SITUATION OF STREET CHILDREN IN LAHORE - PAKISTAN

Pakistan does not have many children who live on the streets but there are many living off the streets. The number of these children frequenting streets and public places to earn beg and “hang out" with their peers both by day and night is growing. Street children are an urban problem. High population growth and smaller landholding in the rural areas has led to high rates of rural urban migration. Pakistan's urban population is growing at a fast pace. Urban centers do not have the infrastructure to house or employ this influx. This has resulted in high rates of adult employment with a large number of families living on the edge of poverty. These conditions have serious implications on the lives on children who have to learn to fend for themselves and their families at a very early age. For many of these children, family ties become increasingly weakened and the home plays less part in their lives.

The majority of such children is boys, mostly goes out or sent out to earn. Some have been sent from the village to seek work or have run away to a town. They may or may not return home. But most come from urban slums and townships, and often from broken homes or households headed by a woman. Some of them may have been abandoned by their families but most of them run away from home because of abusive and exploitative family relations, bus stops, railway stations and marketplaces become their homes and workplaces.

Once on the streets, these children end up doing odd jobs, drifting from one to another. They are mostly involved in jobs like car washing, newspaper selling, street vending, rag picking and scavenging, shoe shining, running errands and carrying bags, and often resorting to begging in between. Some drift into prostitution to make extra money. There are children that specialized in one occupation while others do different jobs in one day. There are some who only steal and prostitute. The largest numbers of children on the streets are those who beg. They prefer begging because it does not require hard labor and sometimes they can make good money in a day. At times, begging runs in the family where the children are taught early in life, even as infants, the art of getting sympathy. But many families that have suffered socio-economic disasters end up asking their children to beg for money or food. Many economic activities of the street children are controlled by "territories" which are guarded by members or gangs. A number of these children are terrorized by such gangs and they end up working for the gangs that use them for selling drugs, stealing and giving information for purpose of theft and robbery.

The problem of street children is different from the other child laborers. While most child workers have homes to go back to after work, the street children are completely alone and are at the mercy of their employers, night and day. Their number of meals is from one to three daily, often getting leftover meals from restaurants and eating-places in the areas that they hang around. Many are also found in the vicinity of religious shrines where people donate food for the poor. Some live in the places of their work, on the payment, in the bus stations or near the railway stations, and thus are exposed to various risks. Such children obviously are at the mercy of criminals, drug addicts and the police. This kind of existence, many a time, pushes these children into a life of crime, often under the control of organized adult criminal and anti-social groups.

The living and eating patterns of these children create a variety of health problems, most of which are related to the unhygienic, overcrowded, surrounding and exposure to extreme weather and even, in some cases, to STDs, Skin ailments, bacterial and parasitic infections and malnourishment is common among them. They neglect their health due to financial constraints and avoid using the facilities of the government hospitals because they know through experience that they will not be cared for there. The long procedures to procure of first-aid are difficult. Lack of health information and education further aggravates these children's problems. Among the most serious threats to the health of street children is their high degree of exposure to drugs and sex abuse. There are street children that use cigarettes, alcohol and different drugs. Drugs that are easily available are solvents, marijuana, at time, crack. These children also have a higher risk of acquiring STDs and HIV, because of their early exposure to both heterosexual and homosexual sex.

The street life is unstructured and destabilizing where nothing is guaranteed, not even the next meal. This erratic existence sometimes produces distortions of the mind in the younger children who lose track of time, distance and how log they have been wandering. They live on group’s security, companionship, and affection; it gives them a sense of belonging. They have a strong sense of family amongst each other and regard friendships as very important. Street children are often looked upon as delinquents and trustworthy. Not many people are willing to employ them in either homes or workplaces. This rejection by the society takes its toll on the children who therefore feel no obligation to the society. These children have no faith in the system of education, law enforcement officials or government to solve their problems. However, in spite of all this and their critical situation, these children manifest an irrepressible determination and valor. They remain spirited and display resourcefulness and independence. With rapid population growth and rampant poverty and urbanization, it can be assumed that Pakistan may soon have to deal with the problem of children living of the street. With the deteriorating situation of the country, many may soon be forced to adopt the ways of the "street". The situation demands that the government starts to dwell and analyze the state of street children before it is too late. 

According to baseline study of 100 street living children conducted by Ecumenical Commission for Human Development’s, at different settings of Lahore, all of them were male. Their age ranged between 13-15 years. Among them 88% reported that their families lived out of Lahore. 44% of them belonged to a large family, where number of siblings is 10 or above. The reasons reported for leaving home differed among them, 38% reported forced labor, 22% reported of severe violence, 12% said it was forced schooling, 10% reported about abusive parental attitude, 10% said they were unable to have enough food while living with family and according to 8% it was lack of affection. 68% of the children had left their home just a few months ago to seek refuge on the streets, which are more hazardous for them. These children prefer to stay in a group and have no permanent place to live, 42% sleep on foot paths, 26% in parks, 28% at shrines etc. 36% children have received formal education, although the period of attaining education differ between them, only 22% among these children are able to read and write.

Majority of the children work less than 10 hrs. 58% children are satisfied with the work they do and the wages they earn. The avg. daily income reported range between 20-90 rupees, which is sourced through different modes. Among the sample 36% clean and polish cars, 14% do menial work, 14% beg, 10% of them are vendors etc. 90% of these children spend their money on buying drugs and watching movies. The ratio of saving money among them is very low. Majority of the children get meal three times a day. 24% children buy food from their own money; others are dependent on the leftovers, which they get from roadside hotels etc while some get food by begging. 21% of children complained about at least one medical problem that they were currently facing including different types of aches, continuous fever, chest disease, ear, nose and throat (ENT) and skin infection. 68% children among them used medicine for curing the disease. 32% use medicine prescribed by doctor, while rest of them relied on self-medication.


The children are inclined towards drugs to forget the miseries and hardships of life at streets. 62% children among the sample took drugs, results showed that 32%use samad bond, 26% charas, 4% liked to have raw liquor and over 86% children do smoking. Major portion of the children spend an average amount of Rs. 10 to 30 on these various types of drugs. Reasons for getting addicted to drugs are various as some use them as a token of relief from tension some to have a peaceful sleep or some due to peer pressure. Majority of the children don’t have any support system in case of emergency or a problem and their fate entirely lingers on the streets as most of the children are not the local residents of Lahore. 54% children among the sample participate in different sort of religious activities like offering the Friday prayers, paying a visit to shrines for URS and qawalies. The recreational activities were also different and results indicated that 26% liked playing games, 32% like to sleep, and 22% spent their free time wandering here and there and playing cards with friends. These are the favorite leisure activities of the sample. Cricket is the favorite game which all of them love to play and watch. 72% children play games only as a time pass but rest of them played them for money.

