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The phenomenon of street children in Lima, Peru, is directly related to poverty.  Children are forced to work at a young age to feed themselves and their siblings.  Poorly clothed and frequently barefoot, they dash through lanes of traffic to beg, steal, and sell candies to the cars passing by.  With the false allure of freedom and an escape from oftentimes abusive homes, little by little the children stop returning home.  Instead, they sleep huddled together on sidewalks or in abandoned buildings.  And, more often then not, they turn to drugs, inhaling Terakol, shoe glue, to forget the cold and the hunger.  On the streets, the children face abuse, rape, and death – through disease, violence, and car accidents.

There are homes for these children, run by non-profit and religious organizations, which provide for their basic needs in an effort to rehabilitate them.  Unfortunately, Peru’s economic situation limits the effectiveness of these programs.  The homes are crowded – six children to a bedroom – and money for clothes, school supplies, and recreation is lacking.  Bored by the monotony in the homes and unable to understand that the homes are a better option than living in the streets, the children run away, returning to drugs and the dangers of the street.  

While serving as a Rotary Ambassadorial Scholar in Lima, Peru, in 2001, I became involved with CEDRO, a volunteer organization that ran three homes for street children.  I spent many afternoons a week tutoring the children in the homes, organizing activities, and playing games.  One night a week, I went out to the streets to talk with the children and adolescents about moving into one of the homes.   I arranged donations of soap and medical supplies; for those in need, I coordinated medical care with friendly physicians.   

Last year, along with five other volunteers, I established a small program designed to provide for the well-being of the children by funding projects that improve their social and material surroundings.  The program is an international collaboration, with volunteers in United States, England, and Canada.  Currently, fundraising is done through the sale of Peruvian arts and crafts purchased in Peru and brought back to North America and Europe.  Though we currently function through the homes and outreach programs established by CEDRO due to our limited budget, our charter permits us to extend the project to assist children in other organizations as well.
Through the success of the craft sales and generous donations, we have quintupled our initial investment and at the present the program operates on two bank accounts – one in the United States and one in England – with a total budget of about $1000.  We finance birthday parties and gifts, other social and holiday events, educational summer activities, and pay for the kids to access the internet.  We have just initiated a new project to purchase the friendship bracelets that the kids make as a pass-time at $1.50 – a dollar of which goes directly to the child and 50 cents of which goes to the home to purchase more materials.  

As our budget grows, we hope to broaden the scope of the projects that we fund to include more long term projects:  We hope to ensure that the children have adequate clothing for recreation and uniforms for school.  An emergency fund should be set up to provide for unforeseen events – medical and otherwise – both for the kids in the home and those who choose to remain on the streets.  The children in the homes should benefit from personal recognition for their birthdays and their achievements. And, for those children who are especially gifted and driven, scholarships should be made available to fund them to pursue their education. 

Initially, we had hoped that the program would serve as a type of cultural exchange – introducing people to Peru through the beauty of its crafts while recognizing the ugliness of its poverty, and utilizing the former to improve the latter.  We also intended to form a network of volunteers who have worked in the homes and their friends to lend emotional support to the children through cards and e-mails and assist in activities aimed at collecting funds for the program.

One of the British volunteers has expanded the project into the high school in which she works, educating students about poverty, neglect, and abuse in other countries, and motivating them to take action. The interest shown by students in England has encouraged us to pursue further involvement by high school students – thereby also forming the social network that we had previously envisioned.  By educating the students about the problems facing their peers in other countries and empowering them to plan and implement projects, which might range from notebook collections to fundraisers, we hope that they will begin to see themselves as part of an international community, discover their role in that community, and recognize and improve upon their own strengths as they assume responsibility for the projects.  

My goals for this summer include investigating the different needs of organizations for street children, the feasibility of supporting long-term projects, and identifying dependable contacts in Peru who could effectively monitor and evaluate the projects. In particular, I hope to improve upon the weekly gatherings in the street.  Our intention in the street is to provide support to those children and adolescents who are living in the street and to encourage and assist them to leave the streets – either to return to their own homes or to move into one of the homes established for them.  I also plan to coordinate and fund the purchase of food, beverages, and basic medical supplies for the weekly gatherings.

Furthermore, through contacts in my former Rotaract club – whose members are predominantly medical students and interns – I intend to establish a bimonthly or monthly clinic in the streets to provide the children with access to basic medical care and health education.   While living in Lima, I often brought medical interns with me to the streets to examine the children – identifying serious cases, such as tuberculosis, that needed urgent medical attention, and treating minor wounds and infections.  Unfortunately, the project depended on my presence to coordinate the medical volunteers, the donation of supplies, and accompany the children on follow-up visits to the hospital.  With the help of Rotaract, I hope to make the medical visits a regular occurrence and identify other non-governmental organizations that might assist in finding medical care for those children in need.  Through the involvement of Peruvian medical students in the already established outreach program and emphasizing the importance of disease prevention, including tuberculosis and HIV, through health education, I believe that this project can be both successful and sustainable.  

This program seeks to provide street children with the opportunity to have a childhood.  In its initial phase, this program has been successful in both its fundraising and in supporting programs in accordance with its mission.  We now hope to build upon our initial success to increase the assistance that we can offer to the children.

