl spoke about their drawing and explained them to the group. Any words deemed important by the group were written down on pieces of paper.  

Stage three: each girl chose two or three of these key words that they considered important for a project for girls and explained why they had chosen them. 

Stage four: these words were ranked in order of priority for an hypothetical organisation working with girls.  

After much discussion, the girls ended up completing two rankings, one for what is important for girls (Figure 1) and one for what is important in an organisation working with girls (Figure 4), since they were concerned to address both sides but found this confusing to represent within one ranking.  Unstructured rankings were used rather than diamond rankings to give the girls more freedom both in the amount of words deemed as being of parallel importance, and the number of tiers required to include everything they felt necessary.   

The list of key words chosen by the girls (Appendix III) was later given to two groups of staff who were then asked to choose and rank the words they considered important for a project working with girls (Figures 2 and 3).  Both groups chose to include an objective as part of the ranking, despite it not being a requisite of the exercise, with the other rows indicating the elements considered important.  Once the rankings were completed and they had explained them to the other group they were asked finally if they wanted to combine the two rankings but chose not to as they felt both rankings said the same thing in different ways. 

I also interviewed three key people in the organisation: one of the women who works in Casa II (Olivia), one of the original founders of the organisation who now runs Casa I (Cristina), and one of the technical team who works on issues of gender, and previously worked in Casa I as a psychologist (Zoracy).  Notes were taken in both English and Portuguese during these interviews then expanded into the English transcripts found in Appendix II.

Chapter Four – Literature Review

There is an increasing body of literature on the existing interventions and programmes for street children around the globe together with suggestions for how they can be improved.  Obviously the street population is not a homogenous one and any intervention must take account of the culture in which the children are situated, and the specific needs of the children targeted by the programme.  

4.1 Why are girls on the street?

Examining the different reasons girls and boys are on the streets is an essential step in the design of programmes intending to support them (Gustaffson-Wright and Pyne 2002).  Yet the majority of the research only looks at the aggregated data of street children. Takahashi and Cederlof cite indirect and direct causes for children being on the streets, with poverty and urbanization being indirect and violence, abuse and neglect direct causes (2000:2).  In another study, de Oliveira et al found the principal causes for leaving home to be violence, alcohol and abuse (1992:165).  What needs to be recognised is the different impact these causes have on girls and boys and affect why they are on the streets which is rarely addressed in the literature (Szanton Blanc 1994).

In a patriarchal society such as Brazil, with clearly defined roles for men and women, boys and girls are socialised differently with different expectations and pressures placed on them. The role of women is to bear and nurture children, while the man’s is to provide for the family.  The children are in turn socialised so that boys expect to become fathers and providers and girls, mothers.  

The nature of patriarchal society can put enormous pressures on the heads of households having to survive and provide for the rest of the family.  With growing unemployment, the opportunities for work are few and many men struggle to bring home enough to support their families.  Continued unemployment and an inability to fulfil his ascribed role can have serious repercussions on the family:

the man feels frustrated and helpless at being unable to carry out his family responsibilities and loses his self-respect, so that serious tensions arise within the family (de la Luz Silva 1981:164)

This has two major consequences for girls.  Firstly, in the absence of a man to provide for the family, it falls to the women and children as the ‘reserve’ workforce to bring in an income (de la Luz Silva 1981).  Due to the nature of Brazilian society it is most often the boys and mother who will go in search of work with girls expected to remain at home and do the domestic work their mother’s absence necessitates.  This can result in both a neglect of the girls’ education but also to a breakdown in the relationship between mother and daughter due to her lengthy absences (Szanton Blanc 1994).  Research has found that the disintegration of the relationship between mother and daughter has a huge impact on the welfare of the girl,

possibly because the socialization patterns of young women are much more dependent on this primary relationship (Barker and Knaul 2000).

Secondly, the man’s frustration and disempowerment is often appeased by drink and drugs, which can in turn lead to an increase in abusive behaviour towards his partner and/or the children in the household (particularly the girls) (Szanton Blanc 1994).  

Barker and Knaul found that 

the most frequently cited push factor…is conflict with, or sexual harassment from, a stepfather, mother’s common-law husband, or other male family-member, in the onset of adolescence (2000:8)

The mother’s absence can leave the girl more vulnerable to abuse and, in the event that the mother disbelieves her daughter, relationships can completely break down.

So although poverty is a contributing factor to girls’ presence on the streets, it is an indirect cause, since it is the detrimental effect of poverty and its accompanying pressures and coping strategies that play a larger part in prompting girls to leave their homes for the street.

4.2 Why do girls need separate interventions from boys?

There is increasing awareness that interventions that work for boys are not necessarily successful in meeting the needs of street girls (Barker and Knaul 2000:9)
The majority of existing programmes focus on the male street population, prompting the remark that,

gender discrimination in society is simply reflected, often amplified, on the street, in research and in welfare programmes (Connolly and Ennew 1996:138)

although this has been deemed ‘understandable’ given the relative numbers of boys and girls on the streets (Gustaffson-Wright and Pyne 2002).

It is at least as important for girls to receive positive input in their lives, particularly in societies that by their structure subordinate women and girls.   Apart from the issue of girls having the right to the same opportunities as boys, interventions positively affect the number of premature or unwanted pregnancies and improve girls’ health and nutrition through information sharing (WHO 2000a).

It has been suggested that investment in girls’ education has greater rates of return as far as the welfare of future generations are concerned than a similar investment in boys (World Bank 1992).  What is certain is that girls who leave the streets are more likely to have the means available to prevent their own children from needing to live on the streets.  Improvements in self-esteem reduce the likelihood of them engaging in destructive relationships (Barker and Fontes 1996) as their own mothers did and so breaking the cycle of poverty. 
4.3 What do girls need and want from a project?

it is safe to say that very few children would choose to live or work on the streets if they were given security, protection, sufficient food and clothing, a supportive set of caring people, access to safe, good schools and time to play (Reynolds in Preface of Swart 1990).

This statement is an important summary of the situation.  The girls are not on the streets out of a desire for freedom and adventure as has been found in industrial countries, but because their home has been unable to protect them or provide what is necessary for survival.  Due to the position of girls in Latin American society, their presence on the street is more incongruous than that of boys:

Girlhood is typically more closely circumscribed, more inimical to the street, more closely allied to the home (Hecht 1998:43)

This can result in different treatment from the public who, believing it wrong for girls to be on the streets only see them in a negative light, a fact of which, as previously mentioned, girls are only too aware.  The treatment they receive on the streets makes animals of them, since they are treated like animals, so the first steps for a project is that of treating them as human beings and providing the love and affection so lacking on the streets and often lacking in their own homes.  

Trust is also a casualty of life on the streets, since girls who have been mistreated and exploited will find it hard to trust anyone, especially adults.  Often a project will be their first experience of adults who want to help and support them, not use them for their own ends (World Bank 2000).  This often results in the children testing this relationship and pushing them to find out their limits as testified by a project worker: “They test us, to see if we are clear about the limits we set” (Swift 1991:11).

Obviously since they are in the same environment, girls and boys 

share many of the same problems: drug abuse, physical and verbal abuse, victimisation, and marginalisation (Scanlon et al 1993:24) 

However, girls face the additional risks of early pregnancy, sexual abuse, prostitution, kidnapping and a higher risk of contracting sexually transmitted diseases (Scanlon et al 1993:24; Rizzini and Lusk 1995).  Girls talk of not being able to sleep at night for fear of being attacked or killed.  Girls are more likely to be attacked or abused, while boys run a greater risk of being killed, by police or vigilantes
.  Violence is an ever-present reality for all children living or working on the streets as well as for those living in poor communities on the city’s periphery.  Girls therefore need a place where they feel safe and cared for, so they can concentrate on living, not constantly being on the defensive in order to protect themselves.

Girls do not view prostitution as a positive choice (Scanlon et al 1993) but either becomes the only option for girls to survive or they are coerced into it, initially in return for food, clothing or shelter for the night, termed ‘survival sex’ by Scanlon et al (1998).  Girls leaving the sex industry will need interventions concerned with self-esteem as well as learning to respect and to be in control of their bodies and sexuality again (Barker and Knaul 2000). 
4.4 What interventions are considered important?

It is widely acknowledged that a range of strategies is required to address the multi-faceted nature of problems that living on the streets can engender in children in general and girls in particular.  With children needing a place of safety, an education, improved family relations and an end to the violence in their lives, it is clear that more than one approach is needed to address their needs (Rizzini and Lusk 1995). In the same vein, Volpi acknowledges that a package of interventions is necessary since

the health, educational, survival, and emotional needs of street children are often impossible to address separately (Volpi 2002:27)

The WHO report suggests five categories for the promotion of “the healthy development of street children”:  a safe and supportive environment, information, building skills, counselling and improving services. (WHO 2000b:5)

However, gendered recommendations are harder to find.  An Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) review of programmes working with Children in Especially Difficult Circumstances (CEDC) recommends that:

Future CEDC-related programs should assess the best way to help girls considering possible special needs and offering equal opportunity in education and work training. (IADB 1996:1)

Interventions used to reach these vulnerable youth must allow them to be respected and respect themselves again, before other activities such as work programmes can be introduced.  They should also be allowed to have the childhood that most if not all will have missed out on, time to play and be looked after, instead of always looking out for others and themselves.

a variety of interventions is required although there is increasing evidence that returning children to their families is a viable and appropriate option (Scanlon et al 1998:8)

The importance of family contact for the reintegration of girls into society is emphasised in many of the reports that deal with issues of gender (UNESCO 1995).

This chapter has given a brief overview of the issues covered in the literature, looking at the reasons girls are on the street and interventions for working with these girls.  As we have seen, gendered research is lacking in this area.  The following chapter presents the findings of research carried out within Casa de Passagem in Recife, to investigate if the views of girls and staff directly involved in a project for at-risk girls support or contradict the existing research.

Chapter Five – Findings

This chapter presents the findings from my research as they relate to the research questions set out in the introduction.  For clarity, each section is further divided into the topics that arose from the research.  

5.1 Why are girls on the street?

The interviews I undertook and the group sessions I observed identified two primary causes for girls being on the street, violence and lack of food.

5.1.1 Violence

One of the overwhelming points that came up again and again in my time in Recife was the presence of violence in the lives of the girls.  Cristina admitted that violence has “always existed in the communities, but now it is more prevalent”.  A survey undertaken in Chão das Estrelas
 with the participation of boys from Casa discovered that the prime concern of families there was security, because of the violence and the lack of a police presence.  Girls in the desligamento group doing a group exercise on ‘good and bad communities’ also spoke of the lack of police in their community.  If they needed to go to the health centre they could only go at certain times of the day which were safe as it was far from their homes.  One of the girls present spoke of how her cousin was killed in front of his mother at home a couple of months previously.

In a group session with the acolhimento group, girls spoke frankly about the violence that had affected their families, the uncle of one had been killed, and the grandfather of another, over small amounts of money.  They also spoke about the abuse they had suffered from stepfathers or other men in the family.

Cristina said that although 90 per cent of the girls have contact with their families, 

The reason they don’t stay in their homes is that they are abused by their stepfathers, hit by their brothers.  

Even if the girls are not directly affected by the violence, their mother may try to protect them.  

The mother is abused and beaten by their partner so the girls come home and eat and then the mothers send them away because of the violence. (Cristina)
However, violence and abuse are seen to be a way of life for the girls, as indicated by Katia when she said she liked Casa because “they don’t do anything bad to us”, evidencing the kind of treatment she has come to expect from people in her life.  

One of the desligamento group stated her community was not violent “although a man was killed last week”.  As another participant commented, “it’s because she’s used to it.” 

5.1.2 Lack of food

Hunger and a shortage of food causes the majority of the hardships in the families.

Drugs yes and violence too - but hunger and lack of food is a primary point to consider (Zoracy).  

Despite the fact that fewer girls are now on the street, the girls who come to Casa are 

at risk from what happens if they don’t go to school, if they don’t get help from programs like Casa, even if just in terms of getting food (Zoracy).  

A project can help if it provides food, as the family then has one child to feed instead of three.  Both Marcela and Roseane mentioned food among the aspects they liked best about Casa, and two of the artesanato group said they came to Casa out of necessity, “to have something to eat”.

Even small households in Brazil suffer from lack of food.  A 10 year-old girl I met in one of the squares one night was collecting cans that she could then exchange for money.  There was just her mother and herself in the family, but if she did not manage to collect sixty cans, they would not eat the next day.  But being out alone on the streets at night as a young girl is a dangerous venture.  Zoracy spoke of the risks of 

being kidnapped for trafficking to Europe or of violence, or of being exploited and pulled into prostitution – having sex with someone in exchange just for food.

5.2 What do girls need and want from a project?

According to the artesanato group (Figure 1), girls need self-esteem, to learn how to behave, to study.  They need to have people around them, family, friends with whom they can interact.  They need to be organised, and they need affection, they need information on health issues, particularly on teenage pregnancy, they need change, they need dreams and finally they need to know and act on their rights.

Figure 1  Ranking by artesanato group: What is important for girls?

	Behaviour
	Study
	Self-esteem

	Friend


	Family
	Interaction
	Being organized

	Affection

	Information on teenage pregnancy
	Information on health issues

	Change

	Dreams

	Protagonism
	Citizenship


5.2.1 Behaviour

‘Behaviour’ appears as one of the most important aspects for girls with the comment that they have to learn a new way to behave, different from how they live on the streets.  This is connected with ‘being organised’ which the girls ranked second.

The girls felt it was important to learn “what you can or can’t do” and spoke of girls coming to the project from the streets and writing on the walls if there were no rules, 

but that although these girls would 

make it a dirty place, everyone inside themselves wants a clean place (Angeline)

and rules help people to learn and recognise this.

Amongst her favourite parts of Casa Roseane liked the fact that they 

play things which teach you how to behave and respect others, to respect the teachers and respect your family. 
5.2.2 Study

The high ranking of ‘study’ in the girls’ hierarchy indicates the importance attached to education.  The girls said that people both needed to study and had a right to learn. Education was mentioned by Marcela among her reasons for why Casa is good, while Katia said that one of her reasons for coming to Casa was to learn.  
5.2.3 Self-esteem

The girls “need to get stronger, to build their self-esteem” (Cristina).  Self-esteem was given top priority by the girls in their ranking for girls, together with the comment that “you need to like yourself before anything else” (Lea).  Self-esteem helps the girls to progress in the project’s activities and school and ultimately in the workplace.  It is also increased by the group work sessions since “children and adolescents grow in strength every time they talk” (Cristina).

5.2.4 Family

The girls discussed this ranking is some detail, talking about the importance of their families in their lives, and the stability this afforded them to develop in education and work training.  

Family was mentioned again in the girls’ category of ‘support’, encompassing both emotional and practical support, “of friends, education and family”.
5.2.5 Friends and affection

‘Friend’ was ranked as importantly as family in the ranking for girls, together with  ‘interaction’.  

As Angeline said, “Everyone needs to interact with others, people can’t live alone”.  Cristina echoed this: “you don’t feel happy or good if you’re on your own”.

Cristina believes that the girls come to Casa and stay through a need for affection and humanisation.  Often this affection is lacking in the home where, instead of being treated as children, circumstances require them to be ‘little adults’ (Cristina).   ‘Affection’ was also chosen to appear in the girls’ ranking, with the justification, “It’s important, isn’t it?” and was closely linked in their minds with increased confidence.

5.2.6 Information

Information appeared in the artesanato group’s ranking for the organisation and for the girls, where it was more specific: information on teenage pregnancy and on health.  The former was necessary because “girls aged 11 and 12 get pregnant and lose their freedom”.  The girls felt there was a need to talk about sexuality and inform girls of the consequences of getting pregnant.  Information on health comprised the need to look after yourself, to have campaigns and lessons on health issues.  ‘Information’ was important to them, to have information about “things, life, school”. This exchange of information also formed part of the girls’ reasons for coming to Casa.  Katia said she came to Casa because “the teacher talks about drugs”, while Marcela said she came “because here you learn not to like drugs”.  

5.2.7 Change and dreams

The girls listed ‘change’ and ‘dreams’ in their ranking for the needs of girls.  As one of the artesanato group said, “because we all have dreams don’t we?”  They spoke of girls on the street dreaming of having a family, their own house and freedom but with some responsibility too.  As far as ‘change’ is concerned, the girls thought it was important for change to happen and felt that it occurred through talking and that people could see the changes.

5.2.8 Protagonism and citizenship

Protagonism was defined by the artesanato group as  “fighting for your rights and responsibilities” with Angeline giving the example of 

I bought this pencil with my own sweat, so I am worthy to have this pencil.

It is about taking your part in society with the rights and responsibilities that brings.  One of the reasons Cristina began to work with girls was because

they were in the same situation as women – they need to…become a citizen, know their rights in terms of gender, in being equal to men, to have the same rights as men.

Protagonism and citizenship were ranked last in the ranking for girls: as the final stage in preparing them for life in the outside world.  After much discussion as to which was more important the girls finally ranked them parallel, considering them interlinked and therefore of equal importance.

Having identified both reasons for girls to be on the street and what girls deem important for them to develop and progress in their lives, the next stage is to look at the interventions a project can implement to address these considerations.

Figure 2 Ranking by staff group I: What is important for an organisation working with girls?

Objective: Protagonism

	Belief in change
	Perseverance

	Citizenship
	Family


Figure 3 Ranking by staff group II: What is important for an organisation working with girls?

Objective:  A good life
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Figure 4 Ranking by artesanato group: What is important for an organisation working with girls?

	Patience
	Support

	Family involvement

	Information
	Talking
	Group work
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5.3 What interventions are considered important?

‘Belief in change’ and ‘perseverance’ were the top priorities for an organisation according to staff group I.  This is echoed by the girls who placed ‘patience’ as the highest priority for an organisation because then “you like the girls and they like you”, again recognising that the process works both ways.    This indicates the qualities necessary for both the staff team and the girls in a project for the project to succeed; there has to be a belief that things can and will change, together with the recognition that it does not happen overnight. 

Cristina felt that the strength of the organisation lay in the cohesion and training of the team, understanding the girls by looking at their own childhoods and being supported in dealing with the girls’ histories, since it can be harder for a worker to hear the girls’ experiences than for the girls to talk about them.  The few rules that Casa has are reinforced by every member of the team, providing a consolidated front to the girls, which prevents them manipulating staff as had happened when the project first started.  There is an overwhelming feeling that the staff all believe in the potential of every girl who attends the project, and the girls respond well in this positive atmosphere.  

The girls ranked ‘support’ as one of their top priorities for a project, which they clarified as being both practical and emotional and consisting of family, friends and education.  These three sub-categories shall be looked at in more detail.

5.3.1 Family

The inclusion of family at such a high level was supported by a separate ranking for ‘family involvement’ by the girls and by ’family’ being ranked in the second tier by the two staff groups.

In more practical terms, all three groups concurred that family involvement was the most important aspect for the project, with all of them placing family second in their rankings.  Family was also mentioned under the girls’ category of ‘support’.  By ‘family’ the girls explained that they meant having meetings with parents, involving the family (usually mothers) in the girls’ development.  They felt it was important for the family to help each other.

Although families were not generally depicted in the drawings the girls did, Francis showed her progress along with that of her family.  When she started at Casa they lived in a house in a community where the houses were crowded together and it was not large enough for the family so they squeezed into a small number of rooms.  Now they have a bigger house and her mother had moved on from her violent partner.  Her family were very much involved in Francis’ view of how her life had changed in her time at Casa.

The importance placed on the role of the family is no doubt influenced by the way the family is involved in Casa, with parents expected to come to meetings and family strengthening being one of the first steps taken with new girls.  Zoracy also felt this was one of the most important methods used by Casa in their work with girls.  This is evident in the fact that family contact is one of three criteria used to evaluate the girls’ progress from one group to another in Casa I.

5.3.2 Friends

The violence of the girls’ communities affects their ability and opportunities to make friends.  Girls spoke of not leaving the house for fear of being hit by a stray bullet.  This is reflected in their drawings where three of the four specifically draw themselves without friends in their ‘before’ pictures, but are happy and surrounded by friends in their ‘since’ pictures.  Lea represents herself with a bubble saying, “why am I like this, no one likes me?”  The discussions around these pictures brought up themes such as sadness, loneliness and lack of friends. In contrast, the drawings of them as they are now show them with friends around them, as well as other representations of happiness, such as flowers and sunshine or a tree now with lots of leaves growing on it, when before there were few.  Lea now depicts herself as surrounded by friends and saying, “Now I have people to talk to, play with.  Now I am happy.”

Casa provides the girls with an opportunity to meet other girls of their age, with similar backgrounds.  Roseane stated that what she liked best about Casa were “the friendships that I didn’t have before but now I have” while Marcela liked the fact there were ‘many girls’.  This indicates the importance of peer support to the girls, as well as from family and the project.  This was evidenced in the artesanato group’s discussion on friendships, which exist on different levels, saying that at Casa they had made ‘proper’ friendships “where you can talk about serious things too”.  

5.3.3 Study

‘Study’ is ranked next by staff group II with ‘educational activities’ receiving a slighter lower ranking in the girls’ ranking.  The girls considered it 

important to know about your culture, to learn, to learn about other places too.

Many of the girls have missed years of school – the girls I spoke to were on average two to three years behind in schooling, with some as many as five years behind.  The standard of schooling in general is poor; the desligamento group talked about their school where building works were going on during term time, so when it rained the roof leaked and they could not go to school.   Prioritising education is necessary for girls to have more opportunities for work in the future.  Education may also have an impact on the number of girls who are in the same situation in future generations: 

through educating these girls, they probably will not let their children on to the streets (Cristina).

Girls at Casa are assessed on their ability to engage with schooling as well as on family contact and their ability to live as a community.  In Casa II everyone must attend school if still of school age, it is a requisite of being on the work training programme.  In addition they have support from a tutor who connects the formal education with skills and information necessary for their employment prospects, and teaches them about the multi-faceted origins of Brazilian culture.  It is seen as important that these girls should have a sense of who they are and where they have come from.  

Another intervention mentioned by two of the groups is the importance of group work.

5.3.4 Group work

Of the girls I interviewed in the acolhimento group, all four mentioned the group activities as one of the things they liked best about Casa, with Maria specifically mentioning that Casa is good because “we can talk about situations at home”.  

The artesanato girls also stressed that by group work they meant “talking in groups about what has happened to them”.  Their explanation for choosing ‘talking’ as an equally important part of the organisation was that 

it’s important to exchange with others about your life, about what you’re afraid of, what you like, and what’s happened to you.

As far as the staff are concerned, the group activities form the backbone of the work with girls. The idea of working in groups was taken from the adolescents’ natural tendency to seek out equals with whom to form groups when they were on the streets.   Casa’s work began with these groups on the streets, then the practice was transferred within the project too.  Although Casa II also conducts group work it has a different focus from that of Casa I, which is “more individual, more internal, supporting them as people” (Olivia).

It is in the groups that the girls gain in strength.  However this takes time.  For newcomers like Katia it is not that simple.  She was obviously unused to talking in groups, saying, 

they pay me attention and sometimes I don’t like that they pay attention to me. 

However, gradually the girls become accustomed to their group and the way of working and admit to feeling better for having spoken about their experiences, often for the first time.

Cristina said that NGOs which existed when Casa first started 

didn’t know how to talk to them [the girls], but children and adolescents need to talk to someone they respect.  

However she believes that girls need to talk and because they are listened to:

They feel they have worth because an educator has taken the time to talk to them, so their self-esteem grows (Cristina).

Self-esteem is very much tied up with the group work as we have already seen.  Staff group II ranks self-esteem equally with family support as being the foundations on which the group work and other interventions can be built.

However, the groups are not only serious.  The acolhimento girls valued the games played in their groups and activities such as drawing and painting were also mentioned frequently.  These figured highly among the parts of Casa they identified as liking best.    

5.3.5 Limits and community living

Ranked last in the girls’ ranking for the organisation is ‘rules’, which does not feature in the staff rankings, but is the partner to the inclusion of ‘behaviour’ in the rankings for girls.  

The girls generally live in a chaotic environment, where there is nowhere safe to keep their few possessions and where, in general, a lack of guidance and rules in their homes has given them a ‘free’ life in the sense that they are answerable to no one.  Life on the streets is an extension of this, where they are treated like animals and therefore behave like them (Cristina).  Cristina believes that the girls stay at Casa for ‘humanisation’, she spoke of how Casa was often the first time that girls were addressed by name, rather than insulted.

The artesanato girls all admitted to having no sense of limits before they arrived at Casa de Passagem being very wild, all over the place and rebellious in nature.  But now they were passionate about the need for people to be organised in their lives and in how they think so that they can succeed in their studies and work.  The opportunities to think and reflect that Casa provides aids the girls’ ability to organise themselves (Cristina).

Staff group I made ‘protagonism’ the objective of the project, while staff group II put ‘protagonism’ and ‘citizenship’ as their top priorities, as the starting point for the rest of the project.  

These are probably the ultimate goals of Casa: that the girls will leave with the knowledge and ability to exercise their rights and to acknowledge their responsibilities.  

They are not interventions in themselves, but rather the result of other interventions such as information giving, education and providing limits within which the community can function.  All of these contribute to the girls’ understanding of what it is to have rights and responsibilities and helps to prepare them for life outside the project.

5.4 Why do girls come to Casa?

All the girls I spoke to had heard of Casa through either friends or relatives, and several had sisters or cousins already involved in the project.  There is no pressure on the girls to come or to stay, although if they are away for a long period of time they undergo a re-assessment on their return.  Some projects pay children a grant as an incentive to be in a project but Casa has never done this (Cristina).

The girls definitely felt they had freedom, probably helped by the fact that it is not a residential project and as Roseane said “Casa de Passagem doesn’t make you do anything”.  Girls are encouraged to talk and engage in activities but not forced to, and their right to opt out of participating in sessions is also respected, which can be more effective, since their feelings have been given importance.

Figure 5 Reasons why girls come to Casa according to Cristina

	· Health

· Limits

· A permanent, stable space

· Affection

· Humanisation

· Interaction


Figure 6 Reasons why girls come to Casa according to acolhimento and artesanato girls

	 “Not to stay at home by myself”

“To pass the time”

“Curiosity – to know more”

“Necessity, food, to have something to eat”

“Financial necessity”

“My sister told me it would lead to work”

“I came because my sister said that Casa de Passagem is good”

“Because she said here you learn not to like drugs and every day...you don’t see those that stay there [the street]”

“She said it was good and not to stay on the streets any more”

“Because my sister said I was sitting at home doing nothing so I came here”


This chapter has laid out some of the key topics which arose during the research, addressing issues such as the girls’ motivations for being on the streets, what girls and staff consider important in a project and what girls consider important for the development of girls as individuals and citizens.  

Chapter Six - Analysis

6.1 What interventions can be introduced by projects working with street girls, in order to include them in their programmes?

An understanding of the reasons for girls’ presence on the streets is necessary in order to address the specific issues faced by those who attend a project.  We have seen that poverty is without doubt the underlying cause, occurring frequently in the literature and evident in the interviews undertaken in Brazil.  However, poverty is not the only cause since other factors compound the circumstances in which these children live, which results in some girls leaving their homes and seeking a ‘better’ life on the streets.  The most common denominator for girls is the prevalence of violence in households and communities with the added threat of abuse from male relatives or their mother’s partners.   Another significant factor is a breakdown in the relationship between mother and daughter, crucial to an adolescent girl’s development and socialisation.

The impact on girls of living on the streets is different to that for boys, since:

For the girls…taking to the streets is an annihilation of cultural positives.  This leaves them with a lower self-esteem than the boys. (Swift 1991:13)

It is seen as more ‘unnatural’ for girls to be on the streets than boys, which as we have seen has resulted in girls being insulted and abused and often mistaken for prostitutes and treated with no respect.  As we have seen even at-risk girls who are not living on the streets suffer the effects of the environment in which they are brought up.   Again the violence of these communities and the lack of facilities precludes them from enjoying the company of their peers.   Girls have a role model of mothers who are being abused and subordinated with no one to tell them that this is not how it has to be.

Both of these scenarios results in girls with low self-esteem, no knowledge of their rights and a belief that men are their masters, particularly if they lose their virginity to them (personal communication).  They very often have difficult relationships with their mothers with no space for communication and no understanding of the enormous pressures their parents may be under.

As stated at the beginning of this paper, no one model is the answer to the heterogeneity of the street population, even if gender specific.  Different social contexts will influence the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors which result in girls being on the street and mass reproduction of models have been found time and again not to work, perhaps due to the lack of consideration given to the social pressures of different cultures (Dewees and Klees 1995).  

However, within the Latin American context where women are generally subordinated and where economic pressures have affected many countries in similar ways, it is perhaps feasible to make recommendations on the types of interventions necessary without producing a blueprint for organisations to follow. 

6.1.1 Family and community involvement

A key intervention when working with girls is to work with families and communities, addressing some of the factors covered in this study that affect the numbers of girls turning to a life on the streets.  Volpi emphasises the importance of this involvement:

The right kind of program is one that will help young participants strengthen their connections with family, school and the community. (Volpi 2002:28)  

listing the same types of support as the artesanato group ranked in first place.  The Statute for Children and Adolescents
 also calls for interventions that fortify children’s relationships with their family and community (Dewees and Klees 1995).   On a practical note, if contact can be re-established or strengthened with the family this ensures a longer-term support than many NGOs are equipped to provide themselves.  

The family, particularly for girls, should be where they feel safe and are nurtured and develop.  The literature shows the relationship with a mother to have huge importance in terms of a girl’s psychological and emotional development.

Much self-destructive behaviour in at-risk young women is a direct response to the break up or troubled nature of their primary relationship with their mother or family (Barker and Knaul 2000).

This development will affect her future in terms of her self-esteem and the type of relationships she enters into (Barker and Fontes 1996).  Although this element was not specifically discussed with the girls, the importance they placed on family in their rankings is indicative of the value they gave to this relationship.  They stressed the importance of the family working together as a unit to overcome problems and felt that an organisation should work with the family as well as the children.

Since a breakdown of both families and communities are key factors in a girl’s decision to leave her home, these support networks need to be rebuilt if she is to remain off the streets in order to support her in the short- and longer-term.  The community can also provide girls with knowledge of their roots and cultural inheritance, so often lost when rural communities move to the urban periphery.  

6.1.2 Friends as community

For girls their ‘community’ from which they receive the greatest support is often the friends they make within projects.   As my findings have shown, the violence that exists in their communities can preclude them from developing friendships there.  In a place of safety, which a project provides, there are opportunities for girls to meet with others who share similar backgrounds and experiences, leading to lasting friendships.  The girls’ drawings powerfully demonstrate the role that friendships have played in the positive outlook they now have on their lives compared to the negative and sad images when they had few or no friends.

6.1.3 Education

Education is important in terms of sustaining a girl’s future; giving her the skills to find employment away from the exploitative informal sector.   Education is a key component to the child’s progress into adulthood, as recognised in the ranking sessions by both girls and staff.  If projects can support girls in their education, liasing with schools and working with the children on their limits so they can engage better within the school discipline, their chances of succeeding are greatly improved.  Work with the family can promote the benefits of this education and their interest in the child’s progress can also reap benefits:

Parental involvement can increase the chances of school reintegration.  In particular, a family’s recognition of the importance of education and its active participation in learning activities have been found to help children succeed in their studies (Volpi 2002:26)

6.1.4 Trust and affection

By the time a girl enters a project she has been the victim of negative treatment at the hands of many of those with whom she has had dealings.  She will have little trust of people, little faith that they will treat her well, based on her previous experiences.  

Therefore, the construction of a genuine and supportive relationship between girls and educators should be one of the first steps of all programmes aiming to assist girls and young women at-risk. (Barker and Knaul 2000:25)

Progress will only be made when a girl can trust the educators and other workers in the project. Katia’s remark that one aspect she liked about Casa was that “they don’t do anything bad to us” is indicative both of the value girls place on being safe and treated well and of their expectation that they will not be. 

These children, more than most, need a particularly intense and continuous form of attention and affection (UNESCO 1995:301-2)

Although Scanlon et al (1993) suggest that street children who have lacked a model for affection are unable to show it themselves, I found the children I met to be open and curious, and quick to show affection to myself, staff and other children in the project.  While they may not be able to show affection on the streets as it could be perceived as a sign of weakness, once they are in a secure and stable environment and have built up trust, they crave the affection they have been lacking.  That ‘affection’ was given such prominence in the rankings by the girls supports this.

6.1.5 Group work

A common and, frequently successful, strategy is group therapy including music, dance and drama.  These groups are made up of other individuals with whom they can identify, and to whom they become attached, and are normally places where they can express their feelings in ways which are non-threatening, both to themselves and their peers.  In these groups they may find solidarity and support to change their lives. (Barker and Knaul 2000:25)

The rankings of both girls and staff at Casa support this statement, since group work was consistently ranked highest among the practical interventions an organisation should use.  In addition, interviews with the acolhimento group indicate both the enjoyment gained and the value placed on the group work sessions, whether for talking or playing.  These sessions bolster the girls’ self-esteem more than any other single intervention, giving them the chance to talk about their experiences but, more importantly, to have their views and opinions listened to and respected. 

6.1.6 Rules and boundaries

Because of the peculiar nature of their life and problems, the skills required to survive on the street, and the lack of parental support, these children find it difficult to adjust to standard school curricula and school discipline (Volpi 2002:7)
It is not only in schools but also in the wider society that girls may have difficulty in behaving according to the norms of society, since their environment has forced them to change their behaviour in order to survive.  Girls therefore need support to reintegrate into schools where they may be mistreated due to the way they look or behave.

UNESCO (1995) suggests that work may be one way to reintroduce girls to rules and to society.  However, in order to cope with the work environment some basic ground rules of living in a community need to be established with the girls.  The high ranking given to ‘behaviour’ by the artesanato girls shows how important they believe this to be for their progress.  This is re-emphasised by their inclusion of ‘rules’ as being necessary for an organisation when neither of the staff groups ranked it.  The girls need to have boundaries to work within to give them a structure to their lives and enable them to cope with school and work environments again.  

6.2 What improvements can be made to existing projects?

As the literature testifies, there is a need for gendered interventions for girls.  The views of the girls in Casa reflect the importance these interventions have for had their lives.  Girls need the attention and affection of disaggregated strategies, particularly in the early stages when they are most vulnerable.  As the statement on group work suggests, girls gain from being with those similar to them, so a girl in a mixed group would be more inhibited and more likely to progress at a slower rate, than one who can relate to her peers on many levels.  That is to say, in order to address the gender imbalance in programme provision, projects must not take in token girls and involve them in the existing programmes, but work with a group of girls however small, addressing their specific needs as identified above.

Projects have been criticised for seeing girls on the streets only as prostitutes despite the fact they working many other areas of employment.

Not infrequently, the terms street girl and prostitutes are used synonymously by non-governmental programmes and researchers (Beers 1996) 

This categorisation leads to interventions aimed at sex workers rather than adolescent girls, addressing their needs in terms of their occupation and in doing so, neglecting their needs as young women. 

The presence of adolescent girls on the street is lesser than that of boys but, as we have seen, it is a critical time for these girls and a lack of interventions at this stage in their lives could have serious consequences for their futures.  There is a danger that adolescents may

fall through the cracks of programme activity – too young to be ‘women’, too old to be children. (Barker and Knaul 2000:2)

This must be insured against, with children’s projects being extended or adapted to take on work with older girls.  Projects have in the past been unable to deal with the sexuality of these girls, which is apparent even at an early age.  However, this is very much to do with what they have seen and experienced and should be an indicator that they need to be given the tools to have control over their sexuality rather than be shunned by projects because of it.

Finally, to return to the important role of the family in a girl’s development, it has been observed that

few protective actions for working and street children target the family, which is after all the first line of defence. (Myers 1991:67)

Projects have been criticised for removing children from families and communities in order to work with them, rather than use the existing networks of the child to help with their development and reintegration (Barker and Knaul 2000).  As both the literature and findings have found, this is one of the most important elements of a project and one of the most valuable interventions for girls.  

6.2.1 Research

The lack of research carried out by organisations is a common theme in the literature.  

Building in research also enables programmes to evaluate their activities, reflect upon them and to adjust their interventions where necessary (Beers 1996:200).  

This is reiterated by Bemak, who emphasises the importance of collaboration between researchers and programmes rather than researchers working in a ‘research vacuum’ (Bemak 1996:147).

This is understandable given the lack of resources many organisations have both financial and human.  But research and evaluation is necessary for a project to know whether it is achieving what it set out to achieve or if with changing circumstances their methods need to change.  However, there are simple and effective ways of finding out whether certain interventions are working or are still necessary.

All the girls I spoke to had something to say about the project whether they had recently arrived or had been involved in Casa for a few years.  Projects need to listen to the voices of those they are working with, to discover their needs and assess whether these are being met.  

Kefyalew notes 

how capable they [children] are of taking an active role in research, and, specifically, of talking about their needs (1996:210)

There also needs to be closer collaboration between projects so that strategies can be exchanged and reproduced in different settings if they will transfer effectively.  With the scarce resources that most NGOs struggle with, there is no point in ‘reinventing the wheel’ when research has already been carried out in this area. 

Work training

Although many projects for street children provide training, it does not necessarily lead to employment on the job market and in general is ‘pitifully inadequate’ (Moran and Moura Castro 1997).  Programmes run by NGOs are often influenced by the funder (Olivia) and may or may not be appropriate to the employment available.  Research needs to be undertaken to ensure that girls are being trained in skills appropriate to the work available.  There is often a perpetuation of gender stereotypes in work training with boys involved in mechanics and girls in sewing.  Although this may be a reflection of the job market, care needs to be taken that girls are not being trained for work which reinforces a subordinated position in society, or leads to exploitation, for instance in the informal sector (Barker and Knaul 2000).

Conclusion
The numerous policies of intervention currently in practice are only alternative solutions to a social problem that extends much further. (UNESCO 1995:14)

In countries such as Brazil where poverty is widespread, it may seem as if any interventions by NGOs are merely scratching the surface of a much greater need.  However, while governments concentrate on the macro-level, NGOs can work on the micro-level and affect change.
Zoracy summed up the situation of many poor Brazilian families with this statement:

A lack of resources and a lack of hope leads to a lack of communication, to finding ways to alleviate suffering and hunger (through drugs and alcohol) and consequently to an increased risk to the children of violence in the home, or from family members in general.

Although NGOs may not be able to change the resources of a family, they can work with them to re-establish communication, to rebuild relationships, to recover lost self-esteem in mothers and girls, and provide girls with the knowledge and skills they need to break the cycle of poverty and violence.  If projects are prepared to include interventions specifically for at-risk girls, they can indeed have a better life.

Appendix I - Interviews with acolhimento girls

Katia (10)

How did you come to know Casa de Passagem?

It’s like this.  That the Casa de Passagem is good. That I came because my sister said that the Casa de Passagem is good that the Casa de Passagem is excellent, to paint, to play games, …teach various things, to learn, that I came for that

Why did you decide to come to Casa de Passagem?

The teacher talks about drugs and its good and I liked it.

What do you like most about Casa?

I like that it’s better, to paint, to do things, they don’t do anything bad to us, to draw

Is there anything else you’d like to say?

That talking… they pay me attention and sometimes I don’t like that they pay attention to me.

Marcela (10)

How did you come to know Casa de Passagem?

Through a friend

Why did you decide to come to Casa de Passagem?

Because she said that here you learn not to like drugs and that every day you come and don’t see those that stay there. I don’t have school in the morning, only the afternoon and…

What do you like most about Casa?

The games we play, the groups. Many girls, activities, games, painting, things

Is there anything else you’d like to say?

That Casa is good because it is better that gives more education, like I came to casa, everything, food…that’s it.

Maria (15)

How did you come to know Casa de Passagem?

Through a friend

Why did you decide to come to Casa de Passagem?

She said that it was good and not to stay on the streets any longer. Because it has sports, we can talk, we can talk about situations at home. Not to stay on the streets any longer, to have a better life. Was ten when first came but left when I was thirteen because I fought with another girl and I got 15 days suspension. I decided not to come back for….and the girls always want something from Casa de Passagem.  I came back because I was working as with cars but my boyfriend didn’t like it. I entered another project which pays me a grant to be here. I used to get 15 reals a day. I left there because my boyfriend didn’t want me to go there any more and I came to Casa de Passagem, I returned all by myself again. The grant from PETI is 40 reals a month, when I was getting 80.

What do you like most about Casa?

The sport, football, I used to do football but can’t now.  I like the group activities, drawing.  Also I like the cleaning. I do a lot of cleaning so I’m used to it.  Why? Because people use if and it has to be clean every day.

Is there anything else you’d like to say?

No.

Roseane (15)

How did you come to know Casa de Passagem?

Through friends.  I came because of that. Casa de Passagem doesn’t make you do anything, friends that I like.  I left before because I was studying in the morning, but now I study in the evening.

Why did you decide to come to Casa de Passagem?

Because my sister said that I was sitting at home doing nothing so I came here.

What do you like most about Casa?

The friendships that I didn’t have before but now I have. Everything here. Everything like friends, teachers, the food, the coffee, everything. Because here it’s good and …to stay and the games are good.

Is there anything else you’d like to say?

That’s all. The games. Play things which teach you how to behave and respect others, to respect the teachers and respect your family

Appendix II  - Interviews with Staff

Zoracy 

E: Do you think the number of girls on the streets has grown or lessened in your time at the project?

Z: Not less – instead since Casa started two things have happened firstly that the state intervenes much more, in fact intervenes at all with girls and literally takes them off the streets.

Secondly, the visibility of these girls has diminished.  There used to be a main square (Praça da Independencia) where they used to congregate but no longer because of state intervention and because the development of the commercial centre of the city has pushed the areas of poverty to the periphery. Girls now have some kind of housing whether only made of cardboard, but still some shelter – a roof over their heads – so the profile of girls Casa works with has changed- criteria of poverty, lack of food, low level of living conditions lead to entry into Casa.

Food is one of the main problems – drugs yes and violence too – but hunger and lack of food is a primary point to consider. It can change the dynamics of a family for example, if the family has 3 children all needing to be fed it places huge demands on the family with trying to cope with these demands.  However if two of the children are receiving food from a project or from school meals, then this alleviates the pressure on the parents and changes the family dynamics – makes life (slightly) easier.

E: What help do families get from the government? 

Z: If they are working the minimum wage is R$240 a month.

E: Can a family survive on that?

Z: No.

E: What if 2 parents were receiving it?

Z: Well already that would be amazing to have both parents working. There are programs like the Bolsa escola which are added on top of the wage from the different ministries.  The logic is apparently that if you increase the minimum wage you are effectively only increasing the contributions to health plans, pensions and tax whereas if you add the grants on top separately it’s more money.

E:  So who are the girls who come to Casa now?

Z: they are girls at risk, at risk from what happens if they don’t go to school, if they don’t get help from programs like Casa, even if just in terms of getting food.  If they can’t get food at home they are forced to look no the streets, the mother has no choice but to let the (usually oldest) girl go out for example to the fruit and vegetable market at night and collect up the leftovers so they can make soup, or she’ll go herself although she’s probably trying to get money or food by other means already.  A girl by herself at the fruit and vegetable market is at risk of being kidnapped for trafficking to Europe or of violence, or of being exploited and pulled into prostitution – having sex with someone in exchange just for food.  Programs like Casa minimise the immediate risk to the girls by prioritising schooling, by providing breakfast, lunch and a snack on sports days which minimises the necessity of children being out on the street earning money, whether washing car windows, or collecting paper or cans.

All the girls come from families where surviving is an issue, where if you don’t work you have nothing, except the Bolsa escola and the milk programs (state funded programs) where a lack of resources and a lack of hope leads to a lack of communication, to finding ways to alleviate suffering and hunger (through drugs and alcohol) and consequently to an increased risk to the children of violence in the home, or from family members in general.

There are other programs in Recife, working with both boys and girls on the streets, as well as the government programs although many of those are linked to getting children back into school.

When Casa first started a lot of the girls were involved in prostitution but now there are not as many although adult prostitution still exists as now much more is being done at earlier stages to prevent the girls having to turn to prostitution, giving them other options and making them see how exploitative it is so that they don’t get involved in it.

Cristina

E: Why did you decide to work only with girls? 

C: We started in the streets in 1987.  No one was helping the girls, only the boys.  Girls on the streets were being raped, beaten, abused but weren’t seen by the educators on the streets.

Partly for that and partly because they were in the same situation as women – they need to get stronger, to build their self-esteem, become a citizen, know their rights in terms of gender, in being equal to men, to have the same rights as men, a question of gender.  Also through educating these girls, they probably will not let their children on to the streets, there will be fewer girls on the street because she won’t let them be there.

E: Why did you decide on these methods to work with the girls?

C: Our methodology you mean?

E; Yes

C: through observation and talking to the girls.  To work with them we needed to know what they knew through talking and listening to the girls.

I had a theoretical background in child/adolescent development but we needed to understand the girls.  In the streets they were always in groups – they sought out equals and were in groups of equals. So we worked with the groups that already existed.  The girls talked and exchanged information in groups. So from that we took the idea of working in groups as a basis of an exchange of understanding and knowledge – both of the girls and from us.

The girls were out ‘radar’ – helped to orient us- e.g. in the question of limits.  Limits were important to the girls.  A girls would turn up to Casa all drugged up and sleep for 3 days.  The girls would organise themselves to clean, to prepare food etc.  When it came to mealtime a group of them would say to the drugged girl “you don’t get anything to eat because you didn’t do anything to help” It was harsh but they felt that you had to earn your food.  Gradually girls realised that to get food at Casa they had to help do the work.  The girls saw the importance of limits, so we included them in our work – in setting timetables etc. to help them be organised.  They internalise this organisation and it gives them a structure in their lives.

E:  So were you the first to work with street girls then? 

C: Yes, the first.  We had seminars, workshops, talked about sexuality, rape, abuse.  The girls have a very open sexuality and organisations couldn’t deal with it at first but bit by bit they realised the importance of working with girls.

We were the first to work with families, to go and visit families.  People thin that street children don’t have families but i905 have contact with their family.  They go home to have a bath, to eat.  The reason they don’t stay in their homes is that they are abused by their stepfathers, hit by their brothers.  The mother is abused and beaten by their partner so the girls come home and eat and then the mothers send them away because of the violence. There’s violence in the streets too – they can be raped by the police, by their partners or partners’ friends.  Girls say that they can’t sleep at night, that they have to sleep with one eye open, at any moment they could be dead. The only other place for street girls was institutions as they were too sexed for NGOs, institutions such as FEBEM where they’d stay til they were 18 and then go back to the streets.  There was sexual abuse in the institutions too, from police, from staff.  They used to drug them too – give them a vitamin pill in the afternoon and because they were too noisy, it had a drug in to calm them down. There was also a dark room – the ‘cafua’ – girls could be put there for 2 months without a change of clothes, or a wash, they had to go to the toilet there too, like animals.

E: So why did others follow?
C: We were on the TV a lot, talking about violence, about girls being neglected.  Journalists were interested in our work as something new.  Girls would be on TV talking about their experiences. NGOs wanted information about how to work with them.  Girls used to say that other NGOS saw them as prostitutes or glue-sniffers, but that Casa saw them as people – addressed them by name.  The girls said that they could be human at Casa, while they were animals on the streets.  The work was carried out with lots of love and affection – the girls wanted to come to Casa because they wanted to be looked after, to be cared for. Other places give a grant for the girls to stay there.  Casa didn’t – the girls have a feeling of belonging somewhere, which they didn’t get at home.  They are not seen as children or as adolescents at home but as little adults.  Casa provides for the basic needs of children and adolescents: basic nutrition, a secure space, care and health care, affection, limits, education, a welcome - many of the children don’t get these at home.  The staff need to have the same limits or they will be manipulated by the girls – all the staff have to have the same consistent limits.  Casa is a place to think, to reflect.  They learn to think and that helps them to be organised.

E: Has the number of children on the streets grown or lessened since you started working?

C: The number has lessened.  But there is more trafficking, more drugs in the communities.

E: Why do you think there are fewer?

C: Because a lot more work is being done by NGOs.  There are a lot more NGOs, a choice of NGOs. And groups in the community.  Violence has always existed in the communities but now it is more prevalent.  The boys grow up, without schooling, with no prospect of work so get involved in drugs and many die.

E: There are fewer street girls but more girls at risk?

C: Yes

E: What are the strengths of Casa?
C: In what way?

E: In how you work.
C: An integrated team, everyone understands the work of the project, together, integrated, speaking the same language, the trainees, the nurses, the educators, that is the base.  We have weekly meetings to talk about difficulties in the work and about things that have happened

E: Why do you think girls come and then stay at Casa?

C: Because they want health. They need limits, need a permanent stable, space where they are looked after, where they can get affection, they look for humanisation, bonds of affection.  They need to interact with people, you can’t be an individual and be happy; you don’t feel happy or good if you’re on your own.

E: If I were working in a project with boys and wanted to include girls what are the first steps I should take?

C: The capacity-building of the team, the subjectivity of the team.  We need to reflect on our own adolescence ad childhood because staff have similar experiences to the adolescents, you need to know yourself to work with children, to know your own childhood – staff and children share things in common, and the staff need to get in touch with that through games etc. Parents who don’t know how to deal with adolescence leads to lots of conflict.  Parents don’t know what to do because they have forgotten their adolescence and their own parents had difficult relationships with them during their adolescence, so they repeat the actions of their parents.

Casa contributed a lot to the care of children and adolescents. People didn’t know how to talk to them, but children and adolescents need to talk to someone they respect.  It’s harder for the educator to handle the suffering of the child.  Children and adolescents grow in strength every time they talk.  They feel they have worth because an educator has taken the time to talk to them, so their self-esteem grows.

Olivia

E:  When did Casa II start and why?

O: Casa II is fairly recent – started about 7 years ago with its emphasis on professionalisation, it came out of a recognised need.

Casa I is initially to give support to people, the need to get the adolescents off the streets.  The adolescents are in the streets so the first step is to look for their families so they can leave the streets and from there form part of a community. Through the community and citizenship programme gain links with the community. Since started the demands of donors have changed so there is a demand for prevention work rather than meeting the basic needs of the adolescents.  Need to make possible support of schooling and professionalisation, give them the tools to survive.  Girls can start aged 7 at Casa I and leave Casa II aged 21.  The principal focus of Casa II is a passage to adult life, through work.

There are two lines of work – the technical side and the personal.  The technical side is the courses. Both are necessary for entering the job market.  

Girls need to be at school to be in the programme. Also receive ‘apoio pedagogico’ at Casa II in Portuguese, maths, history and geography – supplement to education. Not just helping them with school work but broadening the subjects so that they apply to the workplace.  For example in maths they study percentages and other things relating to sales, the practical application of maths. As for history they study the history of their culture, a recovery of culture as it relates to their lives, for example, the current fashion collection on Brazilian roots.  They go to museums, go to shops, hear the language that’s used there.

Artesanato is more than just learning a profession – it enables the girls to create something and can be done parallel to being in school.  They learn manual skills alongside school subjects.  Originally artesanato was decided on by a donor but after the financial backing was withdrawn Casa decided to keep it on as it is useful in many ways to the girls.

Moda came from funding by POMMAR/USAID/Partners – a similar project existed in Bahia and they were looking for another project with a similar methodology to implement it in Recife.  They had a contact with a designer and wanted to add to education so chose Casa. Led to the establishment of Maracatu – now 2 years and 3 months that it’s been running,

It’s difficult because each donor has different demands. Eg. POMMAR are more focussed on the professionalisation, another more focussed on the community. So Casa has a vein running through all the projects but has to adapt to the different demands of 10-12 donors.  The focus is on the process of the adolescent, their progress in life

E:  Do you have group work like in Casa I?

O: We have groups but not like in Casa I – have ‘apoio pedagogico’ and ‘apoio psicologico’.  Every day through the girls talking and their practical activities we see what the priorities are. Have apoio pedagogico twice a week and apoio psiocologico once a week.  All in groups although the girls can have individual sessions if necessary, but generally the work is done in groups. In Casa I the focus is more individual, more internal, supporting them as people, in casa II the focus is more on guiding them in the outside world.

E:  Have you always had boys in the programme?

O: For three years there have been boys and girls in the projects. It’s good because in the future in work they may have a female or male boss so they need to be used to being around men too.  Artesanato is the only project that is just girls because priority is given to girls from Casa I

E: How do they hear about Casa?

O: From other people, other organisations, their communities – many different ways but mainly word of mouth like Casa I.  The community leaders talk about Casa and that helps

E:  Is there a difference between those that come from Casa I and those who come from outside?

O: No, the work is on the same level with all of them, wherever they are from.

E: In the 5 years you’ve worked here have you seen a change?

O: Yes a great difference.  To start with we had courses for a few weeks or a few months but now they learn skills and professionalisation over a longer time.  The priority now is their education – social, psychological, pedagogical. They gain a knowledge of the whole process.  People develop through the pedagogical support, they manage to talk, learn about responsibilities and rights.  The project is much more evenly divided between the technical and the personal now – they are balanced – and you can see the difference in people.  Now the adolescents pass their knowledge on to others, they both learn and pass on their knowledge as ‘monitores’ – two of them at the moment – Francis and Angeline.  The project gives them possibilities, gives them the initiative to look for their own work.  The girls have a longer perspective on their lives, which you need in the workplace.

E: In terms of social conditions have things changed in the last 5 years?

O: Between 5 years ago and now, some things are the same, some different. The violence hasn’t diminished, the political situation is still bad but there are more initiatives now from the government for meeting basic needs.

Appendix III – Alphabetical List of Keywords

Acompanhamento familiar
Family involvement

Alegre
Happiness


Amiga
Friend



Amor próprio
Self esteem

Apoio
Support

Atividades Pedagógicas
Group work

Bagunceira
Mess

Carinho
Affection

Cidadão
Citizenship

Comportamento
Behaviour

Conversas
Talking

Dançar
Dancing

Estudo
Study

Familia
Family

Feliz
Happy

Gravidez na Adolescência 
Teenage pregnancy

                               (informações sobre)
                      (information about)


Ignorante
Ignorant

Informações
Information

Medo
Fear

Melhoras
Improvements

Mudanças
Change

Novas attitudes
New attitudes

Paciência
Patience

Passeios Educacionais
Educational activities

Poder
Power

Protagonismo
Protagonism

Psicólogo
Psychologist

Rebeldia
Rebellion

Reforço Escolar
Additional tutoring

Regras
Rules

Relacionar
Interaction

Saúde (informações sobre)
Health (information about)

Ser organizada
Be organised

Sonho
Dreams

Sozinha
Alone

Triste
Sad

Vida emocional
Emotional life

Viver bem
To live well
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� Translation: “To have a better life”. One of the reasons given by Maria for coming to Casa


� Brazil currently has a value of 60.7 on the Gini index and has the sixth highest inequality of income distribution in the world (UNDP 2003).


� A scheme which distributes grants to parents whose children regularly attend school


� 75 per cent of Brazil’s population is now urban whereas 30 years ago the level was less than 25 per cent (Swift 1991)


� For further information on Casa de Passagem refer to their website www.casadepassgem.org.br


� Children in Brazil attend school for between three to four hours a day, either in the morning, afternoon or evening.


� Since I agree with Hecht that "participant observation is an oxymoron…Participation implies being a part of the events one is studying; observation implies detachment, even invisibility" (1998:61)


� Of the 457 children murdered on the streets of Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paolo and Recife between March and August 1989, the large majority were boys. (Rizzini, Rizzini et al. 1994)


� A community on the periphery of Recife


� Implemented in 1990 by the Brazilian government and providing for the rights of children and adolescents in Brazil





