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“street children” in brazil
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Brazil – land of contrasts

In developmental terms, Brazil is defined as an 
emerging economy: it ranks at the upper end 
of the middle-income category. The scale of the 
Brazilian economy, the country’s abundance 
of natural resources and land, its diversified 
manufacturing structure, and its high degree 
of industrialization all point to a successful de-
velopment path. Yet these factors obscure the 
pronounced contrasts that divide the country. 
Some of these contrasts are geographic or cli-
matic in nature; others are ethnic: Brazil’s pop-
ulation draws on Native American, African, and 
European roots, and successive waves of im-
migrants, mainly from Asia and Europe, have 
added to the mix. Such a combination of races 
and cultures, spread over more than 8 million 
square kilometers, makes for an interesting 
diversity.

Yet other contrasts are social in nature and 
less desirable. Living conditions for Brazil’s 
191.3 million people (2007)1 vary dramatically, 
both across the country’s regions and states and 
within them. Spatial variations can be marked. 

Life expectancy at birth ranges from 63.2 years 
in Alagoas to 71.6 years in Rio Grande do Sul. 
Adult literacy ranges from under 70% in Alagoas 
and Piauí to almost 95% in the Federal Dis-
trict. Poverty incidence rates range from 3.1% 
in metropolitan São Paulo to more than 50% in  
the rural northeast.2 Income disparities in Brazil 
are significant not only across regions but also  
between metropolitan areas, non-metropolitan 
urban centers, and rural areas. Moreover, in-
equality across gender and ethnic groups is al-
so important.

Despite Brazil’s progresses in reducing in-
fant mortality rates, increasing school enroll-
ment rates and improving access to better wa-
ter sources,3 the poorest one-fifth of Brazil’s 
population account for only a 2.4% share of the 
national income. Brazil is second only to South 
Africa in a world ranking of income inequality. 
About one-fifth of the population lives on less 
than USD 2 a day and 8% live on less than USD 1 
a day.4 Brazil’s Northeast contains the single 
largest concentration of rural poverty in Latin 
America.5 The situation of these people is not 
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much different from the circumstances in which 
the poorest of the poor live in other parts of the 
world. In 2005, the annual number of children 
dying before their 5th year of age was 123,000.

There are an estimated 3.7 million orphans 
(2005) who have lost their parents to varying 
death causes, also to AIDS.6 Health care, sani-
tary facilities and food resources are inadequate 
for most of the poor population, while educa-
tion is the privilege of a select few. Although 
Brazil is one of the world’s largest industrial na-
tions, it ranks 69th on the UNDP’s 2006 Human 
Development Index (HDI).7

Great numbers of Brazil’s most destitute 
people live in the slums of the big cities, the so-
called favelas, where the infrastructure, espe-
cially the drinking water and drainage systems, 
is deficient. Slum dwellers squat on land to 
which they have no legal title. But since this is 
mostly unused and unusable public land – hill-
sides, swamps, lagoons, rubbish dumps, and so 
on – they are not likely to be evicted.

Where these impoverished people live 
within sight of the pleasant living conditions 
enjoyed by a privileged elite, social tensions and 
the potential for conflict grow. The streets of 
large cities such as Rio de Janeiro are increasing-
ly the scene of confrontations between rich and 
poor, including street crime. Those who are un-
able to make a living as vendors of newspapers 
or lottery tickets, shoeshine boys, guards for 
parked cars or the like, are often forced to earn 
a living illegally. Even within the slums there is 
virtually no place for solidarity: When someone 
else’s existence is a threat to one’s own, self-in-
terest comes first.

Extreme population density and crowded 
living conditions in the slums, combined with 
the struggle to survive, generally lead not only 
to social disintegration but also to violence 

within the family and to broken homes. This 
makes the situation even more difficult for chil-
dren and young people, and at least partly ac-
counts for their increasing presence on the 
streets. Along with suffering hunger, being un-
dernourished, and being exposed to disease, 
probably nothing contributes more to the loss 
of human development potential than a child-
hood and youth spent outside the institutional 
framework of family and school in the usually 
hostile environment of the street. The growing 
number of children who work on the streets, or 
even live there permanently, is one of the most 
pressing development problems world-wide. A 
future in dignity with a reasonable livelihood is 
at stake for a whole generation of urban youth. 
But of Latin American countries known to have 
“street children,” first and foremost is Brazil, 
where their numbers are estimated to have 
reached between 12–17 million. Millions of chil-
dren roam the streets of the Rio slums daily, ad-
dicted to drugs, forced into prostitution, in fear 
of death and of each other. Brazil is not a legally 
backwards country with no legislation for the 
protection of its children; as a matter of fact 
they have one of the best movements for the 
rights of street children. But there are indica-
tions that the situation has not much improved 
over the past 15 years: In 19938 there was an es-
timated 4–5 children murdered each day on the 
streets, and few children of the streets can ex-
pect to live past their 18th birthdays.9
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01	 Child getting home after playing football.  
Favela Rocinha, 2005.
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02	 Children in Favela Rocinha, 2005.
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