














urbanization to improve livelihoods for youth and others, cities also have
been classified as a “kind of Darwinian universe,” where only the tough
survive. History has shown that urbanization cannot be stopped, but it can
be transformed into a positive process, improving life prospects for youth
while fostering both democracy and economic growth. Yet, the develop-
ment community has been slow to respond to the challenges of urban liv-
ing. With a more inclusive framework, the urban environment has the
potential to afford opportunities to previously deprived communities and
vastly improve the lives of youth in developing countries. The papers in
this volume focus on children in cities and challenge the traditional con-
cepts and myths of street youth and address new approaches to develop-
ment programs through examining topics like conflict and employment.

Drastic demographic changes, combined with persistent poverty and
unemployment, cause conflict in less developed countries. However, eco-
nomic strategies alone cannot prevent conflict, increasing employment
remains vital to the welfare of urban youth. In the first section of this vol-
ume, Tarik Yousef and Marc Sommers examine the ways alienated youth
can become inclusive members of urban society. In his paper “Youth in
the Middle East: Demography, Work, and Conflict,” Tarik Yousef,
Assistant Professor at Georgetown University, argues that economics
alone cannot lead to violence. Dr. Yousef emphasizes that despite the
challenge of truly unprecedented levels of unemployment, conflict is not
inevitable. High levels of poverty and wide inequality gaps, not unem-
ployment alone, are more likely to result in conflict, he noted, and both
of these happen to be relatively absent in the Middle East. While inter-
generational conflict and competition amongst excluded youth cohorts
are perhaps probable, alienation among youth, conventionally thought of
as the cause of conflict, might in fact portend positive outcomes. Forcing
youth to demand a renegotiation of the social contract, their initial sense
of isolation might in fact empower them and extend democracy in the
Middle East.

Marc Sommers, Research Fellow at Boston University’s African
Studies Center, addresses the high sense of alienation youth feel in many
African cities in his paper, “Youth, War, and Urban Africa: Challenges,
Misunderstandings, and Opportunities.” Despite perceived and real
notions of alienation, youth in African cities have not historically been
the catalysts of conflict. In fact, conflicts in Africa usually begin in the
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rural area, causing masses of youth to flee the countryside. Therefore,
claims that urban youth cause conflict seem unfounded in the African
context. Dr. Sommers emphasizes the need to address female youth, as
female youth migration is increasing and is a dynamic that is less under-
stood than male migration. The need to develop informal education in
order to accommodate youth’s mobile lives and irregular hours is crucial
so that youth may begin to feel included in urban society.

According to the International Labor Organization, more than a bil-
lion jobs must be created to accommodate new workers and reduce
unemployment, particularly in the developing world, where minimal
economic growth is forecast and economies are unlikely to be able to
absorb the available labor supply. The task is further complicated by the
fact that today significant proportions of young persons of working age
are either unemployed or underemployed. Worldwide over 70 million
young people are unemployed. Eighty percent of them are in developing
countries or economies in transition. In addition, young people are more
than twice as likely as adults to be unemployed. Part Two of this volume
confronts the issues of youth unemployment and examines a variety of
programs to help include urban youth in the labor market.

On average, young people are two to three times more likely to be
unemployed than adults. In an effort to fulfill the Millennium Declaration
goal of finding “decent and productive work” for young people every-
where, the United Nations has created the Youth Employment Network.
Steven Miller, Secretary of the Youth Employment Network, argues in
his paper “United Nations Priority: Youth Employment and Its
Implications for the Youth Population Explosion in the Developing
World’s Cities,” that the first necessary change needs to come in the form
of a conceptual transformation: youth need to be considered an asset, not
a problem. Mr. Miller states that youth employment programs must center
around employability, equal opportunities, entrepreneurship, and
employment creation. In addition, city governments could play a critical
role in facilitating a favorable regulatory environment, improving youth
prospects for work in the informal economy, and encouraging infrastruc-
ture investments. Thus, capacity building in municipal government
becomes a key policy issue.

In the context of Latin America, high rates of unemployment persist
despite considerable economic growth in recent years. Caroline Fawcett,
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Assistant Professor at American University, notes in her paper “Building a
Bridge for the Road Too Far: Policy Analysis for the School-to-Work
Transition in Latin America,” that rates of youth unemployment are more
than double the rates for adults, and school-to-work transitions have been
elongated. Since the informal sector is the entry point into the labor mar-
ket for almost all youth, it is vital that policymakers take heed of such real-
ities. In an effort to devise long-term solutions, Dr. Fawcett observes the
importance of targeting the poorest of the poor and fostering stronger
stay-in-school incentives. She also discovers a number of intriguing dispar-
ities between different Latin American countries and concludes that young
women are particularly vulnerable to the burden of youth unemployment.

Street children face a number of disadvantages, as they are usually
denied access to many basic human rights, such as rights to survival, pro-
tection, service provision and participation in society, as specified by the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. These disadvantages make
life for street youth more difficult than for other children living in pover-
ty. Part Three of this volume presents a number of case studies that illus-
trate the reality of urban youth and address the need for alternative
approaches to working with street children.

Rosemary McCarney and Stephanie Sauve address the need to include
street involved youth in the agenda of international agencies in their paper
“The Case for Street Youth: The Lost Decade.” Although street youth are
difficult to target in programming, it remains a necessary challenge to
work with them and invest in them. Street youth have been historically
absent on the policy agenda due to the decades of rural policy, which
ignored the urban environment in general, not exclusively youth.



different approaches, to working with homeless street children and her
paper, “Approaches to Reducing Poverty and Conflict in an Urban Age:
The Case of Homeless Street Children,” focuses exclusively on homeless
street youth. She concludes that a broad, rights-based approach is best, in
which targeted initiatives are integrated, facilitated, and assessed by col-
laborative state-civil society partnerships as an effective option that enables
homeless street children to gain access to their basic rights. She notes that
street children live outside the usual norms of society, have a much lower
probability of being able to access formal education and are easily exposed
to street accidents, chronic skin infections, STDs, and abusive sexual rela-
tionships. Ms. Thomas de Benitez remarks that the way street children
typically earn their money is “usually sporadic, always marginal, some-
times criminal and always in the informal market.”

Clementine Fujimura examines the reality of urban youth in Russia
and discusses the various myths that lead abandoned children to choose
life on the streets. Dr. Fujimura notes that rampant disease and dangerous
environmental conditions paint a bleak picture for street children in
Russia, who live according to myths about urban life and their own
invincibility. Cultural taboos preventing open discussion about HIV and
other sexually transmitted diseases endanger the lives of street children.
Furthermore, what Dr. Fujimura perceives as an already overwhelming
feeling of helplessness, ambivalence, fatalism and victimization among
Russians is exaggerated among street children.

The urban environment provides a space that can promote develop-
ment and improve livelihoods, but it can also aggravate despair. Current
demographic trends indicate that a window of opportunity exists at the
present moment for policymakers to capitalize on large cohorts of work-
ing age youth. Integrating youth into local economies is vital to the sus-
tainability of urban areas. Yet, understanding the potential of youth will
require that societies dispel the many myths about the inherent violence
of youth. It is not enough that we make youth a priority on the policy
agenda. We must seek to understand them, ameliorate the alienation they
feel, and include them in the development process

As the articles in this volume illustrate, the situation of urban youth
requires urgent attention. Creating programs to improve the livelihoods of
urban youth, particularly girls, as they are vulnerable to the same risk fac-
tors as boys, presents an enormous challenge to the development commu-
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nity. The need to address problems such as how youth can be assured a safe
environment in which to grow and develop without the threat of physi-
cal, emotional, or psychological abuse and what can countries do to allow
greater social and economic mobility opportunities for youth?
Preventative programs need to be developed that address some of the dis-
parate reasons why children become homeless. It is important to include
children, but how can we ensure that youth play a participatory role in
program and policy development which impact their lives? All of these
challenges suggest that it is imperative to make municipal government
more sensitive to the peculiar problems of youth populations and to
increase the capacity of municipal governments and civil society organiza-
tions to deal with the policy challenges youth represent.
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lion a year. Between 1990 and 2010, an additional 28.2 million will have
been added, or 1.4 million a year (figure 2).

Not all individual countries in the Middle East and North Africa con-
form to the general pattern in the region. Early leaders in the fertility
transition include Tunisia and Lebanon, both of which saw large fertility
declines in the 1970s and have since reached replacement rates of about



school system with far higher levels of overall education than their parents
received. The mean years of schooling in the region, for those above 15
years of age, was 0.9 years in 1960. By 1980, it had risen to 2.6 years; and
by 2000, mean schooling averaged 5.3 years (figure 5). This rise in educa-
tional achievement in the region between 1980 and 2000 is the fastest of
all the world’s developing regions. In tandem, the gender gap in education
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Figure 3. Real Income per Capita Growth, 
Selected Middle Eastern and North African Countries 
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Figure 4. Unemployment Trends in Selected Middle Eastern and 
North African Countries in the 1990s
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has narrowed substantially in the past two decades as female educational
attainment has risen faster than that of males. At present, mean years of
schooling for males and females are 6.2 and 4.5 years, respectively. The
general rise in educational attainment, including tertiary schooling, has
deepened the stock of human capital and given females greater access to
labor markets, further reinforcing the fertility decline.

As young people stay in school for longer durations, their labor force





in the civil service and public-sector enterprises. Higher wages and non-
wage benefits together with job security in the public sector have implied
that the majority of young entrants into the labor force would seek
employment in the public sector (Assaad 1997). As part of the stabilization
and reform programs in the 1990s, many of the region’s governments
implemented a freeze on the hiring of new workers just as the oil boom
generation began to enter labor markets. However, a restructuring of
public employment did not complement the freeze on hiring and wages.
As a result, relatively high wages and job security, in comparison with the
private sector, continued to provide strong incentives for new entrants to
seek jobs in the public sector and increase the reservation wage for
employment in the private sector. Extended waiting lines for increasingly
scarce public-sector employment, especially among job seekers with sec-
ondary education, have affected most countries in the region.

Moreover, slow progress with economic restructuring and protracted
reform programs have curtailed the emergence of dynamic private sectors
that would provide a new engine for job creation and economic growth



demand for expatriate labor in the oil-exporting countries in the 1970s
and 1980s. But this safety valve is currently operating with much less force
due to the changing composition of demand for expatriate labor in the
labor-importing countries, in addition to the convergence of demo-
graphic trends across the Middle East and North Africa. The first Gulf
War saw the forced return of millions of the region’s workers to their
home countries and their subsequent replacement by migrants from
South Asia. Moreover, many of the oil-exporting economies are experi-
encing rapid labor growth and high unemployment in their national labor
forces, further reducing the incentive to import labor from neighboring
countries.

Europe was the chosen destination for North African workers. Given
the significant income gap between the two regions, the rising share of
young adults in the Middle East and North Africa is likely to have spurred
an increase in the demand for migration to Europe (Yousef 2000). This
demand is especially strong in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia where geo-
graphic proximity and networks of friends and families provide additional
incentives for labor mobility. From a labor supply side, this demand for
entrance into protected European markets appears convenient in light of
Europe’s increasingly aging population and projected thinning of young
cohorts. Indeed, the share of the working-age population in eight labor-
exporting Middle Eastern and North African countries to that of the







bination of social grievances and youth bulges may provide one basis for
conflict (figures 6 and 7). The timing of political instability in the region’s
countries cited above certainly conforms to this prediction. However, it
also matters how the systems of governance manage violence (Urdal
2002). Open, democratic systems are generally flexible enough to allow
youth participation in the system and to permit young people to voice
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Notwithstanding Richards’ claim, it is clear that Kaplan has a knack for
describing African cities with dreadful clarity. His take on urban West
Africa is one of wholesale ruin. Consider, for example, his “first memo-
rable experience of West Africa”—a whiff of Abidjan, which he described
as “an odor of sour sweat, rotting fruit, hot iron and dust, urine drying on
the sun-warmed stone, feces, and fly-infested meat in an immovable field
of damp heat” (Kaplan 1996, 16). But West Africa’s seeming disintegration
was actually taking place in more pervasive ways. Having limited his inter-
actions with ordinary Africans, Kaplan draws broad conclusions. His pic-
ture of urban West Africa is utterly without hope:

As it decays and people pour into coastal shanty-magnets, West Africa
is left with high-density concentrations of human beings who have
been divested of certain stabilizing cultural models, with no strong
governmental institutions or communities to compensate for the loss
(Kaplan 1996, 29).

The youth who populate West African cities face the “corrosive effects
of cities, where African culture is being redefined as deforestation tied to
overpopulation” (Kaplan 1996, 34). Shoumatoff (1988, xiv) views the
emergence of large African cities as the source of “societal madness.” Such
madness is best seen in the behavior of “detribalized young men” in
Nairobi, whom he describes as “lost souls wandering in the vast space
between the traditional and the modern worlds” who “can be heard howl-
ing in the streets of downtown Nairobi in the middle of the night.” Kaplan
further supports this vision with his depiction of the young men that fill
West African cities as “out of school, unemployed, loose molecules in an
unstable social fluid that threatened to ignite” (p. 16). Not even the youth’s
apparently good physical condition was a good sign. Instead, “their robust
health and good looks made their predicament sadder” (p. 16).

As Linden (1996, 58) observes, war makes urban situations even worse,
for it “inflicts unique horrors on those trapped in cities that at the best of
times have trouble taking care of the injured, the hungry, and the dis-
placed.” Worse still, Kaplan (1996, 12) contends that conflicts are inspired
in Africa’s urban slums. “The perpetrators of future violence,” he argues,
“will likely be urban born, with no rural experience from which to
draw.” To be sure, there is little current evidence to support Kaplan’s pre-
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diction. Although urban violence persists in many African cities, it is also
true that very few, if any, African civil conflicts in recent decades—
including those involving Angola, Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Liberia,
Mozambique, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, and Sudan—derived their origins
from urban unrest. Rebel groups have tended to find their followings out-
side large cities, such as the current rebellion taking place in Ivory Coast.

Many observers of urban Africa contend that the reasons why rural
Africans contemplate urban migration are mainly inspired by desperation
and a lack of viable options. Accordingly, a popular remedy for intense
urbanization is to intensify investment in rural Africa and thus draw people
away from cities. This view is based on the contention that there is an
urban bias in African government outlays that must be reversed. Hope
(1998, 355) has argued that “the urban bias in African development policy
has resulted in the rural areas lagging behind the urban areas in access to
basic services and thereby reinforcing the concentration of poverty in those
rural areas.” As a result, he contends that shifting more development
resources away from cities toward rural areas “would contain the rural pop-
ulation, diminish their desire to migrate to urban areas, and thereby reduce
both the rate and negative consequences of urbanization” (p. 356).5

Contrast this perspective of pronounced urban bias in development
investment to Linden’s argument that “even without war, the quality of life
for the poor has declined to the point where observers who long believed
city dwellers had the advantage now recognize that large numbers of
impoverished urbanites are worse off than the rural poor” (Linden 1996,
58). Furthermore, the cases of Khartoum and Dar es Salaam suggest that
even persecuting urban youth cannot extinguish their resolve to remain in
cities. Enticing urban youth back to rural areas through increased invest-
ment in the countryside may yield very minimal success. As Ogbu and
Ikiara (1995, 54) note, “There are some instances of reverse migration
[from urban to rural areas] but this has been in trickles.” Most of Africa’s
urban youth, it appears, are very likely to remain in cities regardless of the



tified by their degree of economic development” (Hope 1998, 356), then
something is amiss. What is drawing millions of youth toward urban
Africa? Is it simple economic desperation that attracts them? 

This paper argues that the urban attractions for African youth are var-
ied and significant. Yet this does not mean that large African cities gener-
ally resemble the sort of graceful urban areas that have made cities in
many parts of the world famous as centers for culture, history, and
romance. Many if not most neighborhoods in urban Africa are nothing of
the kind. It is also not to say that huge African cities are neither difficult
nor dangerous. They are. What is suggested here, however, are three ways
that cities can provide African youth with much more than the hope for
some kind of economic advancement.

Opportunities for Coexistence
In the face of Kaplan’s depiction of African cities as “neoprimitive shan-
ty-domains” (1996, 83) and its youthful residents as prime examples of
what he perceived as “nature unchecked” (1994, 54) lies an entirely dif-
ferent conception of urban Africa. The case of Rwanda and Burundi in
Central Africa is instructive, for though urbanization is transforming
much of Sub-Saharan Africa, the continued inability for most Rwandans
and Burundians to congregate in cities—the proportion of urban resi-
dents in Rwanda is the lowest in the world, whereas Burundi ranks



both sides despise them because they constitute living proof of the
possibility of peaceful coexistence (Ould-Abdallah 2000: 21).

Here we have a depiction of urban Africa that directly contradicts the
image of African cities as centers of social degradation and predatory vio-
lence. Cities force people to mix and become familiar with members of
groups whose paths might never cross in rural areas. In this sense, cities
hold the potential to expand opportunities for peaceful coexistence, at
least in some cases.

Empowerment through Alienation
Across Tanzania, in even the remotest corners of the country, youth speak
what has come to be known as the “language of the ignorant” (in Swahili,
lugha ya wahuni), “angry Swahili” (Kiswahili kali), “dar language” (kidar),
“young people’s language” (lugha ya vijana), and still other names. What is
called a language is actually not even a dialect. Instead, it is an ever-chang-
ing vocabulary of words that Tanzanian youth use to confer their connec-
tion to Bongoland (literally “Brainland,” the nickname for Dar es Salaam)
and their separation from elite society.

Keeping up with the latest words from “Bongo” signifies an aspiration
to migrate to Tanzania’s capital for those youth still residing in the coun-
tryside. The proportion of youth living in rural Tanzania is, in some areas,
noticeably low. As early as 1981, the Tanzanian scholar C. K. Omari was
able to remark that, “many rural areas nowadays are left with old people.
Go the villages, and you will observe this phenomenon instantly as you
set your foot there” (1981, 2).

“Language of the ignorant” vocabulary words have many sources and
meanings. They can be used to describe the difficulties of urban life, as in
the greeting, “How are your anxieties?” (Harbari ya mihangaiko?). Most
Tanzanian youth, though fluent in one national language, Swahili, know
scarcely any English, Tanzania’s second national language. English, how-
ever, can signify a person’s connection to wealth, glamour, and modern,
forward-looking ideas and activities. English words may be assigned new
meanings in the “language of the ignorant,” and can come from a variety
of sources. One phrase was taken from a plastic bag printed in Zanzibar
and sold in Dar es Salaam and other mainland towns. The bag had pictures
of Western-style clothes and other items signifying a “modern” lifestyle.
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Across the bag, in large letters, was the phrase “Fashion Design.” Soon,
“Fashion Design” became a response to greetings such as “How are you?”
(Harbari yako?), “What’s up?” (Mambo gani?), and “How are your anxi-
eties?”

The “language of the ignorant” is also used to describe how many
urban youth in Tanzania see themselves: as alienated outcasts. There was a
compelling example of this soon after the beginning of the first Gulf War
in 1991. Saddam Hussein almost instantly became a folk hero for many in
Dar es Salaam and across the country. They viewed Saddam as a defiant
underdog, fighting valiantly against insurmountable odds. His Scud mis-
siles became symbols of the underdog’s counterpunch. Soon after the first
round of Scud missiles was launched by the Iraqi regime, the word
“Scudi” could be observed across Dar es Salaam, written in graffiti and
scrawled into the dirt on buses and other vehicles. In no time, “Scudi ya
Bongo” became a catchphrase for a fearless, unsinkable urban youth.7

The “Scudi ya Bongo” example is instructive because it signifies how
many youth in Tanzania’s capital feel alienated and marginalized by elite
society, including leading members of civil society. In a sense, the masses
of alienated youth in Africa’s cities call the idea of “civil society” into
question. Indeed, in some African capitals, it is often unclear the extent to
which “civil society members” truly represent the poor young people
who throng the country’s towns and cities. Relatively few may vote, and
they are probably unlikely to be well represented in any census.8 They are
present in cities, in short, but their connection to civil society may be at
best tenuous.

It is thus ironic to consider that many of Africa’s urban youth, who are
members of perhaps the dominant population segment in African cities,
may feel both alienated by and marginalized from mainstream urban soci-
ety: a majority feeling like a minority. Marcharia (1994, 161) highlights
how Africa’s urban youth are typically overlooked: “The youth in most
African cities make up at least 60 percent of the urban population, yet
most programs in these cities rarely address this specific problem.” In this
context, then, it can hardly be surprising that impoverished, unskilled,
poorly educated urban youth may recast themselves as heroic underdogs.
Rather than accepting their sidelined social existence, many celebrate it.

The dangers of overlooking and not accepting Africa’s youth, and the
nearly unbridled determination of so many youth to migrate to and
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remain in cities, tend to surface during and after conflicts. The assault on
Freetown by the child and youth soldiers of the Revolutionary United
Front (RUF) in January 1999 dramatizes how youth alienation and furor
can be manipulated to terrible and devastating effect. Calling its invasion
Operation No Living Thing, the RUF entered Sierra Leone’s capital and
initiated among the most grisly military actions in modern African histo-
ry: Junger, for example, noted that “war does not get worse” than what
happened in Freetown early in 1999 (2000, 116).

By the time of the 1999 Freetown invasion, however, RUF leaders had
already found ways to adapt popular cultural figures to specific purposes.
Richards had already described how the RUF used the first Rambo film
(Rambo: First Blood) as a military training video, highlighting the idea of a
misunderstood individual using well-honed military skills to battle against
predatory forces (Richards 1996, 57–58).

In Operation No Living Thing, the RUF adapted another “patron
saint”—the deceased American “Gangsta” Rap musician, Tupac Shakur,
popularly known simply as ‘Tupac.’ “The rebels [that is, the RUF] wrote
Tupac’s lyrics on the side of their vehicles” during the Freetown invasion,
one Sierra Leonean refugee later recalled. “They wrote ‘Death Row,’
‘Missing in Action,’ ‘Hit them Up,’ ‘Only God Can Judge,’ and ‘All Eyez
on Me’ on them.” Junger also notes that the rebels “favored Tupac T-shirts
and fancy haircuts” (2000, 116). Drugged and brutalized, terrorized and
truly terrifying, the rebel child and youth soldiers attacked Freetown res-
idents. Amputations, rapes, and killings took place across the city.
Descriptions of the mayhem, as in other depictions of RUF military tac-
tics during the war, border on the unbelievable:

Teenage soldiers, out of their minds on drugs, rounded up entire
neighborhoods and machine-gunned them or burned them alive in
their houses. They tracked down anyone whom they deemed to be an
enemy—journalists, Nigerians, doctors who treated wounded civil-
ians—and tortured and killed them. They killed people who refused
to give them money, or people who didn’t give them enough money,
or people who looked at them wrong. They raped women and killed
nuns and abducted priests and drugged children to turn them into
fighters. . . . They had been fighting since they were eight or nine,
some of them, and sported names such as Colonel Bloodshed,
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range from simple thieving and vandalism to outright gang violence. A
particularly compelling postwar example of truly threatening urban gangs
are the notorious Ninja that terrorize residents of Maputo, the capital of
Mozambique (Sommers 2001b, 364–65).

Sometimes there are benefits to urban life beyond simply enduring. For
many youth in Bongoland, for example, success may simply mean the
ability to “survive,” to stay afloat in an urban world teeming with compe-
tition and danger. Returning to a rural home from Dar es Salaam without
shillings in one’s pocket is practically unthinkable, because it would signal
a failure to succeed in the city. Urban migration, for male youth in
Tanzania and elsewhere, appears to have become a kind of rite of passage
into manhood. Cities are a challenge that must be surmounted, regardless
of the cost. Urban migration is a risky challenge, and Last’s analysis of
youth lives in Kano, Nigeria, suggests a sort of risk taking similar to what



gram approaches have a chance to address the array of concerns and prob-
lems that confront the lives of urban youth (Lowicki 2000; Sommers
2001c). The lives of urban youth are often so unstable, and their needs are
so great, that youth employment programming alone may yield only min-
imal success. The introduction of literacy and basic life skills may also be
required, particularly given the severe impact of HIV/AIDS on Africa’s
young. Accordingly, health education modules may be needed to address
the dangers of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases.
Adapting life skills curricula also promises to reduce the vulnerability of
youth to at-risk behavior. Addressing the trauma in young lives, particu-
larly among the war-affected, also promises to be important.

It is useful to examine, learn from, and form networks with urban
youth programs that have demonstrated success in reaching marginalized
young people. Research on migrant and refugee youth in Dar es Salaam
(Sommers 2001a, 2001b) illuminates how Pentecostal churches have been
effective at reaching poor urban youth. Their program is emphatically
holistic; in addition to the spiritual benefits, joining a Pentecostal congre-
gation can give a young person a generally supportive community and
opportunities for gaining access to employment training and work net-
works involving successful Pentecostal businesspeople.

A Pentecostal youth may be viewed through hostile eyes on the streets,
but church services provide an array of opportunities to be seen as a con-
tributor to the greater good of the community. A “saved” youth has a new
identity, is accepted by fellow congregants, and is not an outcast.
Following the strict Pentecostal code of behavior can be challenging, and
Pentecostal leaders interviewed in Tanzania tended to depict Dar es
Salaam as a place swarming with Satan’s temptations. But for those who
join and accept Pentecostalism, the rewards can be quite significant. For
many, Pentecostalism has represented a road to urban success, which is
proven when youth return to their rural homes (or refugee camps) with
shillings in their pockets and gifts in their bags.11

Small or narrowly targeted programs hold the potential for inadver-
tently promoting exclusion by exacerbating already existing feelings of
alienation and marginalization among youth. This can apply to programs
such as those for ex-combatants and street children and youth. For exam-
ple, those youth who may have resisted joining a gang, army, or militia,
who have been victims of such armed groups, or who have been child
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practice. . . . Most academic observers share this view, as increasingly do outside
advisers such as those in the aid agencies.”

6. Rwanda’s was reported as 6.1 percent of the total population in 1999,
Bhutan’s was 6.9 percent, and Burundi’s was 8.7 percent (UNDP 2001, 156–57).

7. Information on migrant and refugee youth in Dar es Salaam is detailed in
Sommers 2001a and 2001b.

8. An excellent example of urban residents avoiding census takers is detailed by
Briggs (1993), in his analysis of the 1988 census in Dar es Salaam.
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that they transmitted to the U.N. General Assembly, which discussed
them in November 2001 in the overall framework of following up on the
Millennium Summit. 6

The panel’s recommendations encourage world leaders to take person-
al responsibility for translating the commitments taken at the Millennium
Summit into action through a specific political process.

A U.N. Political Process on Youth Employment
In the panel’s recommendations, heads of state and governments are first
invited to develop national action plans on youth employment with tar-
gets for the creation of jobs and for the reduction of unemployment.
Preparing these action plans should be based on critical reviews of past
national policies. Furthermore, governments are invited to volunteer to
be champions of this process, to take the lead in preparing their action
plans and in showing the way to others.

In developing their plans, governments are encouraged to closely
involve young people. It is also recommended that governments integrate
their actions for youth employment into comprehensive employment
policies. Employment policy is seen not as a sectoral policy among others;
rather, it is the successful mobilization of all public policies.

Following up on the Youth Employment Network’s work, the U.N.
General Assembly has recently adopted a Resolution on Promoting Youth
Employment, cosponsored by 106 U.N. member states.7 This resolution
demonstrates the strength of international consensus and commitment
around the Millennium Goal of “decent and productive work for young
people”—and around the Secretary-General’s Youth Employment
Network as the means of action for meeting this commitment. This reso-
lution, as was recommended by the high-level panel, encourages member
states to prepare national reviews and action plans on youth employment
and to involve youth organizations and young people. It also invites, with-
in the context of the Youth Employment Network, the ILO, in collabo-
ration with the U.N. Secretariat, the World Bank, and other relevant spe-
cialized agencies, to assist and support governments and to undertake a
global analysis and evaluation of progress made.

It is useful here to draw out a few implications and conclusions from
this political process. First, youth employment provides an entry point
into broader and more complex employment policy issues. Youth
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employment is an issue on which political consensus can be easily devel-
oped. Therefore, developing solid strategies for youth employment pro-
vides a first step for political leaders and policymakers in addressing
tougher issues of creating employment for all groups within society where
there may be difficult trade-offs to face.

Second, the political commitment of governments provides an
umbrella and a space for action for a variety of nongovernmental actors,
including employers, trade unions, and organizations of young people.
Therefore, the political process of preparing national action plans is not an
objective in itself but rather a means to encourage public–private partner-
ships in developing concrete action for youth employment.

Youth Are An Asset, Not a Problem
The panel’s policy recommendations begin by presenting youth as an
asset, not as a problem. This is an important political message, particular-
ly in view of the relationship among civil conflict and unrest, crime,
HIV/AIDS, and even terrorism. Given the growing concern with the
problems that confront young people and to which they are especially
vulnerable, it is important to focus on unemployment—and not on
youth—as the problem. An article that appeared in the New York Times
“Week in Review” section in the months following September 11, 2001,
quotes figures from the U.S. Census Bureau:

From Casablanca to Kabul, the statistics are stunning. Well over half
the populations of Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq are
under 25 years old. . . . In Pakistan, the number is 61 percent; in
Afghanistan, 62 percent. The boom in young people coming of age
in a broad swath of territory where terrorists recruit might seem to
pose one of the United States’ most daunting national security
threats.8

However, rather than focusing on young people as potential terrorists
or threats, the U.N. secretary-general’s panel chooses to focus on the pos-
itive and creative potential of young people: “Young people are an asset in
building a better world today, not a problem. In the next 10 years 1.2 bil-
lion young women and men will enter into the working age population,
the best educated and trained generation of young people ever, a great
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the vast majority of youth live and work. In most developing countries,
which lack public and institutionalized forms of social protection, the
only safety nets for the unemployed are those of the family and informal
networks. Low-income young people, first, do not have access to the
same educational opportunities, and second, cannot afford to forgo
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employment that requires a young person to be well educated and endowed
with skills relevant to the labor market. Employability is also closely linked
to information and communications technologies, to making these more
widely available and accessible, and to closing the digital divide.

With regard to the second principle, equal opportunities for young
women and men, the panel provides two sets of arguments to underpin its
recommendation. One is based on a moral imperative, and the other as a
means to boost productivity. The recommendation reads: Eliminating the
gender gap in educational, training, and job opportunities is not only a
moral imperative, but furthermore, a means to increase productivity and
quality of employment. In many countries, where boys and girls have
equal access to education, girls are doing better than boys are in school. In
many countries, girls are not getting the same education opportunities as
boys are, with serious gender gaps in literacy as a consequence. The panel
argues that all countries need to review, rethink, and reorient their poli-
cies to ensure that there are equal opportunities for young women when
they enter the workforce and throughout their working lives. Each coun-
try should set objectives and targets to rectify the gender disparities in
access to education, training, and labor markets, and develop and imple-
ment the necessary gender-sensitive policies in these areas.

As mentioned above, there is much concern with the social conse-
quences of youth unemployment. The need to seriously address youth
employment is taking on a new urgency in light of the deteriorating secu-
rity situation throughout the world. However, worries about the destruc-
tive behavior of young people can result in a policy bias in favor of young
men as opposed to young women. Young men with little to lose may
adopt behavior that is destructive to society, whereas young women in a
similar situation tend to instead become destructive to themselves. By
focusing explicitly on the equality of opportunities, policymakers can
correct such a bias.

The third principle, entrepreneurship, is not just about self-employ-
ment and helping young people start their own business. It is also not just
about encouraging the private sector to create employment. Certainly,
these are key pieces of the puzzle. But in calling for strengthened entre-
preneurship, the panel is calling for a renewed sense of initiative for all
young people, whether they are workers or employers, and whether they
work in the private or public sector.
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Hernando de Soto, one of the panel members, makes a strong plea to
review the many cumbersome regulations that keep poor people from
starting their own businesses. All countries need to review, rethink, and
reorient the legal and institutional framework to make it easier to start and
run a business. Governments and international organizations should make
it a top priority to obtain reliable and relevant data on the informal econ-
omy and on the rules and procedures required to set up and operate a new
business within a legal framework. On the basis of a better understanding
of institutional obstacles, policies should be developed to allow this part of
the economic system to be integrated into the mainstream economy and
raise its productivity through legal facilitation. This review should be
combined with respect for labor standards, which should be seen as a basic
element in achieving productivity and prosperity.

Governments, on both national and local levels, need to encourage a
broad and dynamic concept of entrepreneurship to stimulate both per-
sonal initiative and initiatives in a variety of organizations that include,
but reach beyond, the private sector: small and large enterprises, social
entrepreneurs, cooperatives, the public sector, the trade union move-
ment, and youth organizations. Countries also need to strengthen poli-
cies and programs, so that small enterprises can flourish and create
decent work within an enabling environment. Each country should set
objectives and targets for a broad reform program based on best practices,
a process that can offer more flexibility for enterprises and more security
for workers.

With regard to the fourth principle, employment creation, a cross-
country analysis of youth employment carried out by the ILO in 1997
concluded that general macroeconomic conditions have an overwhelming
importance in determining the level of youth employment.10





cities are able not to create economic growth but rather to create a
propensity for economic growth to result in more and better jobs. City
governments are also able to change the ways they contract out for goods
and services in order to favor local employment and those using more
labor-intensive methods to deliver these goods and services.

The Informal Economy
The regulatory environment is particularly important for improving
employment prospects for the majority of youth working in the second
area of comparative advantage, the informal economy. City governments
can also work to improve quality of employment, productivity, and social
protection in the urban informal economy, from both the supply and
demand sides. From the supply side, and in addition to the provision of
basic infrastructure as discussed above, support can be given through train-
ing and microfinance, and by helping informal-sector workers and enter-
prises to get organized and create their own representative associations.
From the demand side, more careful analysis is required on how to stimu-
late demand for the goods and services produced by the informal sector.

At the ILO’s 2002 International Labor Conference, the informal econ-
omy was a subject for discussion.12 Twenty years ago, when the ILO first
discussed this issue, there was a sentiment that the informal sector was a
transitory phenomenon that would gradually disappear as development
took place. However, at present, not only is employment in the informal
economy on the rise but furthermore, through international subcontract-
ing and outsourcing arrangements, the boundaries between the formal
and informal economies are becoming increasingly blurred.

Therefore, a strategy to upgrade youth employment in the informal
economy needs to be carefully designed to exploit positive linkages and to
discourage negative linkages between the two economies. Increasingly,
subcontracting and outsourcing are utilized as a means to sidestep funda-
mental labor standards. To the contrary, increasing attention should be
paid to bring informal-sector enterprises under the protection of funda-
mental principles and rights at work. This requires a combination of
strong and enabling public policies to avoid a situation in which vulnera-
ble small enterprises, including home-based workers and other forms of
self-employment, are forced into a race to the bottom to ensure their
access to wider markets.
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means for rapid, direct employment creation, employment-intensive
investment policies can also be used to redirect already allocated resources
for a stronger impact on job creation. Typically, labor-intensive construc-
tion methods are appropriate for developing countries, where wage rates
for unskilled labor are low.

However, there is scope for almost all countries to create new jobs by
critically examining contracting and construction methods and by adopt-
ing methods that, at the margin, are both cost-effective and labor-inten-
sive, while at the same time providing high-quality results. Employment-
intensive approaches have evolved considerably over the years away from
“make-work programs” to focus on cost-effective, high-quality public
works that are implemented by small construction enterprises in the pri-
vate sector.

The tendency toward decentralization and devolution of responsibilities
and resources is accompanied by new powers of municipalities to raise taxes
and to use their proceeds at the local level. These resources and powers can
be harnessed by mayors in favor of job creation. Furthermore, both public
and private investments should be encouraged not only in employment-
intensive infrastructure investments but also for investments in human capi-
tal, basic health, and education as one means of improving the productivity
of the workforce. The problem of falling productivity of labor—which
appears as one of the constraints to sustained economic growth, as well as at
the root of the disquieting and in some cases entrenched problems of urban
poverty—can be addressed through targeted mechanisms for investments in
both infrastructure and human capital. Investments can be targeted toward
poor urban neighborhoods, whether they are in decaying peripheral urban
areas or in the inner cities. Therefore, employment-intensive investment
policies can be harnessed to improve both productivity and living and
working conditions in the urban informal sector.

Local Alliances
In their fourth area of comparative advantage, city governments have a
rather unique perspective on the ability of local partnerships to create
alliances in favor of job creation. One form of alliance can be that which
is embodied in the ILO’s own tripartite structure, between employers’ and
workers’ organizations and governments, which all have a common inter-
est in job creation. The notion of public–private partnerships appears
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Second, there is declining labor force participation rates among youth in many
countries. During the early and middle 1990s, youth were pushed into the
labor market at all-time record highs, but these growth rates are now
declining. Since 1995, all countries in the region, with the exception of
Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay and Venezuela, have experienced a declin-
ing rate of youth labor force participation. Alongside this fact is the
decline of youth as a percentage of the economically active population in
many of the countries. Female youth labor market participation rates are
also slowing in many countries, such as Argentina, Colombia, and
Panama. Other countries are experiencing a new surge of female youth
workers, such as Brazil, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, and Paraguay.

Third, the youth share of total unemployment is falling. The share of unem-
ployed youth in total unemployment has declined, largely due to the
decline of youth in the working population. The net impact of these two
effects on the unemployment rate is mixed: Argentina, Bolivia, the
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Paraguay, and Uruguay have witnessed
youth unemployment rates as a smaller share of their total unemployment
rates. The remaining countries—Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, El

Figure 1.  Youth Unemployment Rates
by Country for Selected Years (percent)
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Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, Panama, and Venezuela—are finding an
increasing net impact of youth unemployment in their economies.

Fourth, the rate of youth unemployment is about twice that of the total unem-
ployed population. This ratio is high when compared with other developing
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unemployment. This trend, however, is not the norm in other countries,
such as Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Panama, and Paraguay. Various
reasons explain these country differences, including maquila employment,
lower labor market participation rates, and domestic service employment
(figure 2).

Seventh, there is a preponderance of youth urban employment in commerce and
the service sectors—the informal sector. Approximately 60 percent of all
employed youth are in commerce and services, with the country excep-
tions being Honduras (48 percent) and Bolivia (52 percent). Youth
employment in the manufacturing sector has declined in many countries,
with the exceptions being Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, Honduras,
and Mexico.

Eighth, the educational level of youth is rising slightly in most Latin American
countries. The average number of years of schooling of youth has increased
by several educational measures. The average years of schooling of the

unemplo225(yment(witT*
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Tenth, low-income youth increasingly bear the burden of youth unemployment
in Latin America. The past 10 years have witnessed a sharp increase in the
unemployment rates of low-income youth in Latin America. Argentina,
Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, and Uruguay all have
experienced growth in unemployment for low-income youth. Of the 12
countries measured, only Bolivia, Honduras, and Venezuela counter this
trend. In only a couple of the countries, this trend is correlated with
higher youth participation rates—Argentina, Colombia, and Ecuador.

Eleventh, the school-to-work transition stretches out from age 15 years to past
age 24. It is made up of many job searches, whereby the average turnover rate of
youth in a job is at little more than 1 year and is highly variable, depending on the
productive sector of activity. The traditional measurement of job search sug-
gests that the duration of job searches is reasonably short in Latin
America, with the largest number of unemployed youths (35–43 percent
of the total) being unemployed for a 1–6 month period. Few youth are
unemployed for more than 12 months.2 However, this measurement does
not capture the larger and more complex dynamics of the school-to-work
transition (box 1). Youth unemployment and school-to-work transition is
made up of multiple job searches. The job turnover and multiple activities
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the absolute youth unemployment rates for the age cohort group 20–24,
from the high levels of youth age 15–19.4 The older youth have lower
unemployment rates than the younger group in absolute terms.

The relative comparisons between older youth and adult cohort groups
bring several surprises. The older “youth” group (jovenes adultos) has an
extremely high rate of unemployment both in absolute and relative terms,
compared with the adult working population. Eleven out of the 13 coun-
tries (all but Argentina and Venezuela) have youth unemployment rates
for older youth more than double those of adult unemployment rates (see
appendix table B for specific country rates by age cohort).

The pervasiveness and significance of youth unemployment—well into
their 20s—points to a one key finding: The school-to-work transition is a
long process, lasting well into adulthood for Latin American workers.
Second, the lengthy school-to-work transition process is not exclusive to
countries with high levels of education. Controlling for the absolute level
of unemployment for the age 20–24 cohort group, the countries with
high levels of older youth unemployment compared with adult rates are
Mexico, Uruguay, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Panama, and Paraguay. The level
of education may be a factor in lengthening the school-to-work transi-
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percent.6 The 1990s introduced a new dynamic—whereby GDP growth of
about 4 percent for the region was accompanied by increasing levels of
unemployment, particularly for some income, age, and gender groups. This
disturbing trend of growth combined with higher unemployment had spe-
cific effects on the age and gender structure of unemployment.

Chile, the region’s top-performing economy, finds itself in an enviable
position in economic growth and investment—with annual average
growth of 6.8 percent during the period 1990–2000. Unfortunately, these
policies have not translated into youth employment for all. About 60 per-
cent of the poorest Chilean youth, age 15–19 years, cannot find employ-
ment; this compares with middle-class youth rates of 14.7 percent.
Similarly, Costa Rica, a country that outperformed many in Latin
America during the past decade with an annual average GDP growth of
5.3 percent, also experiences enormous gaps in youth unemployment for
the poorest people compared with the middle class. The poorest youth,
age 20–24, have unemployment rates about 300 percent higher than those
of middle-income youth in the same age cohort. Figure 5 presents this
dynamic of poverty and youth unemployment for the older age cohort
group, youth age 20–24.
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ployment gap between poor and middle-income youth increases over
time in countries with a changing labor demand profile.

Second, the longer the school-to-work transition and the higher the levels of
absolute youth unemployment rates, the greater the unemployment gap between
poor and middle-income youth. With these results, it is important to remem-
ber that any policy or program to reduce overall youth unemployment in
the region’s countries should have an indirect impact on poor youth, for
the time of school-to-work transition and age cohort crowding would
decrease.

However, there is little evidence that high-growth economic strategies
reduce absolute unemployment rates for low-income youth. Argentina,
Chile, and Costa Rica provide little evidence that low-income youth
benefit from high-growth job creation. Youth unemployment is at
extremely high levels in these countries, and the school-to-work transi-
tion is extremely long due to educational and income factors. The coun-
tries with the lowest youth unemployment rates are those that focus on
creating unskilled jobs through labor-intensive manufacturing, such as
Bolivia, Brazil, Guatemala, and Mexico.

What do these trends suggest about growth-employment policies for
youth unemployment? In short, growth-employment policies may well
reduce youth unemployment for middle- to higher-income youth. Such
policies may promote human capital investment, skills matching, and a
whole host of objectives to achieve economic growth. Yet economic growth
policies do little to address the persistent and structural barriers of youth unemploy-
ment that must be addressed at the lower levels of income, skills, and education.
Essentially, the structure of youth unemployment in Latin America
includes predominantly low-income, female, and unskilled youth.
Policies and programs must target these populations to be effective. Let us
now examine various policies and programs that effectively target these
beneficiaries.

Government Public Works and Social Investment Programs
Employment creation programs are the most widely adopted government
intervention to support cyclical unemployment throughout Latin
America. There are enormous types and variations of job creation pro-
grams. Almost every country in the region has adopted some type of
direct employment creation program to respond to economic downturn.

 





the more recent social investment funds is a small percentage of the fund targeted to
training beneficiaries, yet these projects still have little emphasis on youth unem-
ployment.This area needs to be reexamined.

Targeting jobs and services to youth by specific age, education, and
gender characteristics is the key in revising these project designs.
Combining highly targeted jobs to low-income youth and gradually



cost of youth during school-to-work transition has little to do with a sub-
minimum wage—most youth age 15–19 years receive an extremely low sub-
minimum wage or nothing at all. At the older level, youth age 10–24, most
training wages would be relevant for formal-sector jobs.

In short, these training wages, not targeted to the specific opportunity
costs of participating youth, either completely overcompensate the youth
or, as in most cases, limit the youth that participate in programs to those
that are educated and skilled. Policies and programs with training wages
attract older, skilled youth workers, with the unintended consequence of
excluding low-income, unskilled youth. It is recommended that specific programs
targeted to low-income youth reflect the workforce and household realities of the target
population. Stipends should pay for travel and miscellaneous costs that reflect the
opportunity cost for youth, and a small flat fee stipend for businesses (box 4).

Promoting Employability through Skills Matching and Training

Unemployment is often explained as the skills mismatch between the
demand and supply of labor. Policies and programs only need to close the
skills gap so that workers will be more productive and more employable.
There is no doubt that a skills gap exists in Latin America, yet the impact
of skills training to close this gap is much more difficult to assess. There
are a myriad of training policies and programs to support skills acquisi-
tion—informal education and training, technical education and training,
self-employment, and workplace education.

Best known throughout Latin America is Chile Joven, which also has
been adapted and modified in Argentina (Proyecto Joven) and Uruguay
(Opcion Joven). These youth training programs offer short-term training
and in-firm subsidized employment for 6 to 12 months.Through a system of
contracting out training services, training is offered to more than 100,000
young people in the Southern Cone countries. Similar projects have been
designed throughout Latin America. Various program interventions include
training and work experience in firms, work training to become self-
employed, training for young workers, and a short-term apprenticeship pro-
gram. Experimental design evaluation has been conducted on these various
programs, whereby control groups have been set up to evaluate outcomes.

In the cases of Chile Joven and Opcion Joven in Uruguay, statistical
surveys and analyses allow for comparable results.10 Table 1 outlines the
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take on this population, the founder shaped the early principles and prac-
tices of Street Kids International.

During the past 15 years, the organization has worked globally with
street-involved youth, youth workers, and local frontline organizations
that share our commitment to working creatively with these kids with a









In more recent years, we have closed the loop between the health risks
and the economic needs of street kids by creating a business learning
process specifically designed for youth who are at risk. We drew on the
years of learning and best practices in microenterprise and microcredit
directed at marginalized populations such as women, and we created a set
of enterprise training materials reflective of the cognitive, literacy, and
numeric skills of street-based working youth. It builds on the innate skills
that come from street survival. We describe this area of programming as
“Street Work.”

Over the years, the rights of street youth (“Street Rights”) have
emerged as the overlying challenge to life on the street. Though we
acknowledge the significance and importance of human rights treaties
and legislation, in our street-based practice, we believe that the denial of
the positive rights of street youth—their right to work, their right to
access available health care without adult consent, their right to be free
from criminal sanctions due to lack of a birth registration or other civil
identity often caused by reason of being parentless from a young age—
requires more attention. Working with police, local governments, and in
particular municipal governments, health clinicians and youth court
workers whose attitudes, biases, and perceptions can affect the day-to-day
lives and rights of youth who live and or work on the streets of our cities
is an important part of programming interventions on behalf of street
youth.

This programmatic or content side of our work is captured descrip-
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about the sensitive issues of street life. This section explores Street Kids
International’s working paradigm and its use of narrative as a cross-cultural
tool for building collaborative relationships with street youth, the organi-
zations that serve them, and the public that needs to hear their stories.

Changing the Paradigm
Street Kids International has always been anchored in a practice-based
approach to its own organizational learning. We believe that street youth
need support and opportunities to make safe and healthy life choices.
They do not need prescriptive directions or dire warnings about unsafe
sex, drugs, or diseases by adult “experts.”Most of what we know and have
learned comes from listening to street kids in nearly every country of the
world.

Our pedagogical approach to working with street youth is to deliberate-
ly shift the paradigm of traditional adult–child relationships. In our work,
this means neither approaching youth as an adult expert with information,
knowledge, and experience to transfer, nor coming as an adult wanting to
save the remnants of a childhood long gone or to recreate an adult sense of
an idealized childhood. We do not start from the premise that street youth
are children to be protected, liabilities to be controlled, or threats to be
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ferent geographies and settings with them, so that it mirrors the situations,
conflicts, and challenges of growing up on the street.

We have learned that unlike adults, youth are less likely to divide the
world by cultures and geographies when the subject is their lives. They are
quick to see the common features of youth culture and street life that for
them transcend differences in national culture. Materials created in Bolivia
are translated by Tajiks for use with youth there. Practices had trial use in
Africa are documented by Thais for use in South East Asia. The anima-
tions and materials we have produced have been translated and adapted in
languages and countries all over the world without our knowledge or
input or the need for our consent. At last count, Karate Kids had been
translated into 31 languages and was being used in most countries of the
world.

Stories and Education
If we give street-involved youth a voice, it only creates power where that
voice is welcomed and heard. Often this does not extend beyond the
street or a community center where they are able to meet with youth
workers who respect them.

Street-involved youth are among today’s 1.04 billion youth age 15 to
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quality of life. We know that a street kid with a little money can find a fam-
ily. An extended family member who may not have been able to take in a
child without risking putting other dependents at risk will willingly take in
another member able to contribute to household income. A street youth
with savings or the potential for disposable income will make choices
about going to school full or part time. A street kid with a microenterprise
becomes a member of a community that may have seen him as shiftless,
threatening, or simply transient and not worth investing in.

How can we support these youth in building safer and more profitable
ways of earning money? Street Kids International has confronted this
question through the development and implementation of several micro-
credit and business-training programs for street-involved youth. The les-
sons learned from each of these regional programs culminated in the
launch of our Street Business Toolkit: a global business-training program
for youth workers to use with the street youth in their regions.

In all of our microcredit and business-training experiences, youth from
this resilient population repeatedly demonstrated that they could adapt
their street smarts and rapidly learn new business skills and use them for
immediate and positive gains in their lives and livelihoods. To fully draw
on this potential, we challenged ourselves, in developing the Street
Business Toolkit, to identify the most effective way to advance street
youth’s business knowledge and understanding, despite their low literacy
and numeric skills.

We knew from our time spent with street-based working children that
they already had a “pricing” model in their heads. They knew when they
charged too much to sell enough or too little to pay their expenses. They
already had a “customer attraction and retention” model—how to win
new customers and how to have repeat customers. What they lacked was
a conceptual framework that fit their experiences and reflected their situ-
ations. We quickly realized that instead of starting with definitions and
calculations, new business skills were most accessible to street-involved
youth when introduced through a story. Much like the oral storytelling
tradition, lessons stayed in their memory and prompted new ideas and
questions when first introduced through anecdotes about other street
youth.

Thus was born Speed’s Choice, an animated video about five street
youth encountering the challenges and adventures of running their own
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small businesses. The experiences of each character have been further
developed into case studies used within an extensive curriculum of inter-
active activities and worksheets to guide street youth in writing a basic
business plan. Each new business concept is related to a character and their
story, and each story enables street youth to relate the new business con-
cepts to their own experiences. The stories of youth livelihood need to be
continuously captured and told and used to educate investors, such as
international development agencies, youth workers, and other street-
based working youth.

We believe that working with street kids in their economic capacity
and providing access to credit to enable them to leverage what they
already do is an entry point for other interventions such as community
participation, political action, and where possible re-engagement with
adults on a new footing. Building an economic base of any size invests
these kids in their communities and stretches out their planning cycles and
life skills beyond uninvested day-to-day survival.

Stories and Partner Collaborations
The opportunities for youth to acquire new business skills, make healthi-
er life choices, and participate in microcredit extends only so far as the
network of institutions and frontline workers prepare to push the frontiers
of youth work from crisis intervention and rescue to human develop-
ment. In many cases, the frontline workers reaching out to street-involved
youth, though many experienced street life themselves, seem to have for-
gotten the type of support and mutuality they sought from adults when
they were young. In their professional roles, they use the authoritarian
approach they experienced from their teachers and parents; they become
adults who judge, warn, and forget to listen in their well-intentioned
attempt to transmit information about the risks of street life.

One of Street Kids International’s primary objectives is to advance
methods for empowering street-involved youth through collaborations
with frontline institutions and staff. We have participated in diverse dia-
logues, training, and consultations with frontline staff from around the
world. In all of these interchanges, it ultimately becomes clear that front-
line youth workers are a product of the training they receive in schools of
social work around the world. Street Kids International is attempting to
change the nature and content of social work that ignores or stereotypes

 





appear more professional to their customers. They prefer to depict street
youth who combine their daily earnings to buy drugs instead of the street
youth who befriend each other to replace the family support they lack.

While it is easier to communicate a one-dimensional view of the real-
ity we have witnessed, we underestimate the public’s ability to appreciate
the complexity of the true story. By portraying street youth as helpless
victims instead of as valuable members of society, we continue to stigma-



• First and foremost, we need to work toward a major shift in the atti-
tudes and prejudices that limit potential and impoverish the vision of
adolescents as strong, capable, resilient risk takers. This will require
close cooperation with judges, police, court workers, health care
workers, and all those others who have the most direct impact on the
youth service sector.

• Good data collection, both quantitative and qualitative, as well as case
studies and well-documented pilot projects that are able to break
boundaries and take risks need to be supported.

• We need to focus on institutional capacity building at the municipal
government level. Though it is important to work at the micro or
street level to be grounded in best practices and it is important to stay
connected at the national or macro level, where treaties and large
investment decisions are made, the meso level, where municipalities
operate, is the axis where practitioners and policymakers can leverage
influence and where major change can occur.

• We need to focus on the professional development of youth-serving
agencies and youth workers. The sector needs to be professionalized by
strengthening schools of social work, some of which need to build insti-
tutional experience and their reputations by centering on street youth.

• We need to use the laws of human and civil rights as a framework and
press for the positive citizenship rights of street kids: their right to
work, to earn a living, and to get health care.

• The effort outlined in the preceding steps will require programmatic
interventions that will probably divide the decade into two halves.
From children 10 to 15 years of age, the focus needs to be on their
reproductive health, but it also needs to be recognized that even by
this age, many of the children are working full time on the streets
supporting themselves, their siblings, and their parents. Often the
child pushed to the street to work is not the eldest but rather the one
seen by the parents as likely to survive and succeed by reason of char-
acter and personality. For youth from 15 to 20 years of age, the focus
needs to shift to strengthening capabilities around economic liveli-
hood. At these ages, many youth are already sole income earners and
heads of household. Where they are not supporting existing family
members, they are beginning to form their own family units, taking
on partners and becoming parents.
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• This effort will require an acknowledgement that the youth service
sector has many participants and is in itself a formal sector that com-
prises social workers, court workers, health clinicians, educators, and
the police and municipal government officials, whose policies, regu-
latory decisions, and attitudes directly affect street kids. They need to
be included in the planning and execution of programmatic initia-
tives in this area if we want systemic change.

• This effort will not require new microcredit institutions that only tar-
get street kids. But it will require that we influence those already
experienced in the microcredit and microfinance sector to embrace
this target population as viable credit recipients.

• This effort will require that we draw on the many lessons learned and
the diversity of credit and entrepreneurship models that have been
successful with women.

• This effort will require that we set realistic goals, standards, and bench-
marks. Street kids are truly the “poorest of the poor,” and in many cases
there are no adult figures in their lives and no financial support. It is
important that we do not set up youth or ourselves for failure. We need
to think of youth work as a blended model of enterprise creation and
capacity building and not insist on perfect economic efficiency in the
beginning years of programming initiatives. We need “patient” capital.

• We need to think out of the box about where youth are found. For
example, we need to think of refugee camps as unique urban envi-
ronments that for many will be the streetscape where youth move
from childhood into adulthood. We need to ensure that programming
for youth takes place in all these settings, with a presumption of the
street as both a physical and metaphorical place that is a permanent
and formative part of their adolescence.

We believe we are on the threshold of significant learning. There are few
projects in place, but there are small, creative pilots being initiated under the
radar screen. We believe there is great upside potential in economic pro-
gramming for street kids that is more significant than the risks, which will
be there anyway. To do nothing because we are risk averse in our program-
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from country to country, city to city, and child to child, there are six bar-
riers that interact to a greater or lesser degree to keep homeless street chil-
dren in extreme poverty and excluded from mainstream society.

First, homeless street children, “share the common condition of being
‘out of place’ in street environments, spending their lives largely outside
the spheres typically considered appropriate for children, such as home,
school and recreational settings” (Raffaelli and Larson 1999, 1). This “out
of place” condition sets street-living children outside the usual rules and
protective norms of society.

Second, street children are, “particularly vulnerable to abuses in juve-
nile justice systems: they are more likely to come into (actual or perceived)
conflict with the law, and they are less able to defend themselves from
abuse once within the system” (Consortium for Street Children 2002, 1).

Third, although street children are often found in cities where educa-
tion, “is already close to universal primary schooling” (Boyden and
Holden 1991, 101) and teaching is generally of higher quality than in the
rural areas (Watkins 2000, 73), they have lower probabilities than most
children of being able to access formal education—not least because of
their mobility, lack of a birth certificate, no home address, and no adult to
enroll them in school.

Fourth, homeless street children are particularly exposed to certain
health risks, yet they have less access than most urban poor children to
health services. Although there is little statistical evidence to show that
street children are at greater risk than other poor urban children of mal-
nutrition or poor mental health (Panter-Brick 2002, 161), in terms of
engaging in drug-taking, survival sex and HIV-risk behaviour, studies
overwhelmingly put street youth in the at-risk category (Scanlon et al
1998). Street children also risk death from violent trauma, accidents, sui-
cide, and murder, although few survival statistics have been published
(Raffaelli 1999, 18).

Fifth, homeless street children need to earn money or find food to sur-
vive. Their work is usually sporadic and marginal, sometimes criminal,
and always in the informal market. Their marginal activities put them out-
side the scope of any protection service geared to ensuring that child
labor is not exploitative or hazardous.

Sixth, as sporadic workers and nonadults, street children are usually
unable to rent housing and are excluded from assisted housing schemes.
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aimed at improving the lives of poor children; improved access to health
clinics, drives to improve primary school enrollment, and legislation to
protect children from exploitative labor are just three common areas of
policy reform. Local authority initiatives often work in tandem with
these, equipping schools in poor urban communities, staffing health cen-
ters, and providing vocational training schemes.

These are vital services for the urban poor, which will no doubt
improve many children’s living conditions and future prospects. And it is
possible that such broadly based policy initiatives give homeless street
children at least intermittent access to new services, such as immuniza-
tion campaigns, if they are blanket campaigns aimed at covering all chil-
dren. Effective campaigns to reduce the incidence of sexually transmitted
diseases or slow the spread of HIV/AIDS will affect street children
directly or as part of a domino effect reducing the overall probability of
infection.

Broadly based initiatives can address and reform whole social networks,
and can therefore allow more scope for preventive action. For instance,
effective programs to reduce domestic violence may prevent some chil-
dren from taking to the streets, whereas vocational training opportunities
in areas of high youth unemployment may keep other children out of
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place, they are likely to face more obstacles by staying in the program—
such as living in an unfavorable street environment, having to make more
changes to behavioral patterns, and being subject to stigmatization—than
do other children.

A broadly based initiative, designed to address a specific problem faced
by large numbers of poor children, will be, all other things being equal,
most successful for those children who have the most support and the
fewest problems in other areas. Such initiatives seem likely to be least suc-
cessful for homeless street children who have very few sources of support
and are engaged in a precarious day-to-day struggle for survival with a
range of interacting barriers affecting different areas of their lives.

Sometimes, several areas of national social policies are cited as includ-
ing street children—such as vocational training (employment), communi-
ty health centers (health), and orphanages and shelter homes (justice and
welfare). But within these, even in high-income countries such as
Belgium, “no particular attention is given to street children nor are spe-
cific methods applied to them” (Council of Europe Steering Committee
on Social Policy 1994, 46). In practice, therefore, homeless children are
more likely to be excluded from broadly based initiatives for children,
independent of the type of underlying approach.

Targeted Initiatives
The largest and most important targeted international initiative for street
children so far has undoubtedly been UNICEF’s regional program in
Latin America and the Caribbean, launched in 1988 for children in espe-
cially difficult circumstances, in which street children were given priority
(Boyden and Holden 1991, 75). A few UNICEF offices still run targeted
programs, often together with NGOs (e.g., UNICEF in Albania and in
Vietnam).

UNESCO and the World Bank have also targeted street children
through different policy initiatives. Through its Global Basic Education
for All Program, UNESCO funded several NGO initiatives for street
children and disseminated examples of good practices during the 1990s
(UNESCO 1995). The World Bank has also funded projects for street
children through local authorities and NGOs (e.g., a pilot program in
Ceara, Brazil; World Bank 1994), launched its Street Children Initiative
in 1998, hosted an international conference on street children in 2000,
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and published a report on approaches and practices for street children in
2002 (Volpi 2002).

Although the global presence and wide-ranging responsibilities of
international agencies and international NGOs provide them with a plat-
form for advocating policies and disseminating good practices, they do
not have the comparative advantages of specialization, innovation, and
personalization needed to implement and sustain policies targeting partic-
ular groups of disadvantaged children (Thomas de Benitez 2003, 34). It is
more often local authorities and sometimes national governments that
develop targeted policies, often in conjunction with NGOs, and usually
in reaction to growing numbers or persistent populations of working or
homeless children visible on their cities’ streets. Mexico and Kenya, for
example, are currently implementing targeted initiatives for street chil-
dren in their major cities. And local authorities in many cities across the
world have started their own initiatives in response to local concerns and
anxieties about homeless children on their city streets.

Targeted initiatives recognize homeless street children as a particular
group of disadvantaged children who survive in particularly precarious
but often highly visible conditions. Targeted initiatives can work to help
homeless street children gain access to services that address specific, iden-
tified needs in health, welfare, housing, or employment. Drop-in centers,
medical and dental treatment, psychological and family counseling, and
access to schooling and job opportunities can all be directed at meeting
the needs of homeless street children. Initiatives targeted at homeless
street children can help to plug “gaps in the social networks through
which children, and street children in particular, can fall” (Council of
Europe Steering Committee on Social Policy 1994, 47).

Several hundred small, often local NGOs around the world help plug
these gaps, either in collaboration or conflict with local authorities.
However, targeted initiatives are essentially reactions to perceived existing
problems, and are limited in their capacity to prevent those situations
from arising. Also, although a targeted initiative is more likely to have an
immediate impact on homeless street children than is a broadly based ini-
tiative, this does not mean that this impact is necessarily positive or lasting
for the child’s integration into society.
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the periphery of cities, in an attempt to get children off the streets
(Satterthwaite 1999, 217).

Sentencing policies can range from those that place children in custo-
dial institutions to alternatives such as community service. Custodial
options are still in place for children in many low- and middle-income
countries, such as Ecuador, Namibia, and Pakistan. Street children can be
particularly vulnerable because they rarely count on family support in
their journey through the court system. Where a children’s rights agenda
is not yet in place, or where it is only nominally in place, policies can be
highly repressive toward children at any stage of the legal process.

Policies of rounding up children to frighten them away from the streets
and of imprisoning “vagrants” may be symptoms of “authoritarian pop-
ulism” in countries living through political chaos or economic decline,
when governments draw on particular prejudices and discontents to
attract support and legitimacy (Hall 1982). Underpinning such treatment
is the concept of street children as delinquents. “The problem of street
children is therefore often perceived solely as a criminal problem”
(Council of Europe Steering Committee on Social Policy 1994, 48).

Under a reactive approach, authorities are likely to give homeless street
children welfare and educational provisions available in custodial institu-
tions under punitive policies. Because a policy goal is to remove delin-
quents from the streets, there may be attempts at rehabilitation or at
instilling fear, so that on release, children do not return to the streets.
However, there is considerable evidence that after custodial sentences,
homeless children return to the streets, because the problems that led to
their homelessness have not been addressed (Consortium for Street
Children 2002, 1).

Although unstable and authoritarian regimes are most likely to be con-
demned for brutal policies toward street children, it can be argued that
policies harmful to street children are not limited to environments of civil
war or authoritarian regimes—policies can also be implemented, in more
subtle ways, within environments created by democratic conservative,
corporatist, or liberal governments. Such environments may not be open-
ly repressive in the same way as those created under authoritarian regimes,
but nevertheless they can have extremely negative effects on the develop-
ment of street children by keeping the barriers in place that exclude them
from mainstream participation.
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A broadly based initiative for children under a reactive approach is like-
ly to help those children regarded by the authorities as “deserving” and
“needy,” rather than “delinquent.” So homeless street children are unlike-
ly to be affected directly. A targeted initiative under a reactive approach is







Under a rights-based approach, homeless children in breach of the law
should have their special circumstances taken into account. For example,
some Brazilian cities have set up screening and referral centers offering
alternative options to juvenile prisons, whereas some high-income coun-
tries have schemes to mediate settlements between offenders and victims
(Satterthwaite 1999, 230). In some countries, state social workers or
NGOs accompany homeless children all the way through the legal
process, in recognition of their particular lack of other support systems.

In juvenile justice, the human rights perspective is currently driving
most reform throughout the world. “One of the most important aspects
of the Convention on the Rights of the Child is the guidance it gives for
youth justice systems; to make these systems compatible with this
Convention usually means that significant changes are needed in laws,
procedures and the make-up and attitude of authorities and institutions
with responsibility for managing children in conflict with the law”
(Satterthwaite 2002, 6).

Sustained access to basic health services, education, and housing is rec-
ognized as an entitlement of homeless children within a rights-based
approach. “Certain governments and some local authorities have made
low-cost lodgings, vouchers for hostel accommodation and advice on
housing available to young people” (Boyden and Holden 1991, 71). The
Convention on the Rights of the Child requires that all state actions
reflect the best interests of the child, couched within a framework that
entitles children to participate, express their opinions, and have these
opinions taken into account in policies, programs, and decisions that
affect them. In this context, children may have the right to work under
certain circumstances; choose whether to return to the family home or to
take alternative shelter options; participate in formal or nonformal
schooling; and receive health care at preventive and curative levels,
according to their own perceptions of their needs.

A broadly based initiative within a human rights approach is likely to
include children at planning, piloting, implementation, and feedback
stages. Homeless street children will not be consulted as a particular
group, but children with particularly weak access to their rights are likely
to participate. Broadly based initiatives are likely to include structural
reforms in educational, health, or welfare service provision—with home-
less street children along with other children being encouraged to partic-
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ipate in order to identify processes appropriate to achieving desirable out-
comes for all.

However, because such initiatives require fundamental changes in the
way state services are resourced and delivered, change will take time, and
homeless street children may perceive the impact more as participants in
planning than as receivers of services, at least in the short term.
Participatory methods have been developed from the empirically derived
participatory rural appraisal (Chambers 1997) to help empower marginal
populations such as street children. But if resources are constrained and
the numbers of children in need are large, even widespread use of partic-
ipatory techniques are unlikely to enable homeless street children to
access their rights to protection and service provisions.

A targeted initiative for street-living children under a rights-based
approach is similarly likely to involve homeless street children, primarily
as participants in finding ways to gain access to their human rights. The
main emphasis is likely to be on empowerment outcomes, using partici-
patory strategies. Rather than aiming to reinsert children into mainstream
society, a rights-based approach may seek to change the way society oper-
ates for children. NGOs may work in this context to foster social move-
ments and forums to enable street children to voice their concerns and
needs (as in Brazil, India, and Peru). The effects are likely to include the
high-profile presence of street children in public events covered by the
media; an increased variety of options for street children to access state
services through telephone help-lines for children, temporary hostels, and
wide-ranging referral systems; and public campaigns to change percep-
tions of homeless children from delinquents or victims to individuals in
difficult circumstances in need of empowerment.

Social democratic governments, with their underlying ideological
tenets of inclusion and equality, seem most likely to produce this
approach, under which governments may encourage civil society organi-
zations to contribute to policymaking, use participatory methods, and
share their innovations in service delivery. Governments and NGOs are
likely to collaborate in these spheres. Governments are also likely to con-
tribute significantly to NGO service delivery costs for homeless street
children. However, this approach is as yet rarely practiced, even in high-
income countries, where numbers of homeless children are relatively
small and social services, education, and health care are significantly bet-
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Targeted initiatives can enable homeless street children to resolve basic
welfare concerns and to develop some emotional and cognitive compe-
tencies, so that they are empowered to access wider services and opportu-
nities for which they are eligible in mainstream society. Targeted initiatives
may also prove effective in prevention: Lane (1998, 18) describes how
working with siblings of street children can be successful as part of a pre-
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by such scholars as the UNAIDS director, Peter Piot (Zouev 1999, 28).
According to the 2002 UNAIDS Fact Sheet, approximately 1 million peo-
ple in Eastern Europe and Central Asia are living with HIV/AIDS—
twice the number as at the end of 1999. Of the Eastern European coun-
tries, Russia is leading the surge in HIV/AIDS cases. New cases are dou-
bling annually. Statistics show that 

the vast majority of HIV infections are among young people—chiefly
those who inject drugs. It is estimated that up to 1 percent of the
population of countries in the Commonwealth of Independent States
is injecting drugs, placing these people and their sexual partners at
high risk of infection (UNAIDS 2002).

The data on drug use, however, does not underscore the significant
rise in sexually transmitted HIV cases. More women are contracting HIV
through sexual transmission and “more pregnant women are testing posi-
tive for HIV—suggesting a shift of the epidemic into the wider popula-
tion” (UNAIDS 2002). Young people, especially those living outside the
home, are becoming active sexually at earlier ages.

A rise in cases of sexually transmitted diseases in general has been over-
whelming health services already noted for their inefficiency and chaotic
states. In 1995, Russia had the highest number of reported syphilis cases
seen this century (Zouev 1999, 29). The explosion has been superficially
fueled by an increase in drug abuse and a lack of blood screening and pre-
vention programs. Underlying the epidemic, however, is the unwilling-
ness of Eastern European society to acknowledge and confront the prob-
lem.

The explosion has left no one safe. Everyone is at risk. Unsterilized
needles are still common, so anyone needing a shot is vulnerable. In
Romania, for example,

in 1995 more than 90 percent of the cases were among children,
most of whom, it was suspected, were infected by contaminated nee-
dles and syringes. At that time, the country had more than half of
Europe’s juvenile cases of HIV infection and AIDS. . . . In the Russian
Federation, 277 children were registered as HIV-positive in 1995; 94
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in children were registered for that year, a number many health offi-
cials say reflects underreporting. In general, infection rates are under-
reported and reliable figures are hard to obtain (Zouev 1999, 28).

According to the majority of the reports analyzed for this discussion,
the estimated number of people now living with HIV in the Russian
Federation is considered four times higher than the claimed numbers
(UNAIDS 2002). What is important in the data is not only the figures but
also the phenomenon of underreporting; for it, as with so many factors
leading to the health crisis in Eastern Europe, represents the tendency to
ignore or even deny, much less act upon, social issues that in some way
clash with cultural norms.

And it is not just AIDS that is considered a social taboo. Simple pre-
ventative measures are themselves seen as an embarrassment, including
condom use and sex education courses. Other problems that remain
unaddressed include incest, rape, prostitution, and sexually transmitted
diseases. Marginalized groups, such as homosexuals, find little basis for
self-expression and inclusion in society, and they are left to their own
devices when combating the stigmatized infection. Only the Czech
Republic and Georgia have included these topics in school curricula
(Zouev 1999, 29).

Besides the HIV/AIDS crisis, tuberculosis exists as an invisible threat
to Russian street children. Once again, even with underreporting of inci-
dences, the numbers are staggering. According to one report, the country
is averaging 150,000 new cases annually (Meier 2000). The most extreme
outbreaks occur in prisons, where medicine is distributed randomly and
incompletely, creating drug-resistant strains of tuberculosis.
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Russia. “Brazil’s widely praised efforts to provide universal treatment and
care, in addition to its well-planned prevention programs, are estimated to
have avoided 234,000 hospitalizations in 1996–2000” (UNAIDS 2002).
Such education programs are often designed by individual communities
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absence of a father is extremely common and is seen by many children
interviewed as “normal.”

Second, a successful program must offer continuity in support and
indispensable services (Blanc 1994, xv). Mentorship programs and med-
ical facilities need to persist after rehabilitation. Often, the mere presence
of these programs beyond individual rehabilitation serves as a security
blanket and motivates “survivors” to persist.

Third, a successful program needs to target not only the street children
themselves but also the culture and community surrounding such youth
for, as Blanc confirms,

It is obvious that the existence of the child and the conditions of exis-
tence are totally dependent on what the child means to us. If a child
is regarded as expendable—even if an asset—care will be inadequate.








