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Global 

In 1989, UNICEF estimated 100 million children were growing up on urban streets around the world. 

14 years later UNICEF reported: ‘The latest estimates put the numbers of these children as high as 

100 million’
2
. And even more recently: ‘The exact number of street children is impossible to quantify, 

but the figure almost certainly runs into tens of millions across the world. It is likely that the 

numbers are increasing’ 3. The 100 million figure is still commonly cited, but has no basis in fact 4. 

Similarly, it is debatable whether numbers of street children are growing globally or whether it is the 

awareness of street children within societies which has grown. While there are understandable 

pressures for policies to be informed by aggregate numbers, estimates of street child populations, 

even at city levels, are often hotly disputed and can distract rather than inform policy makers. 5 

 

Africa 

• A study in  Ethiopia found that street working children reported  that  they commonly 

worked for an average of 2-3 hours a day on  the  streets,  typically  for  an  hour  before  

school  and  for another hour in the evenings.  8% worked on the streets only at the 

weekends. 6   

• The average age at which children first become involved in street life in Ethiopia is 10.7 

years.  In a survey that carried out on fifty-one children in Addis Ababa in 1994, the average 

age of initiation to the streets was 9.95 years (with 9.96 for boys and 10.47 for girls). 
7
 

• The Government estimates that 150,000 children live on the streets in Ethiopia, around 

60,000 in Addis Ababa, many arriving from rural areas looking for work.  NGOs estimate that 

the problem is far worse, with nearly 600,000 street children and 100,000 of these in Addis 

Ababa. 
8
 

• Around 1 million children are believed to be on the streets of Egypt, most in Cairo and 

Alexandria. 
9
 

• An UNODCCP study in Cairo & Alexandria, Egypt,  had street children citing the following 

direct causes for being on the street:  

o Child abuse (at home or at work) – 82% 

o Neglect – 62% 

o Peer pressure – 36% 

o Sensation seeking – 16% 

o Other brothers and sisters – 8% 

 

Of these 50 children 70% had dropped out of school and 30% had never been to school. 10 

 

• The same study 11 also found the reasons for substance or drug abuse among street children: 

o Relief from the pressures of the street (70%), 

o Peer Pressure (60%), 

o To sleep easily (50%), and 

o To be able to endure pain, violence, and hunger (30%). 

 

• There are several differing statistics about the number of street children in Nairobi, Kenya: 
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o In 1999 it was reported that there were over 50,000 street children in Nairobi, and 

the government estimated that their numbers grew at 10 % per year. 12  

o In 2001 it was stated that conservative estimates indicated that 300,000 children live 

and work on the streets in Kenya, with over 50% of them concentrated in and 

around the capital Nairobi. 
13

 

o In 2001 another report estimated that there were about 40,000 street children in 

Kenya, with about half concentrated in Nairobi. 14  

o It was estimated in 2007 that there were 250,000-300,000 children living and 

working on the streets across Kenya with, with more than 60,000 of them in 

Nairobi.15 

 

• In Kenya, in order to survive on the streets, young people often beg, carry luggage, or clean 

business premises and vehicles (...) A 15-year-old orphan who has been living in the streets 

for four years said that he used to collect garbage, and help load and unload market goods, 

earning him up to 80 KSH (US $1) a day. 16  

• In Kenya Girls are forced to resort to prostitution in order to get clothes or food. According 

to a 2004 report from The Cradle and The Undugu Society, they earn as little as 10 or 20 KSH 

($0.30-0.50) for each client. 17 

• Over 95% of the children on the streets of Akwa Ibom State, Nigeria, have been stigmatised 

as "witches" by pastors and abandoned to live on the streets by their parents. 18 

• One study in Pretoria, South Africa found that the average age of the respondents to a study 

on street children was between 13 and 14 years. 
19

 A similar study also found street children 

in South Africa to be between 7 and 18 years of age, with the majority between 13 and 16. 
20

 

• A ‘headcount’ of street children and young mothers in the different parts of Accra, the 

capital of Ghana, has categorised the numbers as follows:  

o 21,140 street children     

o 6,000 street babies  

o 7,170 street ‘mothers’ under the age of 20  

o 14,050 urban poor children (most likely at high risk of coming to the street). 21  

 

• There are an estimated 10– 12,000 homeless children in South Africa. Children find their 

way on to the streets because of poverty, overcrowding, abuse, neglect, family 

disintegration  and HIV/AIDS.22 

• More than half of the boys interviewed in a Rwanda study and more than three-quarters of 

the girls, including 35% of those under ten, admitted they were sexually active; 63% of the 

boys said they had forced a girl to have sex with them; 93% of the girls reported having been 

raped. 
23

 

• In Malawi,  a  1999  study  found  that the  word  ‘vagabond’  was  used  to describe 8%  of  

young  offenders, which  the  study  noted was  “a  term…  representing obvious cases of 

street children.
24

 

• In 2003, approximately 110 infants were abandoned on the streets of Khartoum, Sudan,  

every month, with 50% dying within hours.
25

 

• Between 1998  and 2003, of 2,500  infants  admitted to the organization Maygoma, 

Khartoum, Sudan, (the only institution  for  infants) only 400  survived. Mortality rate is of 

75%. Those that lived suffered severe developmental delays and some suffered from chronic 

illnesses due to poor nutrition and lack of stimulation and individual care. The  mortality  
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rate  at Maygoma dropped  to  33%  by  2004,  and  to  10%  by  2005. Admissions from the 

streets have decreased from 75% to 30%. 26 

• In Brazzaville, Congo, almost 50% of street children are orphans. 27 

• Most children living on the street in Lusaka, Zambia are orphans: 22% had lost both parents, 

26% had lost their father, and 10% had lost their mother. 28 

 

• A study conducted in Eastern And Southern Africa in 1999 in 65 towns and cities that 

interviewed 3,002 street children found that the ages ranged between 6 –17 years, the 

majority being 9-14 years old; 74% were boys and 26% were girls.  The majority of the 

children, 87%, work on the streets during the day and return to their home at night; just 

over 8% of the children work and live on the streets. 
29

 

 

Asia 

• UNICEF’s estimate of 11 million street children in India is considered to be a conservative 

figure. The Indian Embassy has estimated that there are 314,700 street children in metros 

such as Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, Kanpur, Bangalore and Hyderabad and around 100,000 in 

Delhi alone. 
30

 

• A survey among 100 street children at the New Delhi Railway Station in India, revealed that 

86% of boys in the age group 14 - 18 years were sexually active; however a very low number 

of them knew about safe sex protection and condom usage. Not one of them reported 

having ever used a condom. 31 

• A study in 2007 in India found the following: 

o 65.9% of the street children lived with their families on the streets. Out of these 

children, 51.84% slept on the footpaths, 17.48% slept in night shelters and 30.67% 

slept in other places including under flyovers and bridges, railway platforms, bus 

stops, parks, market places. 
32

 

o The overall incidence of physical abuse among street children, either by family 

members or by others or both, was 66.8% across the states. Out of this, 54.62% 

were boys and 45.38% were girls. 33 

o On a study in India, out of the total number of child respondents reporting being 

forced to touch private parts of the body, 17.73% were street children. 22.77% 

reported having been sexually assaulted. 34 

 

• Of an estimated 400,000 street children in Bangladesh, nearly 10% have been forced into 

prostitution for survival. 
35

 

• One study 
36

estimated that there were 10,000-20,000 street working children in Cambodia. 

Another study 37of ‘vulnerable’ children, including street children, in Phnom Penh found 88% 

had had sexual relations with tourists, and 70.6% of the children were currently involved in 

sexual relations with tourists.  

• In Cambodia, Phnom Penh, there are an estimated 616,023 working children aged between 

5 and 17 years and 2,000 street children in Phnom Penh. A further 15,000 children, while not 

homeless, spend more than six hours a day scavenging and begging. 38 

• One NGO in China estimated in 2001 that there are 150,000 street children. 39 



5 

 

• In Indonesia it is estimated that there are 170,000 street children.40 

• In a study undertaken in the Lao People's Democratic Republic, 44% of street children 

interviewed reported incidents of physical abuse. 
41

 

• An NGO working in Dili, East Timor works with up to 250 street children, but says that the 

number is increasing. 42 

• Statistics vary as to the numbers of street children in Hanoi, Vietnam. The Ministry of Labor, 

Invalids, and Social Affairs (MOLISA) estimates that there are 23,000 street children 

throughout Vietnam and 1,500 in Hanoi. 
43

 

 

• It is estimated that between 15-20% of street children in Vietnam are HIV positive. 
44

 

• Out-of-school and street children in Nepal say their involvement in sexual activities started 

within the first three months of their being on the street, while some reported exposure to 

sexual activities at home before coming to Kathmandu. 45 

• In Pokara, Nepal, 80% of the boys living on the streets and 90% of the girls were sexually 

abused by hotel and restaurant owners and by people in places of work. Junkyard owners, 

older boys in the group, friends, local people, and tractor drivers were also among the 

perpetrators. 46 

 

Europe 

• A report by the Children’s Society in the UK found that: 

o 100,000 young people run away in the UK each year. 47 

o 1 in 6 young runaways sleep rough. 48 

o There are only 10 registered refuge bedspaces for young runaways in the UK
49

 

o There are at least 66,000 first-time runaways per  year in England. 
50

 

o Just over 12% of females had run away overnight compared to 8% of males.  The 

peak age of first running away within the sample was 14. 51 

o 6.7%  of UK runaways had both birth parents , 13% had only a single birth parent, 

18% had a step family, and 30.8% had ‘other family form’. 52 

 

• The number of Moroccan minors entering Spain has risen steadily since the Spanish Interior 

Ministry registered them for the first time in 1998. From 811 that year, the number more 

than quadrupled to 3,500 in 2002. 
53

 

• A report 
54

 estimated that the number of working street children in St. Petersburg, Russia, to 

be between 10,000-16,000, broken down as follows: 

 

o 50-70% of the total number of street children are under 13; 

o They collect bottles and refuse, picking and selling berries and mushrooms. 

o 10-30% are involved in illicit activities. 

o Working street children under 18 involved in prostitution account for 20%.  

 

• The same report 
55

 in Russia also found that: 

 

o Two out of five working street children only worked in order to buy food (42%). One 

in four worked to help his or her family (22.1%) or brother/sister (3.5%).  
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o The average duration of a street child’s working day is 5.9 hours, but street children 

generally have to work longer hours. Of the street children interviewed, 55.5% said 

they sometimes had to work 6 to 8 hours a day; 33.8% could remember a situation 

where their working day lasted 8 to 12 hours (33.8%); and 11.8% sometimes had to 

work more than 12 hours a day. 

o 77.9% are involved in labour which is dangerous to their health.  

 

• According to local authorities in Kharkiv, Ukraine, it is estimated that there are circa 600+ 

children sleeping on the streets. It is estimated that 300,000 children are outside the school 

system in Ukraine and no one knows where they are. Some of the teenagers have been on 

the streets for 7-8 years. Orphanages in Ukraine say that 97% of children leaving their 

institutions become homeless.  

• About 2,500 children in Georgia have turned to the street to earn money either by begging 

or prostituting themselves. 
56

 

• There are at least 2,000 street children in Bucharest, Romania, and 5,000 in the whole 

country. 42% of the children were sexually abused between the ages of 6 and 12. 57  

 

Americas 

• Street-involved youth in Canada are typically runaways with a history of sexual and physical 

abuse and they are highly vulnerable to sexual victimisation. They are often actively 

recruited by pimps and coerced into the sex trade, and to support themselves many engage 

in begging, drug trafficking, theft, prostitution or survival sex (offering sex in exchange for 

food, shelter, drugs). 58 

• In one study conducted in Toronto, Canada, 82% of street-involved youth reported being a 

victim of crime. Of these, many reported the crime to have involved violent physical or 

sexual assault. 
59

 

• There are an estimated 1 to 2 million street-involved youth in USA. 
60

 

• In Lima, Peru it is estimated that around 3% of children living on the streets are under 6 

years old. 250,000 children are working on the city's streets. In San Juan de Lurigancho and 

Cercado de Lima districts, over 25,000 children are considered to be at very high risk of 

taking to a life on the streets. 
61

 

• A study in Peru found that 90% of  street children  come  from  rebuilt  (with  step-father  or  

step-mother)  or monoparental  families, or from rural families that had  'given' their child to 

other people (relatives or  not)  to  be  raised  by  the  latter  in  the  city. 62  

• The same study also found that more than half of the children had abandoned schooling 

several months before leaving home
63

, and that 97% of the street  children population uses 

drugs. 
64

 

• A report 
65

 in Bolivia found that:  

o There are over 2,500 children living on the streets of major cities such as 

Cochabamba, La Paz and Santa Cruz, Bolivia. 

o 75% of street children are 12 years old, 25% aged 3 to 11. 

o 20% of street children in Bolivia left home because there wasn't enough to eat, 20% 

were abandoned by their parents, and 60% were physically abused.  
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o 80% of street children in Bolivia inhale "clefa" (glue) and some adolescents are 

alcoholics. 

o More than 40 babies live on the streets of Cochabamba, Bolivia 

o Most street children in Bolivia are functionally illiterate because they left school. 

They can read and write with difficulty 

o 90% of street children in Bolivia use solvents as a form of escapism. 

 

• In 2008-2009 a child was abandoned in Guatemala City every 4 days. Most were babies. 66 

• NGOs working in Guatemala say that street children have an average life expectancy of 

around four years on the street. 
67

 

• Of 143 homeless children interviewed in Honduras, 100% had at least one sexually 

transmitted disease, and 48.1% had been sexually abused by a member of their family. 
68

 

 

• In Brazil 4,611 street children were murdered between 1988-1990. In 1993, eight children 

and adolescents were killed in a shooting near the Candeleria church in Rio. Between 1993-

96 juvenile court statistics showed over 3,000 11 to 17 year olds met with violent deaths in 

Rio. The majority believed to have been murdered by death squads, the police or other types 

of gangs. In Sao Paulo, for example, 20% of homicides committed by the police were against 

minors in the first months of 1999. 
69

 

• In Brazil, when the body of 9-year-old Patricio Hilario da Silva was found on a main street in 

Ipanema in 1989, there was a handwritten note tied around his neck. "I killed you because 

you didn't study and had no future," the note read. "The government must not allow the 

streets of the city to be invaded by kids." 
70

 

• Death squads in Brazil can earn up to $50 for killing a street child. 
71

 

• Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 3,000 children are estimated to live in the streets and are severely 

marginalized by the population. Not infrequently, they are the target of vigilante groups. 
72

 

• According to a report from the Inter-American Development Bank approximately 7 million 

children and adolescents who wander in the streets of different countries of Latin America. 
73 
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