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1. Are there really “street children” in Germany?

'Street children in Germany' has been one of the favourite topics in the media in the nineties of the last century. They really exist, even though they ought not to exist at all. For in Germany, all minors who cannot or do not want to live in their families have the right to be looked after by youth welfare services – and these services are obliged to look after these youngsters. This is granted by the German Child and Youth Service Act.

Nevertheless, there have always been children and juveniles who withdraw from the institutions of socialisation, namely family and school, or from community homes and focus their lives on the streets. But since the beginning of the nineties, their number seems to have increased and they seem to have become more endangered by alcohol, drugs, prostitution, criminality and permanent homelessness. 

2. Who are the vagrant youth or “street children” in Germany?

In Germany the term 'street children' is often used – even by experts – for youngsters, who spend most of their time on the streets. But the term ‚street children‘ covers youngsters in different and often changing situations. So a clear definition of that term is impossible and we and other researchers prefer the term “youngsters with street careers”.  

2.1. Street careers of youngsters born in Germany 
If we look at the conditions that lead to a career in the streets and the prehistories of 'street children', it becomes obvious, that the danger of a street career frequently shows up very early for girls and boys who are neglected or abused by their parents or step parents, because these youngsters often grew up in patchwork families with a lot of problems like drug or alcohol addiction, illness, poverty etc (Permien/Zink 1998). At that stage nobody talks of 'street children' yet, but of „children at risk“ (Hansbauer 1998). This term applies to a growing number of children in socially deprived residential quarters. Some of them belong to migrant families, which came to Germany as refugees or because of looking for jobs. But jobs are quite rare and unemployment is high and often one of the causes of problems in the families. These children still live at home to the extent that they sleep and perhaps eat there; but from the age of six or eight or ten, the focal point of their lives is shifting slowly but surely away from school and family into the streets. Often their families and school offer them too little stability, approval and support. This “shifting away” from family and school is ignored or tolerated helplessly by their parents or single mothers, and sometimes even by their schools. Some studies show that schools do not play a sufficient part in preventing careers in the streets. Schools seem to concentrate too much on their instruction tasks, they frequently do not bother about children who play truant, or even exclude 'troublemakers' from class – and they do not inform the youth welfare services: Often, there is still a lack of good cooperation between schools and youth welfare. 

Example: Tobias is thirteen years old. He lives with his mother and her new partner in a big city. Since his parents' divorce he has lost all contact to his father. At eleven Tobias started to miss school more and more frequently, now he is regarded as a persistent truant – but his school has not done anything to get him back into school. His mother sends him to school every morning, but he never reaches the classroom. Tobias spends his days in the streets with older friends, who are also playing truant or are not of school age any more. Often all he eats during the day is a bag of potato crisps. He frequently stays away from home for days. Then he sleeps in cellars or empty houses in his neighbourhood – together with other people. These periods usually end with the police returning him to his family. His mother has got used to the situation. Tobias regards his life in the 'streets' - away from family and school - as a time of 'peace and quietness'. He lives life from one day to the next; he prefers not to think of the future. 

When they get older, these young people do not finish school successfully and they are not able to get one of the rare places for a vocational training or they give up very soon. So they continue to hang around in their street-gang nearly the whole night, sometimes steeling or robbing. They often get into conflict with police and justice. Some do not leave their families and stay in their residential quarters, others are at last thrown out by their parents, get homeless and get in contact with the inner city scenes. These are mostly boys and young men, quite often with a background of migration. This group deserves far more attention than has been paid to them hitherto, because many of them are in danger of losing all chances for social integration. Above all, they need employment programs with a very low level of demands. These are provided by youth welfare services, but sometimes the youngsters are not ready to fulfill even these low demands or they are not able to start working because they have to wait for a court procedure, which may bring them into jail. 

This shifting and early beginning of a street career we found very often. But some youngsters start their street career with a sharp break, in the age of 13, 15 or 16 years. They run away or are thrown out of their family or a community home because of escalating conflicts and do not return for a long time. Leaving their well-known background behind, often they end up in the inner-city scenes. That is true especially for girls, because in the city-scenes there is less social control than in their residential areas. And it is true for youngsters, who live already in community homes because of bad conditions in their families. The community homes are normally open, so the inhabitants can get easily in contact with youngsters on the street and start their street careers. If they begin to consume drugs, become truants and do not follow the rules of the home, they either have to leave or run away by themselves and stay with their new “friends”. 

Figures about “street children” born in Germany 

Because “street children” are not a clear defined entity, it is not possible to give exact figures of how many youngsters live on the streets. There are only estimations from the year 1998: At that time, about 6-7000 youngsters, who lived with their families or in community homes before, seemed to be homeless for more than 3 months and having no contact with their families or with youth welfare services. But these estimations may be far to low, because estimations from 2001 (ISIS 2001) say, that about 3-5000 youngsters live only in the streets of the capital Berlin (not all of them completely homeless), and that about half of them come from other regions of Germany. But meanwhile even smaller cities have their „city-scenes“. So, estimations of 20 000 homeless youngsters may perhaps be realistic (Britten 2002). But there are hardly ever homeless children less than 12 years, but the homeless ones are usually juveniles and – to a great extent - young adults between 18-27 years of age. So the term street children is really misleading.

In regard to the percentages of males and females among the youngsters in the central city-scenes, street workers and social workers in shelters and sleep-ins found a high percentage of girls among the german youngsters. Especially among the younger ones between 14-16 years of age, girls may be up to 70%. But among the older ones, the opposite is true: there are more young men left! 

2.2 Street careers of youngsters born in foreign countries

Beside these groups of youngsters born in Germany, there are some more groups of youth on the street: 

· One group are young unaccompanied asylum-seekers, who often paid a lot of money to get to Germany and came with a lot of unrealistic hopes. When they arrive in Germany they have the right to live in a sort of community home and to get a guardian till the court has decided whether they are allowed to stay in Germany. The estimated number of them is between 6 000 and 10.000. Some of the older ones live in accomodations for adult asylum seekers, others may live with relatives or other people from their home country, and there are only 10-20% of these voung persons, which have a place in a community home. So presumably an unknown number of these youngsters between 14-18 years end up on the streets without a perspective. When they get involved in criminal activities, they have to be afraid, that they would be sent back to their home countries. 

· Then there is an also unknown number of youngsters from foreign countries (mostly from Eastern Europe, but even from Asia), which were pressed by their parents or by criminals to live on the streets in Germany and to earn money by stealing and pickpocketing, by selling drugs or by prostitution. These youngsters will hardly get any help from the youth welfare services, because when they get in contact with police, they are not allowed to tell anything about the persons in their background. And they leave Germany, before they have to go to prison. And even if the youngsters live with their families in Germany, the parents will barely accept help for their children because they live on the money, which their children earn in a criminal manner. Sometimes, the whole family has to leave Germany because of the offences of the youngsters, but often, the families stay and the youngsters get imprisoned, when they are 16, 17 years old.  

3. Street careers and the role of youth welfare services 

In the following parts of my presentation, I will concentrate on the street careers of the youngsters born in Germany and the support or interventions of youth welfare services.

There is no central program in Germany dealing especially with youth on the street or vagrant children. Within the framework of the Child and Youth Service Act, every community is responsible for the support of juveniles This task includes to prevent or to stop deviant careers and to support youngsters living on the streets. Because of the local resposibility, there is some variety in the measures available in each city. First I will outline, what can be done to prevent such a career.
3.1 Support before or at the beginning of a career

Once youngsters have embarked on street careers, the psychological and material costs of reintegrating them socially are considerable high – if it can be achieved at all. For this reason it is the task of youth services to do as much as possible to support youngsters in troublesome situations and to prevent deviant careers. There are a lot of measures described in the Child and Youth Service Act (§ 27–35): These include

§28 Child guidance

§ 29 Social group work

§ 30 Case helper

§ 31 Socio-educational family help

§ 32  Education in a day group

§ 33  Full-time care in an other familiy

§ 34  Residential education and other types of  accommodation with social worker support

§ 35  Intensive socio-educational individual care

Meanwhile, there are some special programs for young offenders and for early school leavers. And because delinquency and truancy often go along with beginning street careers, these programs may be helpful to prevent street careers, too. 

Some – but not all – of the vagrant youth had already some experience with these measures. Although they get different forms of support, it may happen that they run away: May be, the girls and boys did not find these measures helpful enough, or may be, certain street scenes seem to be more attractive than handling the stress in their families and the demands of school: 

Example: Silvie, a 14-year-old girl, encounters a lot of troubles with her stepfather and gets no support by her mother, when he tried to abuse her. The family gets some counseling, but this does not really change the situation. Then Silvie gets a new boyfriend, but her parents do nearly not allow her to see him. That forces her to run away, attracted by the supposed freedom outside her family. In the city-scene, she quickly finds some older boys, who offer her to sleep in their flat – but Sylvie has to learn very soon, that they want sexual contact with her. 

When a girl or boy has left home already, she or he has the right stay for some weeks in an emergency center (§ 42). These centers have to inform the parents or guardians, who have the custodial rights as soon as possible. These centers aim at clearing the perspectives of runaways and find solutions for the conflicts between them and their parents or the educational staff in residential care. And they aim at preventing street careers – but they are not always successful! Because for youngsters in crisis it is very important to be offered an acceptable an sustainable solution soon after they first have run away from home: 

One possible solution is, that a girl or boy and his or her parents will try to live together again. Then youth welfare services have to be very engaged to create better conditions in the family: Often, an extensive counseling seems necessary or at least a sort of contract between the children and their parents about necessary changes in their interactions and an intensive monitoring from outside. Otherwise, the youngsters may run away again. Then, they may run right into a street career because they do trust neither their parents nor youth welfare services any longer. 

In other cases, there is a lot of conflict between parents and their child, because the parents may want a secure accommodation in a community home for their child, which the youngster does not want at all. Then, youth services has to find good compromises between parents and youngsters, because “in accordance with personal maturity ... young persons are to be involved in all decisions of statuary youth services” (§ 8.1). Experience shows, that a measure will be much more effective, if the youngster is willing to accept it! Even though, some girls and boys, who run away from their parents and from community homes again and again, were brought into secure accommodation in a community home or in a psychiatric hospital – and they often do not go there voluntarily!. But not the parents and not the youth services can decide about a secure accomodation, but only a court. In that process, the judge has to hear the young person (§ 1631BGB). Only, when no other way of educationg the youngster seems possible, the judge should allow secure accomodation. Some youngsters escape even from these secure accomodations, which are not as secure as prisons. (In Germany “secure accomodation” is provided by youth services and has pedagogical aims, while imprisonment is a matter of justice, and only young persons older than 14 years can be imprisoned because of their criminal offences).

Sometimes it is a problem that parents are not willing to accept the involvement of youth welfare services at all – even when a girl or boy has run away already and is willing to live in a community home. In Germany youngsters have the right to consult the youth office without informing their parents (§ 8.2), but they do not have the right to apply for a measure, e.g. for residential care – only their parents (or guardians) can do that. And if the parents are not willing to do so, youth services sometimes are not able to support these youngsters. For that reason, a lot of experts plead for the right of adolescents to apply for youth welfare provisions by themselves, independent from their parents. This is important especially for youngsters at risk of a street career. Because in the time of uncertainty about their future lives, depending on the decisions made by their parents, youngsters may very quickly lose their faith in their families and in youth services. 'The 'street' with all its temptations frequently appears to them as better alternative and there is a great danger that juveniles may take further steps towards the streets – and toward criminality. For unlike in South America or other countries, in Germany there is no legal work offered for youngsters on the streets, so they have to get money for food, alcohol and drugs by begging, stealing, mugging and robbery, prostitution, selling drugs or other criminal activities. 

3.2  Support on the street, in the scenes

A lot of youth welfare services aimed specifically at runaways and youngsters on the street were established in the last ten years, first in big cities like Berlin, but afterwards even in small cities. These lowprofile-services near the scenes aim at stabilisation of the youngsters while living in the streets and supporting them if they try to stop their street career. 

One of these services is streetwork, (which is one of the provisions according to § 11), which tries to get in contact with youngsters on the street in their residential quarters as well as in the city scenes. Meanwhile you will find streetwork in nearly every city, even small ones. Streetwork offers help and counseling to youngsters in risky situations. Streetwork never forces youngsters to accept help, and their clients can stay anonymous and even if a streetworker knows the name of a young girl, he will not inform her parents, if she does not like it.Respecting the free will of the youngsters even in risky situations is the only chance for youth services to stay in contact with them. After a time, the trust of the youngsters into the streetworker grows, and often, they will “allow” some contact to their parents or the educational staff of the commmunity home, where they had stayed before running away. There is a passage in § 8.3 in the Child and Youth Service Act, which allows the youngsters to stay anonymous for some time: “Young persons may receive counsel without the knowledge of the person who has the right of care and custody, provided that such counsel is made necessary by a situation of emergency and conflict and the purpose of counselling would be defeated by notification of that person”.
Streetwork often is linked with provision of shelters for youth on the street, open for some hours every day. There too, the youngsters can stay anonymous, they have a place to rest or talk with others, they can take a shower and give their clothes a wash. Often they can get medical care (most of the vagrant youth is in very poor health condition!) and the social workers willl give support, e.g., when the young persons have difficulties with police or with the court and do not know what to do (what happens very often!). On demand of the youngsters the social workers call up the parents, guardians or persons in different local authorities, e.g the youth office, the employment or housing office – or they bring the youngsters in contact with the services for drug addicted persons. In some cities, there are special shelters for young women or – more rare – for boys living on prostitution and being drug addicted. In many cities there are accommodation units for an overnight stay – but only for some nights per month, because the youngsters should be forced a little bit to look for a more stable place to live. 

Because of this “outreach work”, in Germany only a minority (“the hard core”) of youngsters stay without any contact to their parents or to the youth welfare services while “living on the street”. These young persons, who have “nothing but the scene” are mostly the older ones – who have no right to get youth services any more, when they are older than 18 or 21 years, which is the maximum age. And of course youth from foreign countries try to avoid any contact to police or youth services and may survive only with the help of some acquaintances. The majority of other vagrants, and especially the younger ones, change – sometimes several times a year – between living on the street and trying to live with their familiy again or in a community home or a flat, which was organized by youth services for them. The youngsters get to know very soon the bitterness and violence of street life, and the older ones often have to stay in prison for some time. So they are often willing to leave the street behind and find a stable place to live again. But often the youngsters lose that accommodation and become homeless again, when the conflicts about their deviant behavior (e.g. using drugs, stealing money, coming home late, playing truant) are escalating again, or because they are not able to manage living on their own. So homelessness is often a shorter stage in street life, followed by a longer stage of having a more ore less stable place to live and perhaps followed by a new loss of this place. (Permien/Zink 1998; Bodenmüller/Piepel 2003).

An insufficient cooperation between different institutions can force that negative circles in a street career – and it can create difficulties for the youngsters to stop their careers. This is especially true for the cooperation between youth services and drug aid. Drug aid in Germany is designed for adults with drug addiction, and youth aid is designed for minors without heavy drug problems – but both sides have to realize the growing group of drug- or alcohol addicted minors, because nearly all vagrant youth are consuming lots of drugs and alcohol – and  they are often unable to stop that, when they get a new chance in a community home or a flat, offered to them by youth services! 

3.3 Support to leave the street behind

So there are a lot of changes and ups and downs in a street career. But the longer youngsters stay on the street, the smaller become their chances to get back to “normal live”: An unknown percentage of former “street children” change into homeless grown ups. Others end up in psychiatry, and some are oscillating between imprisonement and a sort of freedom, which drives them into criminality again and again, because the chances to get a job and a flat is diminishing with every court sentence! But in Germany, probation services offer some support for young offenders.
Knowing that a lot of youngsters are not able to leave the scenes and to “normalize” all at once, some cities provide low profile housing projects. There the youngsters can learn to live alone or together with others and manage to pay the rent etc, before they move into a „normal“ flat. If there are no possibilities to „return“ from the scenes step by step, even young people, who really want to leave their vagrancy behind, are often excluded again from „normal life“ very soon. And there are some more problems for the return process: A lot of the youngsters have one or two dogs, which are their best friends and are very important to them. That makes it even harder to find a stable place to live and to find a job eventually. In establishing good cooperation with vocational training programs youth services can suceed to deal with this problem too! But when the youngsters have found a flat and a sort of job, a new proble arises: Most of these young people have to start paying back the debts, they often have. So youth services often sends them to the debt advisory service, which is established in many cities.

There are some really astonishing stories of young men and women, who get the necessary support from youth services, had enough motivation and power of their own and were quite successfull in establishing a quite stable, legal and content life! 

As mentioned earlier, girls seem to leave the scenes earlier than young men, and seem to be more successful in maintaining a flat of their own, and they are much less imprisoned than the young men. (Bodenmüller/Piepel 2003). So when they once have gotten a flat of their own, they lose it less often than the young men. Some manage to return to their families or they start to live with a partner – or they get a child. The new responsibility as a mother and the right to live in a home for mothers with little children (§19) sometimes helps them back into a more normal life. But of course, a certain percentage of the girls end up in prostitution and drug addiction.

4. Conclusion

In Germany, there are a lot of provisions to prevent street careers, to support youth on the street and to give youngsters a chance to „come back to a more humane life“, but they are not always sufficient – or they do not cooperate enough. And parents, youth services, drug aid, schools and vocational training programs should be aware that what they have to offer is competing with the attractions of the streets. To be successful, the offered support should be more attractive than what the street scenes, the drugs, the sexual customers have to offer. And support often first has to mobilize the own motivation and the ressources of the young persons. Of course, you can bring them into prison, - but that is no solution at all!
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