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LIE INULUT AT DS

THE HARD LOOK

AT ISSUES THAT MATTER TO MUMBAI'S PRESENT AND FUTURE

STREET
CHILDREN

Home truths, out in the open

At least 37,459 children in the city have no shelter and are forced to live dangerously in streets, finds a study.
SUKANYA SHANTHA digs deep to shed light on the plight of these homeless kids who face all kinds of abuse

NCE Ammu hops into a
:43 am train from Thane
railway station. she spends
a good five hours selling
fancyaccessories in the ladies’second-
class compartment. She changes trains
every two-three stations until she
reaches
boards Jlr.llnhdkk to Thane. Barely
seven, and unaware of her constitu-
tional rights to education, home and
shelter, Ammu carries a bulky 15-]
bag on her head and shuttles alone in
the crowded trains. To calla home, she
has a tin-shed under a flyover at
Vikhroliand for afamily. she has ami-
nor sister. married when she was
around 12, now with a three-month
baby. already separated from her
drunkard husband.

Like Ammu, there are at least
37,459 children dodging dangerous
terrains and living on the streets, and in
most cases, fending for themselves,
accordingto a studyby the Centre for
Criminology and Justice (CCJ) de-
partment of the Tata Institute for So-
cial Sciences (TISS).

Several NGOs, enumerators and
volunteers too worked with TISS to
prepare the report, which can be said
tobe the first such detailed and com-
prehensive census on the ¢
ren.

The report which focuses on the
socio-economic, education, work and
family background of the children, at-
tempts tounderstand why they liveon
the streets. The enumerators visited
all 24 wards in the city along the three
railway lines Central, Western and
Harbour. A group of over 75 enumera-
torsworked in each ward for twodays
overaperiod of three weeks.

A quantitative research reveals
thatoneoutof every fourenumerated
children has never been to school. Of
the others enumerated, a mere two per
cent have managedtostudy till Class X
orabove. “Whilestudying the data, we
found that while 25 per cent have
mained illiterate, another 75 per cent
have had some sort of education. With
nearly 60 per cent living with theirfam-
ilies on the street, most have been en-
rolled atanear by municipal school or
atleastin aninformal NGO set-up. Itis
interesting to discover that children
and their families have tried toaccess
education, but for want of any infra-
structure and government support, a
majority dropped out.” says Asha
Mukundan, a TISS professor whowas
a partofthe study.

While the children could not

ce,
be in the form of night shelter to the
children and providing educational
facilities in these night shelters,
Mukundanadds.

HAVING NO SHELTER,
EXPOSED TO ABUSE

In fact, the Juvenile Justice Act re-
quires every child tobe protected and
given shelter. This is also one of the
many recommendations the report
makes, besides demanding stronger
commitment and urgency from the
state and the central government to-
wards the issue of street children and
their problems.

Varsha Gaikwad. Minister for
Women and Child Welfare, says she
would re-look into the child policies
and make provisions for shelter
homes. “Thestate government will try
and make better health facilities avail-
able for street children. All recom-
mendations made in the report ar
cepted and we would try and work on
them,” she says.

The study states that one out of
four children hasexperienced physical.
sexual and verbal abuse in varied de-
grees. While the enumerators based
their findings purely on the informa-
tion provided by the children. experts
say it could be grossly under-evalu-
ated. “In our experiences of working
with children, we have seen almost
each child has been abused. From
physical assaults tosexual, it’s a part of
these children’s lived experiences,”
says Arokia Mary from NGO YUVA
and member of the state’s Juvenile
Justice Board.

The study marks achangein trend

UNLIKE POPULAR

perception, most of the
homeless are not runaway
kids. “They live on the street
with their families or a peer
group. Only eight per cent
live by themselves, an
indicator that the children
and their families in most
cases are pushed to living in
inhuman conditions on the
street,” Raghavan says.

Navi Mumbai and Thane, which have
seen a dramatic boom in real estate
business, employ child labour.”
Mukundansays. This isalso one of the
many reasons for a relatively conser-
vative number of children available at
thetime of the study, shesays.

Withiitsinitial estimation of at least
onelakhstreet children, the surveyre-
portexpresses surprise on finding
than 40,000 children. “Several blasts
and security threats have made most
arcaslike rilwaystations, which carlier
saw a concentrated population of
homeless, beyond their reach.” said
Alex George from Action Aid, India,
which partneredin thestudy.

‘The report categorically marks out
November 26, 2008, terror attack as
oneof the reasons that forced homeless
familiesand street children to leave the

city. “Many are shooed out of the areas
which provided them shelterforyears.
Thehomelesswould take shelter out-
side railway stations, bus depots and
big showrooms. Butas the city has be-
come aterror target, they arenomore
allowed to live. While the state ensured
that homeless do not squat on the
street, they have not followed the

Supreme Court’s guidelines to provide
nightshelte fary
While the Supreme Court has di-

rected the state to provide ashelter
home for every one lakh population,
Maharashtra has remained non-
committal.

The SC has also appointed High
Court judges to monitor all shelter
homesin the city. Justice VM Kanade
of Bombay High Court says he will per-
sonallylook into the conditions of shel-
terhomes and a report will be periodi-
cally sent to the state government.
“This report will help street children
getalegal status and identity,” Justice
Kanade said during the release of the
TISS report.

A SEPARATE CENSUS NEEDED
FOR HOMELESS KIDS

Thereport acknowledges that the fig-

i

w

ure of approximately 40,000 children is
highly conservative. Still it is higher
than what was claimed by the govern-
mentinits 2011 census data.

According to the Brihanmumbai
Municipal Corporation (BMC), 35,408
people were found to be living on the
street at the time of the counting on
the night of February 28, 2011, “It is
grossly underplayed.” Mukundan
claims.

¢ Raghvan of CCJ,

ay here is a pressing need
to have a separate census on just the
homelesschildren asthey have clearly
beenmissed out in every nature of gov-
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A quantitative research reveals
that one out of every four
enumerated children has never
been to school

ernment enumeration.”

Puncturing afewmyths, the report
claims that though most children with
disabilities werebornwithit, a sizable
population acquired it during road ac-
cidents, abuse or illness. Another re-
lates to drug abuse. According to the
data collated. as many as 15 per cent
were seen with apparent substance
abuse which could be ink, whitener,
boot polish or evendrugs. “It isan ob-
servation-based enumeration. In most
cases, substance abuse is seen asaway
to fight cold and hunger. Iti
cases ar g
conditions,” George

Unlike popular perception, most
of the homeless are not runaway kids.
“They live on the streetwith their fam-
ilies or a peer group. Only eight per
cent live by themselves, an indicator
that the children and their families in
most cases are pushed to living in in-
human conditions on the street,”
Raghavansays.

Here 0o, the ratio of girls and boys
isskewed. The percentage of girlsis al-
most 50 less than that of boys. And it
growssteeper as the kids grow. “That
could be attributed to child marriage.
Most girl children are married off at
tenderagesof 10and 12. Human traf-
ficking could be another reason for
this. Lack of security pushes the fami-
lies to send their daughters back to
their native places. Safety is the pri-
maryconcern,” he adds.

A caste-wise segregation shows that
as high as42per centof such childrenfall
under the scheduled castes, scheduled
tribes and denotified tribes category.
This, too,could be an underestimation,
owing to the fact that over 41 per cent
were cluelessabout theircastes.

Mary points out that most gid chil-
dren. who are out on their own, also
prefer to be seen with a male partner.
“Thatgives them a sense of safety. al-
though it does not necessarily mean
they are secure. They are. in fact. e
ploited more in such relations. S
Mary, adding thatthese cases are rLzu-
larly brought to the NGO and Juvenile
Justice Board's notice.

The report has concentrated only
on the street kids living without any
shelter on the pavements, scattered
around the city. De-notified and noti-
fied slums have been left out of the
enumeration.

ction to fight the existential
ys.
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