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Executive summary
A street worker is a trained adult who builds a close relationship with street-connected children to
develop trust. They respect and listen to the child and are accessible to them within the street
environment. The street worker is compassionate, patient, non-judgemental and reliable,
recognising the strengths and capabilities of the child to provide an individual, informed and
inclusive response.1
The general comment recognises the importance of street work for providing insights into streetconnected children’s situations for multiple reasons: the children's lives often do not fit traditional
definitions or conceptualisations of childhood; the street environment can heighten vulnerabilities
for street-connected children; street-connected children are often distrustful of adult intervention
in their lives; and they are far from a homogeneous group, necessitating careful and
individualised attention from authorities and decision makers. In addition, street work is also
recognised as vital in overcoming challenges faced by street-connected children, such as
problems of discrimination and problems of being heard, particularly in political space.
The general comment recognises that in order to protect street-connected children's dignity and to
ensure that they develop to their fullest potential, a rights-based approach must be utilised at all
stages and within all contexts. In order for this strategy to be successful, street-connected children
will require access to information on their rights and how to exercise them. It is recommended
within the document that this vital guidance is provided by trustworthy, supportive adults such as
street workers.
The general comment promotes street work in a variety of ways: the State is identified as the defacto caregiver in the absence of primary or proxy caregivers in street situations, and is advised to
encourage and support local-level, partnership-based, specialised interventions often led by civil
organisations (such as StreetInvest's Partner organisations). The State is advised to provide a
continuum of care to street-connected children, in part through their support of the critical role of
street workers partaking in activities including: advocacy for attitudinal behavioural change and
knowledge transfer and skills development, and assisting street workers' increasing involvement
within the administrative planning processes, such as the setting of good practice guidelines and
the educating of all service personnel who may come into either direct or indirect contact with
street-connected children.
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Introduction to street work
StreetInvest believes that the most effective
way of improving street-connected children's
lives is through street work practice, which is
based on building a trust-based relationship
between street worker and child. The street
worker creates and maintains contact within
the child’s environment while recognising the
strengths, capacities and individuality of the
child. Working within a rights-based and
child-centred framework, the street worker
listens to the child’s views and aims to
empower the child, increase their capacities
and promote their positive growth and
development, through the rebuilding of trust.
At a community level, both local and
national, street workers challenge negative
perceptions and attitudes in order to
decrease stigma and discrimination towards
street-connected children.

Street work can create positive long-term change
in street-connected children's lives. The long term
outcomes of street work are:

Safety: Children are safer in their
environments
Belonging: Children have a stronger sense
of belonging to and within their
community
Support: Children have greater access to
vital services and resources
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How the general comment No. 21
recognises the importance of street work
1. The general comment recognises that streetconnected children’s behaviours and lifestyles do
not always conform to social and cultural norms
which are deemed acceptable for a particular age
group.
The realities in which street-connected
children live often do not fit traditional
2
definitions or conceptualisations of childhood.
Programmes can only be effective when they
acknowledge the realities in which streetconnected children live.3
States are obliged to pay careful attention to the
behaviours and lifestyles of street-connected
children. It is therefore recognised that it is
necessary to build close relationships with the
children in order to gain an intimate
understanding of their day-to-day lives. Such
communication can be established through the
trust-based relationship between street worker
and child.
2. The general comment recognises that the street
environment can increase vulnerabilities.
The street environment can increase
vulnerabilities regarding physical and mental
health issues.4 Street-connected children should
thus be recognised by States as potentially
vulnerable, and measures to improve their
safety and reduce their vulnerability without
having to renounce their street connections,
should be a priority.
Violence of all kinds permeates the lives
of street-connected children on a vast scale
and is a primary concern.5 Violence in all its
forms; emotional, physical or sexual, is a
fundamental cause and consequence of
children existing in street situations.
The heightened vulnerability experienced by
street-connected children and the prevalence of

violence, increases the need for street-connected
children to be supported by a trustworthy adult.
The street worker can provide moral support to
children as well as being able to guide and
represent the child in official procedures, such as
reporting violence to the authorities.
3. The general comment recognises that streetconnected children are often distrustful of adult
intervention in their lives.
Street-connected children are often distrustful of
adult intervention in their lives because of past
abusive treatment by adults in society leaving
them unwilling to relinquish their hard won
autonomy.6
Street work is an effective way to begin the
restorative process of building a trust-based
relationship between the child and an adult. It is
only through street work that street-connected
children will begin to trust adult intervention in
their lives. Through building these close bonds
street workers are able to establish a relationship
based on respect, placing them in the best
position to provide intervention and ensure the
child’s wishes are upheld within a rights-based
approach.
4. The general comment recognises that streetconnected children are not a homogenous group.
It is recognised that street-connected children
are not a homogenous group but possess
diverse characteristics, experience different
risks and needs, and engage in a range of
activities either voluntarily, or through coercion
or force.7 The best interests of a child in a
specific situation of vulnerability will not be the
same as those of all children in the same
vulnerable situation.8
It is acknowledged that interventions need to
support individual street-connected children.9
Authorities and decision makers need to take
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into account the different kinds and degrees of
vulnerability of each child as each child is
unique and each situation must be assessed
according to the child’s uniqueness.10
Successful initiatives rely on detailed
understanding of local contexts and
individualised support to children. These
initiatives will rely on personal, individualised
information about each child which is able to be
gained only through building close connections,
such as those between child and street worker.
As explained, street-connected children are often
distrustful of adult intervention owing to past
abuses. Authorities and decision makers may
therefore find it difficult to establish meaningful
communication in which they are truly able to
assess each child’s vulnerabilities and strengths
and will therefore benefit from close partnership
with street workers. Street workers can provide a
voice to ensure the child is heard in these
situations and can guide them through official
procedures.
5. The general comment recognises that streetconnected children face problems of
discrimination because of their status.
The general comment recognises that streetconnected children face systemic discrimination
and that they can face multiple and intersecting
forms of violence. Children subject to
discrimination are more vulnerable to violence,
abuse, exploitation, sexually-transmitted
infections and their health and development are
put at greater risk.11
Street-connected children have highlighted the
discrimination and negative attitudes by the
public they face as a specific concern, and have
asked for there to be awareness-raising, and
educational measures to counter them.12

"Successful initiatives rely on
detailed understanding of local
contexts and individualised
support to children."
General comment No. 21, Page 8

Through community engagement, both local
and national, street workers aim to reduce
discrimination faced by street-connected
children by challenging negative perceptions
held within societies. By doing so they aim to
increase the child’s sense of belonging to a
community and encourage positive involvement
within that community as well as increasing
their safety within their environment by reducing
the risks from others.
6. The general comment recognises that streetconnected children face problems in being
heard. 13
There is a lack of political and civil space
afforded to children in which to speak out. This
is particularly constrained in street situations in
which children may, for example, lack
connections with a trustworthy adult who may be
required to legally register an organisation. 14
Through their trust-based relationship street
workers are able to empower street-connected
children, increase their knowledge and ability to
exercise their rights, as well as increasing their
ability to voice opinions. Street workers can also
provide a channel of representation by actively
aiding street-connected children to voice their
concerns within political space. The street worker
can also provide practical assistance such as
aiding registration with organisations that
require an adult signature.
7. The general comment recognises the importance
of using a rights-based approach to protect streetconnected children's dignity and to ensure that
they develop to their fullest potential.
States have an obligation to respect the dignity
of children in street situations and their right to
life, survival and development and should
design and implement long-term strategies on
the basis of a rights-based approach, to ensure
that they develop to their fullest potential. States
are recommended to assist trustworthy
supportive adults, such as street workers, to
achieve these goals.15
The right of street-connected children to have
access to seek and impart information about
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their rights is crucial if those rights are to be understood and realised in practice. Street-connected children
need to have access through accessible and appropriate channels to accurate, high-quality and childfriendly information.16
Street-connected children require particularly sensitive direction and guidance that respects their life
experiences if they are to be recognised as active rights holders who are increasingly able to exercise those
rights as they develop.17
A rights-based approach is identified as the most effective method for assisting these children to fulfil their
development potential. The street worker can play a unique and vital role in educating, and guiding streetconnected children in their rights and how to exercise them, in line with their evolving capacities through the
trust-based relationship they establish. The street worker will also play a critical role in educating members of
the community, who come into direct or indirect contact with street-connected children, about a rights-based
approach.
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How the general comment No. 21
promotes street work
1. In the absence of a primary or proxy caregiver
the State is the de-facto caregiver for street18
connected children.
The State has an obligation, as part of a rightsbased approach, to secure the holistic, physical,
psychological and moral integrity of streetconnected children and to promote their human
dignity, as well as empower them to exercise
their participation rights.19
States are advised to encourage and support
local-level, partnership-based specialised
intervention on the basis of a rights-based
approach. These should be small and flexible,
with adequate budgets, often led by civil society
organisations with local expertise. Interventions
should be coordinated by local government and
supported by the State.20

Non-State institutions, services and facilities
for street-connected children, such as those
provided by StreetInvest's Partners, should be
supported, resourced, accredited, regulated and
monitored by the State.
2. States should provide a continuum of care to
street-connected children, ensuring a rights-based
approach is applied to each and every context.
The general comment recognises that States
should provide a continuum of care to streetconnected children. In order to effectively do so,
it suggests national and local governments
should support the critical role of social workers
including street workers.21
The document promotes outreach and street
walks, which should include ‘attitudinal
behavioural change, knowledge transfer and
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skills development’. However, it is worth noting
that street walks are just one form of street work
and in order to be effective, States must adopt
the principles of a rights-based approach and
adhere to the recommendations laid out in this
paper.
States are upheld to provide moral and practical
support to street-connected children as part of
the obligation to ensure alternative care to a
22
child. It is advised to do so through a trustworthy
adult street worker or peer support and
without coercion or requiring renouncement of
the child's street status.
3. Professionals with a detailed knowledge of local
street situations and street-connected children’s
contexts should be increasingly involved in the
administrative planning processes.
Professionals should be increasingly involved in:
participatory development of operating
procedures, good practice guidelines, strategic
directives, plans, performance standards and
disciplinary codes and should receive support
from either the State or local government to
implement in practice.23
The general comment promotes very strongly
that all personnel that come into either direct or
indirect contact with street-connected children,
must be educated on child rights and sensitised
to the context of local situations. This includes
all personnel, including but not limited to:
transport workers, teachers, all personnel within
the child protection system, police workers, and
judicial personnel.
Street work and street workers should be
supported to play a vital role in sharing their
unique knowledge of local street situations with
administrative organisations as well as to aid in
the training of local service providers who may
come into contact with street-connected
children.

knowledge of local street situations and who
can help children reconnect with family, local
community services and wider society. (It
should be noted that the general comment
recognises within this statement that: although
States are the primary duty bearers, civil society
activities may complement States’ efforts in
developing and delivering innovative and
personalised service provision).24
The general comment recognises the need to
provide services, particularly education and
health services, tailored to street-connected
children as they often struggle to access even
the most basic of services due to their street
status, for example, problems associated with
lack of address. 25
Street work is recognised as vital and promoted
as key to ensuring that child-rights are upheld
during discussions of providing alternative care
for street-connected children. The trust-based
relationship established between the street
worker and child must be maintained during
relocation to alternative environments, whether
it be to family members or other
arrangements, to ensure that the best interests
of the child are upheld.
5. Street workers are promoted to raise
awareness about, and challenge attitudes towards,
street-connected children.
The need to raise awareness and challenge
attitudes is recognised in order to promote street
child-friendly cities and communities.
The advocacy programme recommended by
StreetInvest has strong potential to 'contribute to
an atmosphere of acceptance and provide the
basis for social networks and community-based
protection systems’ for street-connected
children. 26

4. States should ensure their child protection
systems provide for specialist services on the street.
States should ensure their child protection
systems provide for specialist services on the
street, involving trained street workers with good
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6. Street workers are promoted to support streetconnected children in terms of political
representation.
The general comment recognises that streetconnected children should be supported to
participate in local, decentralised bottom-up
27
planning processes.
Street work can empower children to claim their
political rights, as well as providing practical
support, such as with registering at an
organisation.
It is vital that street-connected children have a
voice as active agents within political space, in
order to advocate for change and raise
awareness about the reality of their day-to-day
lives as well as the challenges that they face.
7. The general comment promotes States to utilise
street workers in innovative and flexible solutions.
States are encouraged to use flexible and
innovative solutions reliant on civil society
personnel to overcome challenges faced by
street-connected children.
For example: lack of proof of identity can have a
negative impact on the rights of streetconnected children in relation to education,

health and other social services. States are
recommended to provide temporary,
innovative and flexible solutions, such as
providing informal identity cards, linked to
civil society personnel or addresses, allowing
children to gain interim access to basic
services and protection.28 By incorporating
street work led by civil society organisations,
States are able to ensure vitally needed
services to street-connected children are
provided without any costly time delays.
The general comment recognises that States
should support community policing with an
emphasis on protection rather than
punishment of street-connected children and
adopt a multicultural police service. States
should guarantee all rights to all children,
including those who are street-connected, in
the context of a restorative rather than
punitive juvenile justice system.29 Street
workers have the potential to play a vital role
within this: as street-connected children are
often distrustful of adult intervention, street
workers can provide support and guidance
where other authoritative figures cannot.
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