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1. Introduction

O

ver half of the world’s population
– including a billion children –
now live in urban areas.1 This
recent change from a predominantly rural to a
majority urban population has implications
for the protection of children from all forms
of violence. Yet to date child protection
has been largely missing from
development priorities and from the
migration and urbanisation agenda.
Many children are routinely exposed to
various forms of abuse, neglect, exploitation
and violence* in their homes and schools, in
care and justice systems, in places of work
and in their communities. All forms of
violence are often aggravated in armed
conflict and natural disasters. A lack of a
protective and caring family environment
affects children‟s physical and mental health.
It can also prevent children from accessing
health, education, nutrition and other basic
services. A safe and protective upbringing is
necessary for children to survive and develop
to their full potential. It also makes a positive
contribution to society at large.2 These safety
nets are often weakening as a consequence of
urban growth.

“The husband wakes me up and
rapes me. He has threatened me
with a knife and says I must not tell
anyone.”
15-year-old domestic worker, Guinea3

The phrase „abuse, neglect, exploitation and violence‟
is at times replaced in this paper by „all forms of
violence‟.
*

“Two kids were fighting and one of
them pulled out a gun… because
there were too many people around
them… he didn‟t do anything, but I
think he would have shot him if
there was no one around.”
11-year-old boy, North America4

Urbanisation:
definition and causes

U

rbanisation means an increasing
proportion of national and global
populations living in urban
settlements rather than rural areas. The
causes of urbanisation are population
movement, natural growth (an excess of
births over deaths) and policy change –
governments’ reclassification of some
places from rural areas to urban settlements.
Population movement includes migration for
economic and other reasons, trafficking, and
displacement through conflict and disaster.
The pace of natural population growth
depends on fertility rates, but in many
countries it accounts for 60 per cent or more
of urban population growth.5 Many
governments under-report the size of the
urban population, especially the numbers in
slums and informal settlements, where many
poor urban dwellers and some migrants live.
Since 20096 over half of the world‟s
population have been urban dwellers. It is
projected that by 2050 two-thirds of the
estimated 9.1 billion global population
will be living in an urban world.7
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Urbanisation trends
Regional trends
 Future population growth will be highly
concentrated in urban areas of poor and
less developed countries. This includes
Asia, Africa and Latin American and the
Caribbean.8
 In these regions the urban population is
projected to double from 2.6 billion in
2010 to 5.2 billion in 2050.9
 In 2009, 79 per cent of the population in
Latin America and the Caribbean were
urbanised, while in Asia and Africa the
proportion was 40 and 42 per cent
respectively. The Asian and African
figures are expected to grow and outpace
the rest of the world.10

The quality of life in urban areas has an
impact on large numbers of children. At
present about 200 million children in
Africa and 400 million children in Asia
live in urban areas.11

Urban density and size
 Europe now has none of the world‟s 100
fastest-growing cities. Most of these are
found in Asia and Africa.12
 Latin America and the Caribbean have a
declining proportion of the global urban
population, but an increasing proportion
of the world‟s fastest-growing large
cities.13
 The number of mega-cities (with over 10
million people) has increased (from 3 in
1975 to 21 in 2009), but urban
population growth is mainly in cities

Regional Trends
Circles are scaled in proportion to percentage of
population urbanized in 2010. Figures next to
circles depict: Urban population in millions,
Average annual growth rate of urban population
(%) 2010-2013, % of population urbanized 2010
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of under one million people. Some 52
per cent of the global urban population
live in cities with fewer than 500,000
people,14 and especially in settlements
with fewer than 100,000 people.
Many more people live in small urban
centres than in mega-cities. Some
densely populated places with inhabitants
numbering even under 50,000 are urban
settlements, particularly if they are close
to towns or cities. In some places small
towns are growing faster than large
towns.15

Which areas will become urbanised,
which settlements will grow, and which
cities will expand? These questions are
important for the development of services,
infrastructure and the effect on and of
climate change and conflict in particular
localities. In some countries most exposed to
climate change, children form a large part of
the population. For instance, around half of
the population in Bangladesh, Nigeria and
Uganda are children, compared with one-fifth
of the population in high-income countries.16

bring economic and other benefits for many
children and their families. However,
urbanisation is also associated with
inequalities, poverty, slums, increased
interpersonal violence, and the break-up of
extended families and traditional communitybased child protection mechanisms. It is also
associated with disasters through climate
change and badly located and built settlement
sites. Urban poverty is generally concentrated
in particular areas, but it is also spread
throughout the city. The circumstances of
poor and vulnerable children, experiencing
exploitation, violence and abuse, may be
hidden within areas of high income and
wealth.

Urbanisation is seen as having potential
benefits, including economic growth, lower
fertility rates, creativity, high quality of life,
and environmental sustainability, depending
on governance.17 But it is also viewed as an
emerging humanitarian disaster18 because
an increasing proportion of the global
population are living in urban slums, and are
at risk of climate change problems resulting
from extreme weather and rising sea levels. It
is estimated that by 2030, 60 per cent of
urban dwellers will be children.19 Inequalities
will continue to be prevalent in this scenario.
While some urban children are well off, half
of the world’s urban poor of all ages are
children and adolescents.20
The rapid pace of urbanisation in developing
countries everywhere, especially in Africa and
Asia, is changing traditional norms and
conventions of childhood. This shift from
rural to urban has had a significant effect on
children‟s lives and rights. The diversity,
density and dynamics of population
movement and growth in towns and cities
6

2. Save the
Children’s child
protection work in
the context of
urbanisation
Save the Children has long experience of
preventing and responding to abuse,
neglect, exploitation and violence in urban
settings. Much of this work supports
children‟s participation in their own
protection. However, not all the
consequences of urbanisation on children‟s
rights to protection have been fully
researched and addressed in a systematic
way.
Save the Children defines child
protection as measures and structures to
prevent and respond to abuse, neglect,
exploitation and violence.

Children on the move*
In 2005, there were about 191 million
international migrants worldwide. Every year,
an average of 2.5 million people become
international migrants.21 While it is not known
what proportion of these are children,
millions of children do move both within and
between countries. Many of these children
end up in urban areas. The majority move

Children on the Move is a priority area under
“Children without Appropriate Care” and highly
relevant to urbanisation as many children move into
urban settings.
*

Save the Children defines Children on
the Move as “those children moving for a
variety of reasons, voluntarily or
involuntarily, within or between countries,
with or without their parents or other
primary caregivers, and whose movement
might place them at risk (or at an increased
risk) of inadequate care, economic or sexual
exploitation, abuse, neglect and violence.”

with their families, but significant numbers do
so independently.
Children are on the move because of disaster
and conflict, for employment or other
economic reasons, for education, for
marriage, in search of a better life, and as an
attempt to fulfil personal aspirations. They
may also be on the move owing to a lack of
appropriate care or due to child trafficking. It
is estimated that in 2000 about 1.2 million
children were trafficked into sexual
exploitation, harmful child labour or begging,
as well as for other activities.22

“I was nine when my parents
decided to go to Costa Rica. The
entire family emigrated in different
stages. There were better work
7

opportunities there. In Costa Rica,
no one knew us, they didn‟t give us
Identity Cards, or nationality and
that‟s why we can‟t go to school and
get a good education.”
18-year-old, Nicaragua23

Ethiopia: Building a protective
environment in Arada subcity of urban
slums in Addis Ababa24
Many destitute children living in Addis
Ababa‟s urban slum district have been
trafficked from different parts of the country.
They are involved in the worst forms of child
labour, while some of them make a living
through sexual exploitation.
Save the Children supports pilot communitybased child protection mechanisms in its
target/operational area, which includes
collaboration between Save the Children, the
government, civil society agencies and private
organisations. Central to these efforts is the
establishment of child protection committees
in the urban slum. The committee receives
reports of child abuse and follows up on
these, establishes access to education, birth
registration and livelihoods projects, and
develops multi-purpose child-friendly centres.
These centres provide counselling, mediation,
education and recreation. More than 1,250
children, almost half of them girls, used these
facilities in 2011. The number of children
who are now safely reporting abuse has also
increased.
Save the Children‟s research25 shows that
children on the move, especially those
moving independently, are especially
vulnerable to exploitation, coercion,
deception and violence. They are particularly
vulnerable to the worst forms of child labour
and to sexual exploitation and abuse. As a
result of their vulnerability, the discrimination
they experience and their status as new
arrivals in cities, children who move face
barriers when trying to access basic services,
particularly education, healthcare and child
protection services. Children, whose

movement has been by coercion, such as
through the sale of children and child
trafficking, are in a very difficult situation.
When migration, including migration from
rural to urban areas, occurs in safe conditions,
it can be positive for children. Such
movement can provide children opportunities
to get access to education, contribute to their
family‟s income, develop new skills or realise
other aspirations. It can also contribute to an
increase in self-esteem.

“I had a friend next door who knew
this place called Musina. And she
said, „You know you are not in
school, you are dying of hunger,
there is no point in staying here. It is
better that we go to South Africa to
look for a job.‟”
Zimbabwean child in Musina (South Africa),
close to the border with Zimbabwe26

South Africa: Improving the protection
of migrant children along the country’s
borders27
Save the Children has developed an
innovative model to improve the quality of
care and support that children on the move
receive when entering South Africa from
Zimbabwe and Mozambique. Many of these
children come from rural areas in search of
work in the cities of neighbouring countries.
The idea is to improve coordination and
collaboration among key stakeholders to
determine the best interest of each individual
child. This is done by supporting effective
registration, reporting and referral systems,
and appropriate reintegration of these
children in their home communities, when
this in their best interest.
Eight resource and drop-in centres and twelve
community-based child protection
committees help to respond better to the
needs of unaccompanied migrant children
and local vulnerable children. These services
8

have reached about 3,400 children, including
90 girls at risk of or affected by sexual and
gender-based violence. Two cross-border
coordination working groups have been
established to support information-sharing
between state and non-state agencies. This
work has been scaled up and is now part of a
global programme on protecting children on
the move.

Africa: Protecting working children in
urban areas28
Save the Children‟s partner, the African
Movement of Working Children and Youth
(AMWCY), is an association of 150,000
working children from 22 African countries.
A large part of AMWCY‟s work is aimed at
ending harmful migration and trafficking of
children from villages to cities. To this end,
the association supports education and
training in rural areas and makes families
aware of the risks of urban migration. Yet
AMWCY realises that older children do move
to cities, so they ensure that when children
move, they move safely. Adolescents who
decide to migrate are helped with information
and contacts. They are also helped to stay in
touch with their families. For working
children in the cities, AMWCY protects
children from abuse by helping them find
other jobs and supporting those who want to
return to their families.
Children left behind
Urbanisation can also affect children and their
protection when their parents migrate to
cities, within and across borders. Children left
behind (some 23 million in China alone) often
retain connections with their caregivers and
may later move to the city to join their
families. However, many children left behind
are without appropriate care and often have
to take care of their younger siblings.29

China: Parenting training for parents
who work far away from their
children30
Save the Children works together with the
private sector in China to strengthen their
role as actors and advocates for children‟s
rights. The Centre for Child Rights and
Corporate Social Responsibility (CCR CSR)

has developed a training that enables migrant
parents to communicate with their children
effectively when they are working far from
home. A book for parents, Distant but Close,
covers various aspects of parent–child
communication. It includes exercises that
help parents find an effective way to connect
with their children while away and practical
ways to re-bond with their children on their
return. International and Chinese companies
are investing in the training for their factory
workers.

Romania: Children left behind as
caregivers while parents migrate31
Over 90,000 children in Romania have one or
both parents working abroad, often in cities.
Many of those children live by themselves,
without appropriate adult care, doing
housework, taking care of younger siblings,
with little time for play and study. School
attendance and performance have been
observed to decline among children left
behind. They are also at risk of isolation,
depression and anti-social behaviour. In
response, a programme supported by Save the
Children Romania coordinates between
various services to improve children‟s quality
of life. These services provide social support,
counselling, play and other activities that
build confidence, skills and resilience. Since
2008, over 400 children have been involved in
these activities.

Children living and
working on the
street and other
forms of child work
“It is easy to get beaten if you are a
street boy. Men can beat a boy and
rape him. There is nothing you can
do but run away if you are lucky.”
9

12-year-old boy living on the streets, east and
southern Africa32

hours, discrimination, and verbal, physical
and sexual violence.

“I sleep in one room by myself, at
night, the male owner of the house
knocks at my room, now I am in
dire straits because I am afraid to
report this, I am also afraid that I
will lose my job.”

Safe, non-exploitative employment, which can
be combined with the right to education, is
important for many children. It can help the
children to support themselves and their
family and can also contribute to their
development and self-esteem and can teach
them practical and relationship skills.

12-year-old girl, domestic labourer, Morocco33
Children living and working on the streets is
an urban phenomenon that has grown. Some
children in street situations are migrants but
many are from, or are long-term residents of,
the city, and are likely to stay there. Research
in Peru found that family violence and child
mistreatment was the main reason for
children resorting to living on the street.
These children often face discrimination and
are ill treated by the adult population. Girls –
and also boys – are at risk of sexual abuse and
exploitation. Some children end up in conflict
with the law.34 However, in the vast majority
of cases the offences they have committed are
in reality petty and non-violent35 and the
authorities‟ response is disproportionate, and
indeed often in contravention of children‟s
rights.
Owing to high levels of unemployment,
many children are under pressure to take
exploitative work, especially in urban areas
where livelihood for families is a big concern.
According to the International Labour
Organization (ILO), 115 million children
are in hazardous work situations.36 Since
2008, large-scale youth unemployment has
been a global issue. More than 75 million
young people aged 15–24 years are
unemployed,37 which depletes household
incomes. Children may take this work because
it is “the best alternative among limited
options”.38 Domestic work is the largest
employment category for girls under the age
of 16. Recruiters and traffickers supply rural
girls from disadvantaged groups to feed urban
demand for domestic help. The closed nature
of the household and the invisible nature of
the work put the child at risk of long working

“I was put to work in a small factory
making embroidered clothes. It was
a small room and there were six
other boys like me, working for 14
hours a day and paid little or no
money at all.”
7-year-old boy, India39

Bangladesh: Ending hazardous child
work in urban areas40
There are about 4.9 million working children
aged 5 to 15 years in Bangladesh. Most of
these children are employed in urban settings
to which they have migrated alone or with
their families. The children are often engaged
in hazardous work, in extremely undesirable
and exploitative conditions, denied their legal
rights (no contract, low pay, long hours, no
basic facilities and no accountability from
employers), which makes them vulnerable to
all forms of abuse and violence. Although the
government and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) have been working on
the issue for decades, social acceptance of
working children, even in extreme conditions,
creates resistance to attempts to end
hazardous child labour. In response, an
innovative project has been developed in
three urban areas aiming to reach an
estimated one-third (72,500) of all working
children in these districts. The project
establishes a system whereby employers, local
government authorities and civil society all
agree to take responsibility for creating a safe
and protective work environment for
children, and to keep each other accountable
10

for any lapses in safety standards for children.
The project approaches employers as part of
the solution and includes development of a
Code of Conduct for workplaces. This entails
provision of educational opportunities,
improvements to conditions in workplaces,
and minimum standards for wages and
conditions including rest and leave
entitlements.

Gang violence
Crime and violence affects hundreds of
millions of children in urban areas. Some are
targets and others participate in, or witness,
mugging, assaults, communal conflict and
murder.41 Gangs are an important factor in
violence among and against children in many
parts of the urban world. Adult and youth
gangs may provide status through
membership, a sense of belonging, and
protection, but they are also associated with
criminal activities, drugs, and sexual and other
forms of violence. In addition to violence
directed outside the gang, violence may also
be used against a member who fails the gang,
refuses to carry out orders, or is in breach of
its internal rules. Lack of appropriate care,
education and work opportunities – as well as
societal perception of aggression as a healthy
way to prove manhood – prompt boys to
seek gang membership. Research shows that
the average age at which boys tend to join
gangs is 13 years old.42 As an initiation, girls
may be given the option of choosing between
being beaten and having sexual relations with
members of the gang.

“My initiation was four gang
members beating me for 18
seconds.”
Girl in El Salvador43

Not only does violence have psychological
and physical effects on the child, it also
undermines children‟s faith in adults and in
social organisations. The violent behaviour

and response of the police and other
authorities often exacerbates problems.
Community mobilisation is crucial to
addressing these issues, including the
involvement of young people themselves,
their families, civil society organisations,
schools, and the local governments.
Colombia: Preventing forced recruitment
of children by illegal armed groups in
urban and rural areas44
Medellin and Buenaventura municipalities in
Colombia face a real threat of forced
recruitment of children due to a visible
presence of illegal paramilitary and guerrilla
groups in these areas. Children and youth in
these areas comprise 60 per cent of the
vulnerable displaced population, most of
whom are Afro-Colombians, a minority
group. The recruitment often takes place in
schools which have limited capacity to
address this issue. A weak community and
state protection system further exacerbates
forced recruitment. Further, it is difficult to
obtain accurate statistics in this area as there
is a severe threat of retribution on openly
speaking about such recruitment.
To promote access to quality education, Save
the Children‟s project „conflict mitigation in
schools to promote peaceful solutions‟ has
been developed together with children in
Medellin. Child friendly spaces are helping
children to learn about the risks of forced
recruitment and how to react in case of a risk.
A mass educational communication campaign
is promoting procedures for responding to
violence against children, with the aim of
preventing the recruitment of children. There
is also a focus on building awareness among
teachers and children to ensure that children
stay enrolled in the formal education system.
Save the Children also provides technical
assistance to government staff to develop and
strengthen protection systems in an
environment with limited resources; to
interpret and put into practice child
protection policies; and to develop strategies
to prevent violence and forced recruitment of
children. Further, in response to floods in
Buenaventura in January 2011, Save the
Children has developed a project on water
11

and sanitation and child protection, with a
component concerning disaster risk
reduction.

Emergency
situations
The context of child protection in urban
emergency situations is complex because of
the diversity and density of populations
involved. Since the middle of the 20th
century, recorded disasters have increased
tenfold, and the majority have been the result
of weather-related hazards.45 Humanitarian
crises are also likely to increase the influx of
internally displaced people (IDPs) and
refugees (more than half the world‟s
registered refugees live in urban areas46).
Internally displaced children and their families
may find themselves without a livelihood and
without access to child protection, education
and other services. Children and their families
often lack information on how they can
minimise protection risks, such as sexual
abuse and exploitation. Young girls are at
particular risk of sexual violence, especially
when the toilets and washing places in camps
and slum areas are not located in safe places.
The density of the population also makes the
effect of natural disasters more severe. Badly
built housing increases the risk of homes
being destroyed and thus the risk of family
separation.
The earthquake in Haiti in 2010 revealed how
the lack of child protection systems and
poorly built houses had a huge impact on
children‟s right to protection, including
against sexual exploitation, child domestic
work, family separation and illegal adoptions.
Factors such as deforestation had resulted in
an influx of people from the rural to the
urban areas. Moreover, few houses were built
to resist an earthquake and the slums of Portau-Prince were overcrowded. Even before the
earthquake, about 1.2 million children were
vulnerable to violence, abuse and exploitation,
and approximately 225,000 children lived as

unpaid domestic servants. The earthquake
made children more vulnerable than ever. A
quarter of a million people died as a
consequence of the earthquake. Many
children were separated from their families or
caregivers, and the rugged living conditions in
the camps often lacked security. Save the
Children is now working with the local
communities to enhance children‟s right to be
protected from violence, abuse and
exploitation and to minimise the impact of
future emergencies.47
In extreme cases, long-term unemployment
and lack of economic opportunities can
contribute to civil unrest in urban areas.
Owing to the high concentration of people in
urban settlements, it is easier to mobilise
adults and young people to take part in
demonstrations and other actions.
Libya: Supporting urban children and
youth following the revolution48
The Libyan revolution in 2011 involved largescale rebellion and violence across the
country. Thousands of people fled their
homes, resulting in the setting-up of IDP
camps in and around urban centres. Postconflict, a large number of Libyan children
have been left in peril as they face serious
risks to their safety and health, and are denied
access to most social services, including
education.
In response, Save the Children provides
children in IDP camps and schools with skills
to prevent them from getting further involved
in conflict. Youth programmes (for 13- to 18year-olds) and child-friendly spaces (for 3- to
12-year-olds) provide safe places for children
and young people to learn and develop within
their communities. Here they learn about
their rights and how to keep themselves safe
from abuse. Children are also encouraged to
report abuse to older children, who act as
peer counsellors. These activities are also
undertaken in Sirte, a city that endured heavy
destruction during the revolution.
Young people in IDP camps and in Sirte are
also being supported to engage in a theatre
project which represents a forum where they
12

can express their concerns, including those
related to their protection or other problems.
By helping the community to find collective
solutions, the forum will encourage
reconciliation between IDP youth and local
communities. The theatre project will
culminate in a national youth conference, the
outcome of which will shape advocacy on
youth issues at the national level. In the
future, Save the Children programming will
focus on increasing employability for young
people who dropped out of school because of
being involved in the conflict.
Armed conflict can have a stronger effect on
the lives of the child in an urban setting. In
many cases civilians living in high-density
areas are deliberately targeted during armed
conflict in order to produce a greater political
impact.
Child protection responses in emergency
situations need to: include work with families
to prevent and stop abuse and family
separation; to address the potential for
trafficking and institutionalisation; and to
provide psychosocial support and reunify
children with parents or ensure that other
forms of appropriate care are provided. Child
protection responses also require working
with children on the potential for and effects
of violence following emergencies,
particularly with girls on sexual violence, and
with boys on compulsion to join violent
groups and gangs.
Child protection needs to be a key part of
disaster prevention, risk reduction and
emergency planning, and should involve boys
and girls in their own protection.

“I‟m not scared of any disasters
anymore because I already know
what to do.”

A child in the Philippines, part of Save the
Children‟s Child-Led Disaster Risk Reduction
programme49

Vietnam: Children leading preparation
for disasters50
After the tsunami struck South-East Asia in
2006, Save the Children developed a ChildLed Disaster Risk Reduction programme in
the region. As part of these efforts, children
in Vietnam took part in community meetings
to assess risks and hazards of potential
disasters. They produced risk maps and action
plans for schools and advocated for
mitigation measures. Children were also
involved in teaching community members
about response, conducting regular drills and
assessing the community preparedness. The
groups also educated decision-makers about
the impact of disasters on children, and their
communities about child rights and child
protection.

Urban poverty and
childcare

U

rban poverty affects children‟s lives
in many ways, particularly within the
family. Cash is essential in an urban
area, where families do not have any produce
from land or animals to exchange for goods.
Unemployment is a major concern materially
and emotionally and it affects the division of
roles and the power relations in the family
setting. The lack of status, power and control
(especially among men) is often associated
with increased alcohol abuse and domestic
violence. Children may have to take up
harmful work in order to help support the
family in this scenario.
Abuse and violence in the home is not a
characteristic of poverty, but poverty
exacerbates problems, especially in urban
areas where traditional safety mechanisms are
no longer available.* However, children in
urban poverty experience levels of

It must be emphasised that many poor families
provide safe environments for their children; violence
and abuse cuts across all levels of income and status
and may be more easily hidden among richer families.
*
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depression and distress that are higher
than the urban average.51
Migrant families and children may often find
that „traditional‟ norms of behaviour may not
fit in an urban environment. Movement often
brings change from a rural extended to an
urban nuclear family, which reduces numbers
of potential caregivers. Patterns of kinship
and family care for young children in a village
may not be easily reproduced in an urban
setting, especially with the need for cash
employment. As a result children may be
placed at risk with inappropriate caregivers,
by neglect or through being placed in
institutions.
Poverty is an important reason why many
families place their children in institutions,
often called „orphanages‟. This arrangement
reduces the cost of keeping children at home
and providing them with an education. For
example, of the 20,000 children in institutions
in Sri Lanka in 2006, about 80 per cent had
one or both parents alive52. The living
conditions and protection and care that
children experience while in institutional care
have been well-documented. The standard of
care is often poor and many children are
abused and neglected. Children under three
years, in particular, are at risk of permanent
developmental damage by not being cared for
in a family setting. For all children, long-term
stays in institutions can have a lasting negative
impact53.
Yet institutions continue to be opened by
charities and non-governmental organisations,
particularly in urban areas and after disasters,
where there are greater numbers of children
at risk of being placed in institutions.

“Once I went to the toilet without
knowing that it was time for the
head count. When I came out the
supervisor hit my head against the
wall many times”
Child in an institution in Mongolia54

Save the Children advocates for family-based
care instead of placement in large and
unregulated institutions, with alternative care
options for children who cannot remain with
their families. Families hold the greatest
potential for the care and protection of
children, and can also empower children to
protect themselves55 in development and
emergency contexts.
Consultations with children have consistently
highlighted the importance of family love and
care, and the importance of addressing the
problem of violence in the home.56

Bosnia and Herzegovina: Supporting
children without appropriate care57
Save the Children in Bosnia and Herzegovina
has piloted a drop-in centre model aimed at
children living on the streets in Sarajevo and
children at risk of being separated from their
families because of poverty. The centre
conducts outreach activities through social
workers and provides targeted parenting
sessions on childcare, as well as financial and
shelter assistance. Vulnerable children also
receive literacy, leisure and life skills sessions.
After the end of Save the Children‟s support
in 2011, the municipalities of Sarajevo Canton
have allocated budget for the continuation of
services at the drop-in centre. Based on the
success of the Sarajevo model, Save the
Children is also supporting the replication of
the model in additional four cities in Bosnia
and Herzegovina.

Latin America and the Caribbean:
Promoting positive parenting 58
Physical punishment is rampant in many
homes in Latin America and the Caribbean.
In an exploratory study carried out by
Instituto Promundo, children highlighted the
lack of dialogue with their fathers, mothers
and other caregivers. The study also
emphasised the little time that adults dedicate
to entering and understanding their children‟s
world and their point of view. Further, Save
the Children with its partner, IFEJANT
(Instituto de Formación para Educores de
Jóvenes Adolescentes y Niños Trabajadores
de América Latina y el Caribe), carried out the
14

design and implementation of an internet
based course on family and children‟s rights
in Latin America. The course is aimed at
teachers, police, lawyers, social workers and
other professionals and emphasises the
importance of children‟s participation in
decision-making, including within the family.
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3. Conclusions and

the way forward

D

uring the second half of the 20th
century the process of urbanisation
has accelerated in developing
countries. Half of the world‟s children now
live in cities and towns. This process has been
accompanied by economic development, with
lower rates of child mortality, more work
opportunities and increased access to
education as well as to other services.
Children in urban areas are in general better
off than those living in rural areas. However,
these developments have been uneven, with
wide disparities in relation to survival,
nutrition and education. Children living in
informal settlements and poor
neighbourhoods are often excluded from
social protection and related services.
Unemployment and violence rates among
adults and young people are high and there is
also often a breakdown of family structures
and social networks. These factors
increasingly contribute to violence, abuse,
neglect and exploitation of children.59 Many
children living in urban poverty are involved
in harmful work, sexual exploitation and gang
violence and do not get sufficient care and
protection in a family environment.
The situation is aggravated during
emergencies when large proportions of new
arrivals in cities are living in informal and
irregular settlements. The housing in newly
urbanised areas is often cramped and the
environment may not offer opportunities for
safe play and interaction with peers. In
humanitarian disasters, it is the poorest
segments of the populations that are mostly
affected by family separation, sexual violence
and exploitation. Badly constructed
settlements also make the environment unsafe
when a natural disaster hits.
The protection risks – in both urban and rural
settings – vary according to childhood
diversity based on age, gender, disability,
ethnicity, sexuality, class and status. Some of
these factors change during an individual

child‟s life course, as they grow older (for
example at adolescence) or as a result of
external impact (family income loss, being
affected by HIV and AIDS, poverty, disaster,
among others).

“When I come out of my house the
people point at me and say: why don‟t
you stay in, look at you! You cannot
walk properly.”
12-year-old boy with physical disability, South
Asia60

Save the Children has long experience of
preventing and responding to child protection
violations in urban settings. However, it has
not yet taken a systematic approach to
analysing children‟s right to protection in the
context of urbanisation.

Recommendations for Save the
Children
Focus on all aspects of urbanisation
Save the Children should address all aspects
of how urbanisation affects children‟s right to
protection; such as the situation of children in
the urban context (especially for those most
at risk); the situation during movement; the
impact on children living in rural areas,
including children left behind when caregivers
migrate.
Child protection responses in an urbanised
world also need to be flexible enough to
respond to rapid changes due to disasters and
climate change.
New trends such as children‟s involvement in
political violence (such as the Arab Spring)
and the role of the private sector (corporate
social responsibility) to enhance child
protection in the urban setting need to be
further explored.
The issue of land rights and citizenship in the
urban context also affects children‟s right to
protection and needs further consideration.
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Urbanisation programming
Urbanisation programming must include
methods for anticipating urbanisation trends,
the nature and scale of urban poverty and its
potential effects on children. This requires a
thorough understanding of local contexts,
disaggregation of information and the
identification of child protection issues and
risks. Studies and longitudinal research with
children will be necessary to better
understand consequences, risks and resilience.
A human rights framework and the
strengthening of child protection systems (see
Appendix) are essential to Save the Children‟s
child protection work.
Enabling effective participation of children,
addressing discrimination and barriers to
inclusion and promoting accountability of
governments and other key actors is essential
in child protection work.
Save the Children can play an important role
in enhancing collaboration between various
levels of government, civil society, the private
sector, children and the international
community. Partnerships, especially those
that involve children, are important to pool
resources, promote good practices and
policies to support the urban poor and to
address all forms of violence against children.
Children‟s right to protection is closely
associated with the fulfilment of their other
rights such as health, nutrition and education.
It is therefore crucial to establish mechanisms
for coordination and decision-making
across Save the Children’s thematic
priorities.
Safe migration and new technologies
Save the Children can further build on its
work on „children on the move‟ which
addresses harmful movements and promote
safe migration. The use of new technologies
as tools for promoting safe migration could
be further explored by involving children in
developing child-friendly messages. New
technologies can also be used for violence
prevention by encouraging children to stay in
touch with each other‟s and with their

families through their social networks. They
also provide new opportunities for birth
registration and for reporting on violence.
Family support
Violence in the home and in the
neighbourhood, in addition to poverty and
marginalisation, may drive children to find
their livelihoods on the streets and/or in
harmful work.
Social protection measures (such as cash
transfers) are important to support the most
vulnerable children and prevent exploitation
in the context of urbanisation. Save the
Children should advocate with governments
to provide families with material assistance
and support them to care for their children,
including through parental education and
support for addressing problems of drug and
alcohol abuse. Special efforts are needed to
encourage male caregivers to support children
through their different stages of development.
Children‟s resilience must also be understood
and their opinions taken into account in all
decision-making processes about their future.
Developing and strengthening accredited
community-based social work is essential to
be able to reach the most marginalised
families in the context of urbanisation. This
will be an important area of work for Save the
Children to advocate for in the future.
Children at the centre of urban planning
Save the Children needs to strengthen its
advocacy with governments in order to put
children at the centre of urban planning and
development, including decisions on budget
allocations. A protective environment should
be promoted through the development of
child-friendly cities. These cities should
minimise the risk of, for example, sexual
abuse, by providing child-friendly and ageappropriate information, safe reporting
mechanisms, safe spaces for play, and safe
latrine areas, among other actions. Children
from various backgrounds should have a
voice in urban planning.
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Child protection should also be included in
disaster risk reduction and emergency
preparation in the urban setting.
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Appendix: Framework
for child protection
A stable, non-violent family environment,
with strong bonds between parents and
children, and the use of non-violent discipline
has proved to be crucial for child protection.
It not only prevents children from
experiencing violence, abuse, exploitation and
neglect, it also helps children to recover from
violence and other problems they may have
experienced.
A rights-based national child protection
system recognises the state‟s ultimate
responsibility and human rights obligation to
children, and provides government with a
coordinated and sustainable way to protect
children. A child protection system consists
of:
 laws and policies that protect children
from abuse, neglect, exploitation and
violence and respond in the best interests
of the child when violations occur;
 a central government coordination
mechanism for child protection, bringing
together central government departments,
different provinces, different levels of
government and civil society; effective
regulation and monitoring at all levels of
child protection standards, for instance, in
childcare institutions and schools; and
 a committed workforce with relevant
competencies and mandates.
A functioning child protection system is
informed by children‟s views and experiences
and supports families in the care and
protection of their children. It connects child
and family support mechanisms in the
community with child-friendly services at all
levels, regulated by quality standards and
delivered by the government or accredited
social agencies.
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