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Note 
 
 
 
This report is one of five in a series. The other reports in the series are: 

·  Working Children’s Movements in Peru. (van den Berge, M.) 

·  Child Labour Organisations in Eastern Africa. Still in the Making. (Nimbona, G 

& Kristoffel Lieten) 

·  Child Labour Unions: AEJT Senegal. (Nimbona, G & Kristoffel Lieten) 

·  Working Children’s Organisations in India (Heike Roschanski) 

 
All the reports can be downloaded from the IREWOC website www.irewoc.nl; 
alternatively, hard copies can be ordered from info@irewoc.nl 



 

 ii  

Boy (14) soldering adornments for matraca (festive instrument like a rattle)



 

 iii

Acknowledgements 
 
 
 
The work of an anthropologist characterises itself by extremes: this report is the result of 
several months of exiting fieldwork in Bolivia, followed by even more months of relative 
solitary writing at our office in Amsterdam. From the beginning to the end many people 
participated, yet bare no responsibility for this end result. I would especially like to thank the 
following:  

My colleagues at the IREWOC office for a fruitful and pleasant collaboration and the 
interesting discussions that made the reporting part so much more interesting; Kristoffel 
Lieten for his guidance and his theoretical insights that often shone a new light on the findings 
I brought back from the field; and Plan Netherlands for the funding and making this research 
project possible in the first place. 

To those in the field, I am much indebted to Pedro Mamani, an active member of the 
national coordination and my main ‘gatekeeper’: he opened the doors to the Movement. He is 
without a doubt one of the most impressive persons I met. He has his own harsh history as a 
child labourer, and despite still finding difficulties in making ends meet, and being as young 
as he is, he invests all his time and energy in the Movement.  

I would like to show my gratitude to the several dozens of adult ‘collaborators’ and 
‘educators’ who made time for me to share their views on the best and worst practices of their 
organisations.  

I naturally would also like to thank all the children and adolescents who participated in 
this research project. The adolescents from the national coordination of the UNATsBO, who, 
after fulfilling the tasks of the daily coordination of the Movement, had to speak to yet 
another curious ‘gringo’. Most of my gratitude goes out to the children and their families at 
the grassroots level, who were the ones living in the most adverse conditions: those living in 
El Alto, the poor neighbourhoods of La Paz or even in the streets.  

Special thanks go to the family of Felix Apaza Condori who housed me for several 
months, made me feel at home and shared the particularities of their daily lives with me. I 
want to dedicate this work to all those people living at the margins of society in Bolivia and I 
hope this report will somehow contribute to an improvement of their living conditions.  
 
Marten van den Berge, May 2007 



 

 iv 

Boy (7) announcing bus destinations (voceador) in El Alto



 

 v 

Contents 
 
 
 

Note i 

Acknowledgements ii 

Contents v 

Foreword vii 

 
Chapter 1: Introduction 1 

1.1 Child labour in Bolivia: growing up in poverty 2 

1.2 Research objectives and fieldwork 6 

 
Chapter 2: UNATsBO 9 

2.1 The Bolivian government 9 

2.2 Non-governmental organisations in Bolivia 10 

2.2.1 Common principles of the Regulacionistas 11 

2.3 UNATsBO 12 

2.4 Member organisations 16 

2.4.1 ENDA Bolivia 16 

2.4.2 Solitarios 17 

2.4.3 EcoSolidar – Bolivia 18 

2.4.4 Mi Casa 19 

2.4.5 Oqharikuna 21 

2.4.6 Sagrados Corazones 22 

2.4.7 Wiphala 23 

2.4.8 Movida Bolivia 25 

2.5 Conclusion 26 

 
Chapter 3: The Target Group and the Children Reached 29 

3.1 Child Labour in Bolivia and the UNATsBO 29 

3.2 Conclusion 33 

 
Chapter 4: Looking Inside the UNATsBO 35 

4.1 The representatives 35 

4.2 The adults 37 

4.3 NGO/Institutional influence 39 

4.4 How representative are the representatives? 41 

4.5 Conclusion 43 

 
 



 

 vi 

Chapter 5: The Impact 45 

5.1 Self-organisation 45 

5.1.1 Autonomous forms of self-organisation 45 

5.1.3 Disadvantages of autonomous groups 49 

5.2 NGOs organisation of the children 51 

5.2.1 Advantages of NGO organised children: protection and education 52 

5.3 NGO limitations to effecting change 55 

5.4 Adverse effects of NGO interventions 58 

5.4 Reasons given for joining a UNATsBO organisation 60 

5.4.1 Lunch services 60 

5.4.2 Friendship 62 

5.4.3 Education and work 64 

5.4.4 Shelters 66 

5.4.5 Travel 67 

5.5 Conclusion 67 

 
Chapter 6: Conclusions 69 

6.1 Theory versus practice 69 

 
Resources 73 

  



 

 vii

Foreword 
 
 
 
It is a common understanding that many children who live in deprived circumstances in poor 
countries, lacking all forms of social security, will have to work in order to survive. Although 
it is ethically and politically reprehensible, child labour becomes a rational option, chosen by 
individuals as the best possible solution.  

Such recognition conflicts with the struggle against child labour. The world community, 
notably the ILO and the UN Child Rights Convention, has put in place many regulations that 
basically prohibit these very poor children from working and earning a livelihood. The ILO 
Convention 182, for example, aims to eliminate child labour below the age of 12, and restricts 
children aged 13-14 to light, physically and mentally non-harmful jobs, and prohibits several 
intolerable forms of labour for children under the age of 18.  

When I first heard well-meaning people harshly criticising such regulations and 
demanding the right for children to work, I was stunned. How was it possible that some 
concerned adults were arguing for children’s right to work and see it as their duty to help 
them start organisations to improve their working conditions? Their message, however, was 
clear: it is better to regulate work than to abolish it. I later learned that an intense ideological 
battle was going on in Latin America between the regulationista and the abolitionista 
movements. I originally sided with the abolitionistas, and that remained so until I started 
reading arguments and reports written from within the regulationista movement. I came to 
understand that many of these children had to work, and by becoming organised into trade 
union-like movements, they had improved their working conditions and had brought self-
esteem and bottom-up democracy to fruition. 

In order to find out what was really going on, IREWOC started a research programme for 
which it received financial support from Plan Netherlands. The research was conducted in 
Peru, Bolivia, India, Kenya, Ethiopia, Rwanda and Senegal. In each case, the IREWOC 
researcher stayed in the area for approximately three months and closely followed the children 
within the working children’s organisation in order to find out exactly what was going on in 
terms of the work they were doing, the improvements they had brought about, the democratic 
content in the running of their own organisation and the overall effects on the self-esteem and 
prospects of the child. 

For this project Marten van den Berge, senior researcher for IREWOC, went to Peru and 
Bolivia. The Peru research results have been published in a separate report. This present 
report documents his research conducted in Bolivia. With all the attributes of a successful 
anthropologist, including patience, determination and respect, Marten spent three months with 
the children, slowly gaining their trust and eventually hearing their sides to the story. His 
findings will throw up a debate and may please some readers whilst displeasing others. What 
is important, however, is that here we have a body of evidence emerging from the real life 
situation of the children, collected through months of close interaction. 
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Chapter 1 
 
Introduction 
 
 
 
Child labour is a reality in many regions of the world, particularly in the Third World 
countries. The International Labour Organisation has estimated the number of children, for 
whom work is the primary occupation, at 210 million. For millions of these children there are 
many ethical, social and economic reasons to go to school full-time rather than to work, and 
efforts to eliminate child labour should therefore continue. However, the stark reality is that 
millions of children still work, and for a considerable time will continue to work. Many child 
labour specialists and especially academics have therefore argued that the focus should be on 
ameliorating the conditions in which children are made to work.1 They have hereby taken a 
stand against the abolitionists who wish to eliminate all forms of child labour.2 

Ameliorating working conditions involves an organised effort. One could imagine civil 
society organisations, including trade unions and employers’ organisations, taking up this 
challenge and in the process working towards the abolition of child labour altogether. 
However, one particular section of the child labour activism camp objects to this approach, 
namely those who have taken concepts such as “participation” and “self-liberation” to their 
extreme consequence: children have to be organised in labour unions exclusively for children 
and (ideally) by children. 

Data on the scope of activities and the number of children involved in these labour unions 
are quite limited in most countries. While there has been a flurry of interest in similar 
initiatives, there has been very little analysis. The few studies that have been conducted have 
generally worked on the assumption that working children are better off under the care of 
their own organisations rather than under the umbrella of adult organisations.3 There has 
never been an attempt to actually make comparisons between the actions and results of the 
different children’s organisations on a worldwide level. 

To bridge this gap in information, the IREWOC Foundation decided to carry out a 
comparative worldwide study on working children’s organisations. The central objective was 
to analyse how working children in developing countries have been organised, and how, by 
their participation/non-participation in organised movements, they have effected changes in 
their working conditions, their self-esteem and in their prospects. Investigation into this 
under-researched area has far-reaching implications for the labour movement, for the 

                                                 
1 William Myers, Jo Boyden, Ben White, Olga Nieuwenhuys, Per Miljeteig, Manfred Liebel amongst others 
2 For more information on the theme see Myers & Boyden 1998 and Lieten & White 2001. 
3 See Liebel 1999; Swift 1997, 1999; Torres 1994, 1999; Tolfree 1998 
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implementation of the ILO Conventions on child labour (conventions 138 and 182) and the 
application of the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).  

 

1.1 Child labour in Bolivia: growing up in poverty 

Although Bolivia has made some important advances lately in some respects, it is still, in 
several ways, one of the poorest countries on the Latin American continent. Bolivia is ranked 
as a country with “Medium Human Development” by the UNDP Human Development Index 
(HDI). However, its ranking (113th out of the 175 countries) puts it on the edge of being a 
country with “Low Human Development”. The significance of Bolivia’s low ranking 
becomes apparent when compared with the rest of the Latin-American continent. Only 
Honduras (116), Guatemala (117) and Haiti (153) have a lower HDI ranking. Table 1.1 
illustrates how Bolivia’s low HDI is mainly the result of its low life expectancy and low GNP 
per capita.  

Enrolment figures are high, even higher than the Latin-American average. However, the 
actual attendance number is a considerable 15% lower. In Bolivia, 10% more children aged 5-
14 are involved in child labour activities than the Latin American average.  

Table 1.1 Comparing Bolivia with the Latin American continent  

 Life 
expectancy 

Adult 
literacy rate 

(%) 

Primary, secondary 
and tertiary school 

enrolment 

GNP 
per 

capita 
HDI 

Bolivia 64.1 87 87 960 0.687 

Latin 
America 

71.9 89.6 81 3649 0.797 

Source: www.undp.org 

Table 1.2 Indicators of child poverty in Bolivia 2006  

 

Under 5 
mortality rate 

(per 1000 
birth) 

Child mortality 
rate (under 1, 

per 1000 births) 

Net  school 
enrolment 

ratio 

Net school 
attendance 

Child 
Labour 

Bolivia 69 54 95 78 21 

Latin 
America 

43 26 91 93 11 

 Source: UNICEF 2006 

Besides the HDI, other indicators also reflect Bolivia’s poor record in development: 63% of 
the Bolivian population lives below the poverty line and 37% cannot even satisfy their food 
requirements (UNDP 2002:65). Despite some important advances in child mortality (in the 
period 1990-2004, the under 5 mortality rate dropped from 125 to 69), Table 1.2 shows that 
these figures fall far behind the Latin-American average. Statistics from the UNDP show that 
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these high figures are incontestably related to poverty, since the child mortality rate among 
the richest 20% of the population is 25.5, compared to a disastrous 106.5 among the poorest 
20% (www.undp.org).4  

Despite the many organisations working on child labour in Bolivia, it is still difficult to 
get a clear view of the actual numbers of children working in Bolivia. The most recent 
national publication on child labour in Bolivia by UNICEF, in December 2004, stems from 
survey studies in 2002.5 The study by the UCW (Understanding Children’s Work Project6) in 
the same year, used 2001 data. The ILO carried out a national study on Child Labour in 
Bolivia in 1999. On its website IPEC gives a two page rough overview of child labour in 
Bolivia (Ficha Pais), analysing 2001 data from the National Bolivian Institute of Statistics 
(INE). There have been other, more recent studies, but they have been limited to specific 
sectors and do not give an overview of the national situation on child labour.7 

A problem with the available statistical data is that estimates vary greatly between studies. 
The main reason for this is the lack of a universal definition for child labour. Another reason 
for confusion is the difference in methodologies used to collect data. The UCW study on 
Bolivia, for example, compared the results of a UNICEF survey with a World Bank study; 
both studies were carried out in the same year, which means that “discrepancies in the survey 
findings are likely due to methodological differences rather than changes in the actual child 
labour situation” (UCW 2004:3). The study concludes that regarding the statistics on the 
prevalence of child labour the surveys offer “somewhat different answers” with the World 
Bank survey being one third higher across all age and sex based categories (ibid 2004:7). 
These limitations should be kept in mind when analysing the statistical material on child 
labour in Bolivia.  

To have a clear overview on the extent of child labour, one has to compare the statistics of 
working children with other statistics such as the total population, age groups and gender. In 
accordance with the UNICEF and UCW study, the focus will be on the age group 0-14. The 
upper limit of 14 was chosen because Bolivian law defines this as the minimum age for paid 
employment. Additionally it is the age at which compulsory schooling ends.  

In 2006, Bolivia had a population of almost 9 million, of which 35 % were children below 
15. Table 1.3 shows that 313.000 children and adolescents (<18) in Bolivia are involved in 
economic activities. Most of these are adolescents in the age group 14-17, but 116.000 
children from 7 to 13 are also economically employed. As the Bolivian law states 14 as the 

                                                 
4 Percentage of children aged 5 to 14 years of age involved in child labour activities at the moment of the survey. 
A child is considered to be involved in child labour activities under the following classification: (a) children 5 to 
11 years of age that during the week preceding the survey did at least one hour of economic activity per day or at 
least 28 hours of domestic work, and (b) children 12 to 14 years of age that during the week preceding the survey 
did at least 14 hours of economic activity or at least 42 hours of economic activity and domestic work combined. 
5 Specifically statistical material is used from National Population Census carried out by the National Bolivian 
Institute of Statistics (INE) 1975, 1976, 1992 and 2001 and UNICEF’s own surveys: MECOVI 2000 and 2002.  
6 A joint ILO-UNICEF-World Bank research effort 
7 For example see the study on domestic labour (2004)  
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minimum age to be economically active, these 116 thousand children are illegally employed 
as child labourers. In addition, just because 14 is the age at which children are allowed to 
work in Bolivia, it does not mean that the adolescents aged 14-17 are all legally employed. In 
accordance with the ILO conventions 138 and 182, Bolivian law states that adolescents aged 
14-17 are only allowed to perform work that is not detrimental to their safety, health, or moral 
development. Many of these adolescents have, however, found work that complies with all 
the existing laws, and thus should not be included in statistics on child labour. 

Table 1.3 Proportion of children in the total of Economically Active Population (2001)  

Total Economically 
Active Population 

(EAP) 

Working 
Population  

7-13 

Working 
Population 

14-17 

Working 
Population 

<18 

% of EAP 
which are 
children  

3.165.047 115.598 197.931 313.529 10% 

Source: (INE 2001 in UNICEF 2004:34) 

It should be kept in mind that these figures are likely to be an underestimate of the real 
number of child labourers in Bolivia. Many working children are unregistered and therefore 
do not figure in these statistics. Furthermore, the UNICEF statistics only refer to economic 
(productive) activities. They do not include housekeeping activities and household chores8, 
which can put a heavy burden on a child.  

Table 1.4 Economically active populations in Bolivia; age groups 7-13 and 14-17 by area 
and gender, 2001 

 Economically active children 7-13 Economically active children 14-17 

Area Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls 

Total 115.598 64.079 51.519 197.931 106.887 91.044 

Urban 55.296 30.805 24.491 113.742 56.613 57.129 

Rural 60.302 33.274 27.028 84.189 50.274 33.915 

Source: UNICEF 2004: 36&38 

Gender and regional factors play a significant role in understanding the statistics on child 
labour in Bolivia. The older children get, the more they become involved in economic 
activities. The table also shows that of all working children, the majority are boys (except for 
a slight majority of adolescent girls in the cities). An explanation for this apparent gender gap 
could be the absence of non-economical activities from the survey statistics. Among the 
younger children (7-13), more work in the countryside than in the cities, whilst among the 
adolescents (14-17), more work in the cities than in rural activities. Various factors may be of 

                                                 
8 E.g. preparing and serving meals; mending and washing clothes; shopping; caring for siblings or sick and 
infirm persons in the household; cleaning; transporting of household members or their goods, etc.  
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influence here: differences in access to education in urban and rural areas, differences in 
traditional values about helping and working, rural-urban migration, etc. 

Table 1.5 indicates a dichotomy between economic activities in cities and those in the 
countryside. In the countryside most children work in the primary sector (77%), mainly 
agriculture (99%); the rest work in the mining industry (1%). In the cities, however, the 
majority of children are active in the tertiary sector (service related), mainly in retail, personal 
services and restaurants (81%). 

Table 1.5: Economic activities performed by age group 7-17, by region in Bolivia, 2001  

Absolute numbers (x 1000) 
Economic Activity: 

Urban Rural Total 

Agriculture, hunting, fishing 9 87 96 

Mining and stone quarries 0.5 1 1 

Primary sector 9 88 97 

    

Industry 23 7 30 

Construction 8 3 11 

Secondary sector 31 10 41 

    

Retail trade and preparing 41 4 45 

Personal services 29 4 33 

Hotel, pension, restaurants 15 2 17 

Social and communal services 9 4 13 

Transport and communication 5 1 6 

Finance and business establishments 2 1 3 

Wholesale trade 3 0.2 3 

Tertiary Sector 106 15 121 

    

Valid cases 146 114 260 

Non-specified 17 27 44 

Total cases 163 141 303 

Source: UNICEF 2004:45 

IPEC-South America has identified the following economic activities as worst forms of child 
labour in the Bolivian context: mining, agriculture, street work and construction work 
(Rodriguez 2003:56). UNICEF added sexual exploitation to this list (UNICEF 2004). Despite 



Working Children’s Movements in Bolivia 

 6 

some specific sector studies it remains unclear how many children exactly are exposed to 
these worst forms. In the case of mining, for example, the discrepancies vary wildly between 
UNICEF’s estimate of 1250 children working in the mines9, ILO/IPEC’s estimate of 13.500, 
and the Human Rights Watch Magazine extreme calculation of 120.000.10 The total number 
of children working in agriculture, as estimated by the UNICEF study of 2004, was 97.370, 
which is 37.5% of the total number of child labourers. It is, however, highly unlikely that all 
the children who work in agriculture also find themselves implicated in the worst forms, since 
the total also includes children helping their parents on the land for a few hours per week. 
Most children in undesirable working conditions in agriculture seem to work in the tropical 
region of Santa Cruz. Although comparably fewer children work in this region (16.821), the 
nature of the work seems to be relatively more dangerous since agricultural work in Santa 
Cruz is mostly commercial and export-oriented. These characteristics “turn the activity into 
something more dangerous for children and adolescents because of the excessive use of 
pesticides and chemicals” (UNICEF 2004:46). The ILO study also reports on the arduous 
working conditions of children on sugarcane plantations in Santa Cruz, where children 
complain about infections, snakebites and injuries resulting from the use of machete 
(ILO/IPEC 2002). However, traditional subsistence farming in the Altiplano and Valley are 
also increasingly using chemicals (ibid:49). Lastly, two studies mention the dangerous 
working conditions of children working in the Brazil nut sector in Beni and Pando. Children 
were reported to be suffering from diseases like malaria and diarrhoea, from snake or spider 
bites, and from frequent injuries caused by falling nuts or by the machetes (Durango 2005 & 
Baas 2006).  
 

1.2 Research objectives and fieldwork 

The focus of study was on organisations that stated that they were organised exclusively for 
and by working children. In the case of Latin America these types of organisations are 
particularly widespread and are referred to as the protagonismo movement. A characteristic 
feature is their autonomous existence, unrelated to the traditional trade union organisations or 
adult-led non-governmental organisations. The main organisation that was studied in Bolivia 
was the UNATsBO: Union de Ninos, Ninas y Adolecentes Trabajadores de Bolivia (Union of 
Bolivian Working Children and Adolescents). UNATsBO is an umbrella organisation, 
comprising many groups varying from formal NGOs to autonomous child groups. In La Paz 
the following member organisations were studied: ENDA Bolivia, Wiphala, O’qarikuna, 
EcoSolidar, Mi Casa, Solitarios and Sagrados Corazones. 

Unlike the Peru study (van den Berge 2005a and b), the research in Bolivia did not have a 
national scope. Due to the large a number of member organisations, in combination with time 
limitations, we decided to restrict our research to 8 member organisations in the La Paz 

                                                 
9 The regional distribution is as such: the Altiplano (77%), the Valley (13%) and the Tropical region (10%). 90% 
of the children are boys. 
10 See UNICEF report 2004:45 and the ILO and Human Rights Magazine websites 
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section of the UNATsBO. The other sections of the UNATsBO, and thus not included in this 
study, are found in Sucre, Tarija, Potosi, Santa Cruz, Beni, Cochabamba, Pando and Oruro. 
The La Paz section mainly focuses on children in the cities of La Paz and El Alto. I also 
visited some autonomous groups affiliated with the UNATsBO that were not related to 
official NGOs. For example, for a month I lived with a group of street children (los solitarios) 
on the streets around the cemetery of La Paz. 

Initial contact was made with the national coordinator and when the cooperation and 
access were granted, the first contact with the child members took place during group 
meetings of the working children and their collaborators. Once trust had been established I 
was able to visit the children at their respective member organisations, only after, however, 
receiving permission from the adult representative of the organisation. The need for 
permission from an adult shed an interesting light on their interpretation of the concept “child-
participation”, which is one of the major features of the organisations. One high-up member 
in the UNATsBO agreed: “It is strange that the organisations state they want to stimulate the 
participation and initiative of the children, because they don’t practise it in their own 
organisation. It is still the adults that have to give permission for everything the children do”. 
The process of gaining access to the different organisations thus provided me with some 
valuable information on the decision-making process and organisational structures of the 
member organisations.  

Interaction with the children also took place outside the confines of the organisation and 
allowed us to get insights into how the organisation impacts their daily lives. This form of 
contact also enabled them to talk more freely. It also allowed us to inquire into the opinion of 
the children’s parents about the successes and failures of the UNATsBO. In addition to the 
household, I also spent time with the children in their work environment. In this way I 
obtained insight into the type of work the organised children perform, the actual working 
conditions and the effect of their organisation on these working conditions. I also interviewed 
non-organised working children so as to be able to study the possible advantages of being 
organised. 

To better judge the impact of the organisations upon the futures of the children, I also 
included ex-members of children’s organisations in the study. The adults working in the 
children’s organisations were also interviewed; these included the directors, the teachers and 
the adult “facilitators” who help and advise the children.  

The main research methods were anthropological participant observation and informal and 
semi-formal interviewing. I completed in-depth studies on 13 children and their families and 
carried out semi-formal interviews with other children (39), parents (18) and organisational 
representatives (15). The different activities that took place within the member organisation 
were also observed: the classes in the schools, the workshops, the services provided in the 
shelters and the meetings.  

The participant observation and (semi-) informal interviews consisted of sitting among the 
children during these meetings, observing the ways in which the meetings developed and 
observing the decision-making processes. Afterwards the children were interviewed about 
their experiences during these meetings and were asked about their opinions. The children 
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then started to invite me to do things with them, like pasear (strolling around), eat salchi papa 
(typical Bolivian snack), play footballino (table soccer) or balón (kind of soccer with a ball 
without air) and meet their families. In this way, I got to know the children themselves outside 
the structures of the organisation, and also the families of some of the children.  

My informal and semi-formal interviews were conducted based on a set of questionnaires. 
Questions were adjusted or added according to the changing contexts or when I discovered 
new themes that seemed to be important for the children. I experimented with group 
interviews, which resulted in getting a lot of information in a short time span. The children 
clearly stimulated each other to talk. Some unconventional research methods were also used; I 
asked the children to take photographs, and to film and draw their surroundings. These 
research methods were used to obtain additional information about how children interpret and 
value their living and working conditions.  
 
The central questions that will be addressed in this study are: 

·  How have working children in Bolivia been organised?  
·  And how, by their participation/non-participation in organised movements, have 

they effected changes in their living conditions in general, and their working 
conditions specifically? 

 
The second chapter describes the history, principles and organisational structure of the 
UNATsBO and its member organisations. Chapter 3 describes the target group of the 
organisations within the general context of the situation of children in Bolivia. Chapter 4 
describes the dynamics of the internal organisation. Chapter 5 deals with the impact of the 
UNATsBO and its member organisations. Then finally, Chapter 6 will present the main 
conclusions on the Union of Working Children and Adolescents of Bolivia. 
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Chapter 2 
 
UNATsBO 
 
 
 
As in all organisations, structure and function go hand in hand; this chapter will explore both. 
The history and defining principles of UNATsBO and its member organisations will also be 
discussed. The various organisations dealing with child labourers and street children11 will be 
assessed in terms of their practical stand on child labour and participation. Before doing that 
we shall give a quick overview of the position of the government and of some other NGOs 
operating in this field. 
 

2.1 The Bolivian government 

One of the major institutions dealing with the issue of child labour is of course the Bolivian 
government. The policies and laws of the Bolivian state fall within the parameters of the 
abolicionistas aimed at a total abolition of child labour. First of all, the Bolivian Constitution 
(articles 5, 7 and 8) prohibits forced labour and secures certain fundamental rights and duties 
protecting children (and adults) from labour exploitation. The General Labour Law of 1942 
contains several rules concerning child labour, including the prohibition of labour for children 
under the age of 14, except as apprentices (General Labour Act of December 8th, 1942).  

In 1990 Bolivia was the eighth government to sign the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. This was followed with the adoption of the Minor’s Code in 1992, which was 
replaced by the Children and Adolescents Code in 1999. This Code (section 4, article 124-
156) is still in place and, following the General Labour Law, sets the minimum age for 
employment at 14 years of age and determines rules for the protection of minors against 
dangerous, unhealthy, and physically taxing work. The Bolivian government also signed the 
ILO Minimum Age Convention (in 1997) and the ILO Worst Forms Convention (in 2003). 
On signing these conventions the National Plan for the Progressive Eradication of Child 
Labour was approved in 2001, a 10 year plan (2000-2010) striving for the eradication of the 
worst forms of child labour.  

Besides preparing the legislative framework to combat child labour, the Bolivian 
government also committed itself to take the administrative, social and educational measures 
necessary to ensure the implementation of these laws.12 To monitor the implementation of the 

                                                 
11 Considerably fewer children between the ages of 7 and 13 are found working on the streets than those aged 14 
and up, respectively 16000 and 23000 (UNICEF 2004:70). 
12 Within the Bolivian government the Vice Ministry of Childhood, Adolescents and Elderly (Viceministerio de 
la Juventud, Ninez y Tercera Edad ), a department of the Ministry of Sustainable Development (Minesterio de 
Desarsollo Sostenible) is responsible for the construction and monitoring of the laws. 
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National Plan on the Eradication of the Worst Forms of Child Labour the Inter-Institutional 
Committee for the Progressive Eradication of Child Labour was set up. This committee 
consists of various representatives of ministries, NGOs and the Catholic Church. Articles 194, 
195 and 196 of the Children and Adolescent Code give the Defensorias Municipales de la 
Ninez y Adolecencias13 the responsibility to safeguard the rights and essential protection of 
children. These defensorias are public institutions, situated in 194 of the 314 municipalities of 
Bolivia, composed of interdisciplinary groups of lawyers, social workers, psychologists and 
other social science professionals. These interdisciplinary groups offer their services in cases 
of child rights violations; anyone can report violations, which include incidences of child 
labour. The defensorias function as mediators and try to solve the conflicts by involving all 
the parties concerned. When criminal cases are involved, such as the sexual exploitation of 
children, mediating is not an option and the defensorias are obliged to report these violations 
to the judicial system. The defensorias monitor these cases until they are resolved.14 

Although Bolivian law clearly defends an abolicionista standpoint, not all state related 
institutions follow this ideological standpoint. The ideological preference that the national law 
expresses is not always adhered to by state-representatives and other institutions working on 
child labour.15 The government’s no-tolerance policy on child labour is not actively pursued, 
apparent from the various studies showing that thousands of children aged 7 to18 are still 
involved in different forms of child labour.  
  

2.2 Non-governmental organisations in Bolivia 

NGOs have been active in Bolivia since the beginning of the 1960’s. In the beginning most 
were affiliated with the Catholic Church, which supplied missionary work, education, 
healthcare, and food assistance. Starting in the 70’s, NGOs were initiated with more political 
and secular principles (Sandoval 1993:12). The 1980’s saw a massive expansion of NGOs 
because of the dramatic effects that the Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) had on the 
most marginalised and poor of Bolivia16. Between 1960 and 1980 only 100 NGOs were 

                                                 
13 And to a lesser extent the local departments of Labour (las dependencias pertinentes de las Direcciones 
Departamentales de Trabajo) 
14 Whereas the Defensorias Municipales de la Ninez y Adolecencia were specifically created for securing Child 
Rights, the Defensor del Pueblo was initiated to similarly safeguard Human Rights in general. Within their 
general mandate (constitutional law 1818) they also work on safeguarding Child Rights and thus complement the 
work of the Defesorias Municipales.  
15 The defensorias, for example, often collaborate with the UNATsBO, which is known for its regulacionistas 
point of view. In addition, the Vice Minister of Youth and Childhood signed a document of the UNATsBO that 
clearly expresses a regulacionista view, stating “we reject the ILO conventions 182 and 138, which have been 
ratified by our government, stating the total eradication of child labour, as if we were objects’. 
16 The SAPs dismantled the State economy that had been built up over the last 30 years. The privatisation of state 
owned companies and modern industry led to massive unemployment, migration and growth of the informal 
market. Cutting price subsidies led to poverty and misery, especially in the countryside. Free import of goods 
affected the internal industries; in some sectors (such as textile) one can even speak of de-industrialisation. Food 
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created, but in the 12 years following the SAPs more than 400 NGOs flooded the country 
(Sandoval 1993:13). During these years Bolivia also became one of the biggest receivers of 
development aid in the world. In 1995 development aid comprised 10-13 % of the BNP, 
which was 700-800 dollars a year; 200 million dollars of this aid was channelled through 
NGOs (Oostra 2003:50). At present there are 729 NGOs, of which 668 national and 61 
foreign; of the latter most (29) come from the United States (INEI 2004). The real number of 
NGOs operating in Bolivia is probably much higher as many are not registered. According to 
the National Register of Non-Governmental Organisations in Bolivia (RUN), several dozens 
of these NGOs work specifically on child labour. 

Many of the NGOs operating in Bolivia receive their funding from foreign NGOs or 
governments. Much of the funding comes from the United States but Bolivia also received the 
3rd largest amount of financial help from European NGOs in the period 1995-2004 (Biekart 
9:2005). In addition, the NGOs working in Bolivia receive help from multilateral channels 
such as the World Bank and the International Labour Organisation. Child labour projects 
receive a large portion of their funding from the ILO/IPEC programme.  

The ILO/IPEC programme in Bolivia has supported major attempts to eradicate child 
labour in the countryside, especially on the sugarcane plantations and in the mines17. 
Furthermore, urban eradication projects have also been carried out. NGOs in La Paz and El 
Alto, which have received funding for this type of project, have included Q’haruru, Acro-Iris 
and ENDA Bolivia18. ENDA Bolivia’s involvement is surprising, since it is an active member 
of the regulacionistas UNATsBO.  

Besides financially supporting NGOs, the ILO also stimulates research to help plan their 
eradication programmes. They have financed various research projects on domestic labour, 
sexual exploitation, sugarcane plantations and mining. In 2002 La Fundacion La Paz (an 
outspoken regulacionistas UNATsBO member) carried out one of these studies on the sexual 
exploitation of children in El Alto and La Paz (ESCI).  
 

2.2.1 Common principles of the Regulacionistas 

In earlier attempts to compare different working children’s organisations it was concluded 
that these organisations have certain differing viewpoints, yet also many specific demands 
that unite them (Liebel 2002 & 2003). One of these shared principles is their stand on child 
labour. In the debate on child labour in Bolivia, as in Latin-America in general, there are two 
strong opposing ideological positions: the regulacionistas and the abolicionistas. 

                                                                                                                                                         
aid and food imports undermined the livelihoods of small farmers (Verkoren 1994:45, Oostra 2003:43; Sandoval 
1993:13). 
17 Project in the sugar cane plantation was carried out by OASI, (Oficina de Asistencia Social de la Iglesia). The 
projects in the mining areas were carried out by CEPROMIN (Centro de Promoción Minera) and MEDMIN 
(Fundacion para el medio ambiete, mineria y industria). 
18 El Programa Niño, Niña y Familia (Pronafa) executed a programme for the eradication of child labour in 
Santa Cruz de la Sierra in 2000/2001 (except in El Alto and LA Paz). 
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Regulacionista theory holds that the focus in solving the problem of child labour should be on 
ameliorating the working conditions of child labourers. The abolicionistas on the other side 
want to eliminate all forms of child labour altogether. The majority of the working children’s 
organisations can be stated to be regulacionistas. The resulting statement of the First 
International Meeting of Working Children’s Organisations in Kundapur (1996) ends with the 
sentence: “We are against exploitations of work; but we are in favour of work with dignity 
and appropriate hours, so that we have time for education and leisure” (Liebel 2002:267). The 
statement resulting from the Fifth Meeting of the Latin American Working Children appeals: 
“YES to work – NO to exploitation! YES to work in dignity – NO to conditions without 
dignity. YES to work – NO to discrimination” (ibid:267). The World Summit of Working 
Children of Dakar (1998) concluded: “We want all the world’s children to be able one day to 
decide whether to work or not” (ibid). The final declaration of The Second World Meeting in 
Berlin (2004) states: “We denounce the policies of the ILO that aim at abolishing children’s 
work” and concludes with “Yes to dignified work – No to exploitation” (website Save the 
Children Sweden).   

A second defining characteristic of the working children’s organisations is their emphasis 
on the concept of participation. The working children’s organisations, especially those in 
Latin America, emphasise the right to participation (Liebel 2002). At their fifth meeting in 
1997, they criticised that the rights to participation provided by the UN Convention “are not 
being implemented and do not fulfil our needs since they are not respected” (ibid). This 
emphasis on the right to participation is based on the fact the working children’s organisations 
consider children to be social subjects and “independent individuals that can judge and design 
their lives themselves …” (Liebel 2000:3). Seeing as they have this capacity it is proposed 
that children should have access to the decision making processes of the organisations that 
concern them (Boyden et al 1998:45; Liebel 2001).  

To stimulate this participation the organisations want to create an environment in which 
children interact and which helps them to be conscious about what happens in their lives: the 
school, the neighbourhood, the family and their work (Chacaltana 1998). Besides self-
analysing their reality they also want to create an environment in which, if the children 
experience problems in these realms, they can discuss what can and needs to be done. Thus, 
the organisations aspire to help the children to conceptually perceive their reality and to offer 
solutions, which the children themselves must carry out. In other words, the children’s 
organisations adhere to the principle that working children can be agents of change, or as they 
say in Spanish, protagonistas de cambio. 

When describing UNATsBO and the associated organisations, the focus will mainly be on 
the above mentioned shared principles: the stand on child labour and on child participation. 
 

2.3 UNATsBO 

The Bolivian Union of Working Children and Adolescents, UNATsBO, was founded in 
Sucre, Bolivia in 1989. Similar to the MNNATSOP in Peru, it is an umbrella organisation 
uniting different groups and organisations of and for working children throughout almost the 
whole country. In contrast to MNNATSOP in Peru, it lacks the most basic infrastructural 
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services such as an office. It describes itself as an autonomous grassroots organisation made 
up of “representatives of working children and adolescents” who are organised at provincial19, 
national, continental20 and global level. It is an active member in various international 
regulacionista organisational structures. It works together with the biggest working children’s 
organisations of neighbouring Peru (MNNATSOP and MANTHOC) and its members have 
participated in various workshops in Peru. It is a member of MOLACNATs: Movement of 
Organised Working Children and Adolescents of Latin America and the Caribbean. At a 
global level UNATsBO participated in the World Summit of Movements of Working 
Children in Kundapur (1996) and Berlin (2003).  

Two types of grassroots organisations are represented by the UNATsBO: autonomous 
groups that have been created and operate without official institutional (financial) help and 
groups that are affiliated to official institutions such as NGOs. The most well-known NGOs 
that are represented in the UNATsBO are ENDA-Bolivia and Defence for Children Bolivia.  

The organisational structure of the UNATsBO characterises itself by a high level of 
decentralisation. The different departments (province) in Bolivia (except for Beni, Pando and 
Tarija) are represented at UNATsBO. All affiliated groups and institutions within these 
departments select a delegate to represent them at the national level. As the Potosi department 
comprises two groups, there are a total of 7 departmental groups represented.  

The research of this project was conducted among the departmental group of La Paz, the 
Departmental Movement of Working Children and Adolescents (MODENATs). A member of 
this group, Pedro Manani, was also a member of the UNATsBO national coordination; thus 
he was also able to disclose information about the functioning at the national level. In 
MODENATs, at the time of research, 8 institutions and autonomous groups where actively 
participating either in La Paz (Solitarios, Sagrados Corazones, Oqharikuna and EcoSolidar) or 
in El Alto (ENDA-Bolivia, Wiphala, ENDA-Bolivia and Mi Casa). There is no group 
functioning in the countryside. One organisation, Mi Casa, did not have a child/adolescent 
representative, and was permanently represented by an adult collaborator. The only criterion 
to join the organisation is that one has to be a child labourer, with an age limit of 18. It was 
difficult to establish how many children are affiliated, but the organisation itself claims to 
organise a total of 8000 working children in Bolivia.  

Adults called “collaborators” accompany the child representatives in their activities. The 
representatives or collaborators are not paid for their work, although most of them do receive 
a salary for their work at the member organisation. Adult collaborators need to have 
participated in a course of the IFEJANT, the educational institute affiliated to the national 
working children’s movements MANTHOC and MNNATSOP of Lima, Peru (van den Berge 
2005). The exact functions of the collaborators were being reformulated at the time of the 
research. However, it was generally claimed that the collaborators are there to help, but not to 

                                                 
19 Bolivia is made up of 9 Departments: Chuquisaca, Cochabamba, Beni, La Paz, Oruro, Pando, Potosi, Santa 
Cruz, Tarija. 
20 MOLACNATs: Movement of Organised Working Children and Adolescents of Latin America and the 
Caribbean 
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make decisions for the children. In the words of a collaborator: “As adults we do have a 
certain responsibility because we can analyse things in a more abstract way, and see the 
consequences of certain things. Therefore we should help the children to see these too, but 
this does not mean we should impose our choice on the children. In the end, they have to 
make the choice and are responsible for the consequences”. 
 
The UNATsBO has 6 objectives, which can be summarised as:  

·   Work towards dignified working conditions for working children 
·   Create a dignified, autonomous and strong organisation, which can function as 

spokesman for working children and adolescents 
·   Promote the rights of working children and adolescents and those who live in the 

streets 
·   Develop human capacities to satisfy the interest and the needs of the working 

children 
·   Acknowledge the working children and adolescents as social subjects with their 

own rights 
·   Pursue participative protagonism in society and in the construction of social policy 

in the country, without discrimination  
 
The objectives of UNATsBO clearly define it as a regulacionista organisation. Firstly, it has a 
preoccupation with improving the working conditions of child labourers. This point was 
frequently emphasised by children in the national coordination. Pedro Manani, for example, 
national coordinator of UNATsBO, remarked at an International Seminar on Child Labour in 
Bolivia: “We as organisation, we question the vision and position of the abolicionistas, which 
represents an unreal situation for us. It’s absurd to say that we can eradicate child labour since 
we live in a reality where it is not feasible to prohibit children from working”. The ILO call 
for the eradication of child labour is rejected. One of their publications, for example, states: 
“we reject the Conventions 182 and 138 of the International Labour Organisation, which have 
been ratified by our government and which want the total eradication of child labour, as if we 
were objects”. Pedro stated that this principle is one of their most fundamental ones, since:  

The child is a social actor. It is important to be participating; what we want is to be part of 

society, to be part of its decision-making process, to really belong to this society. Active 

participation in the decisions that concern us is one of our most important goals to pursue. 

 
 
The UNATsBO organises different activities to attain its main goals. Its main activities are:  
 
Weekly meetings: the core activity, during which the different delegates and their 
collaborators come together and discuss various organisational issues, the problems which the 
children experience during their daily lives and the activities of the different member 
organisations. 
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Training workshops on children’s rights and organisational skills, often in cooperation with 
other organisations such a Red Pacha Naira. During the time of the research, for example, 
various workshops were organised to educate children on the functioning of the Constitutional 
Assembly and help prepare the children to participate in the Assembly21.  
 
Meetings with local and national authorities: representatives organise and participate in 
various meetings and workshops with national authorities, for example with the local 
ombudsman (Defensor del Pueblo) in which issues concerning child labour are being debated.  
 
Recreational and sports activities: these events are organised to increase group cohesion 
and values, such as solidarity and compassion.  
 
Mobilisation and awareness raising activities: for example, meetings and demonstrations 
on Labour Day and Day of the Right of the Child.  
 
In accordance with the regulacionista theory, these activities are based on the principle of the 
working child as an important social actor. The weekly meetings serve to help and motivate 
the children to analyse and change their realities accordingly. In the words of one 
collaborator: “We want to be a community where children discuss their problems together. 
Then we look for the possibilities if they cannot solve their problems themselves”. The 
workshops and training sessions on children’s rights and organisational abilities are founded 
on the principle that children have to take their lives into their own hands. A collaborator 
explained: “We want to make clear to the children what their rights are and where they can go 
if these are violated. In this way they will be empowered to take control of their own lives, 
and they don’t have to wait until some NGO comes to help them”.  

In contrast with MANTHOC and MNNATSOP of Peru22, UNATsBO hardly provides any 
material assistance to the working children and adolescents. This, on the one hand, has to do 
with a lack of financing possibilities, and, on the other hand, with the understanding that the 
children themselves should be the agents of change. Pedro, the national delegate, said: “If a 
child does not want to go to school, you don’t get him to school by buying him schoolbooks. 
You should work on getting the idea in his head that it is good to go to school. First you 
should work on the idea, that children are capable of changing their own reality”. The 
question if the members of UNATsBO are indeed capable of changing their realities will be 
discussed in the following chapter. The following paragraphs look into the affiliated 
organisations and how they relate to the UNATsBO.  

                                                 
21 In October 2003 a massive social uprising forced the Bolivian president Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada to resign 
His successor Carlos Mesa, promised among other thing to organise a National Constitutional Assembly 
(assamblea constituente) where besides the traditional political parties also social movements were allowed to 
participate in the construction of a new constitution.     
22 Educational services and cheap meals are offered. These services were mentioned by children as important 
reasons to join. See Peru report (Van den Berge 2005).     
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2.4 Member organisations 

2.4.1 ENDA Bolivia 

ENDA Bolivia is a non-governmental organisation, and part of the international network of 
ENDA Tiers-Monde with its headquarters in Senegal. ENDA Tiers-Monde has a total of 33 
country offices. ENDA-Bolivia was founded in 1988 and has grown to the extent that it now 
has units in El Alto and in several cities in the province of Beni. It is the El Alto section that is 
associated with the UNATsBO-La Paz. The main target group in El Alto are children and 
adolescents in the age groups of 6-18 who make a living in the streets (ninos de y en la calle). 
ENDA-Bolivia also works with children in so-called high risk categories. These are children 
who, in the words of the director, “are in danger of leaving the school and their homes to go 
live and work in the streets”.  

ENDA aims to diminish the risk for children who live in the streets, to facilitate their 
integration into society and to improve their socialisation. To attain these objectives the 
ENDA-Bolivia in El Alto makes use of three shelters in which street children can sleep and 
avail of different types of medical, educational and pedagogical facilities. In two of these 
houses (one for boys and one for girls), offering “initial support” (primera atencion), the first 
contacts are made with the children on the streets and they are offered a place to sleep. This is 
also where their “reintegration” process starts; they are stimulated to reintegrate with their 
families and to go back to school. Casa Minka (Minka house) is a shelter of “follow-up 
support” (secunda atencion). Only children older than 14, and who have successfully 
undergone the process involved with initial support, are allowed to enter Casa Minka. They 
have to stop working and go to school instead. They participate in different workshops, such 
as card making, baking, carpentry and metal-mechanics, for which they receive a monthly 
bonus.  

It is these adolescents of Casa Minka, 17 in total, who are represented at UNATsBO. They 
are not so much children as adolescents though, since only children over the age of 14 are 
allowed to enter Casa Minka; and even though they are members of the working children’s 
movement these children do not officially work anymore. Both girls and boys are represented, 
but boys are in the majority. 

The notion of participation is claimed to be important in the projects of ENDA. 
Participation is said to be stimulated at all stages. According to the director, “the house rules 
are made in consensus with the children. If they agree themselves on the rules, then the 
chances are also bigger that they comply with them”. According to management the children 
also have an important role to play in planning the projects. The children themselves, 
however, stated that they hardly have any influence at all. “These meetings are used to tell us 
the rules, not to set them”, said one girl. One of the boys stated: “In the meetings we check 
how everything has gone, but they never consult us on the objectives of the organisation”. 
Another Casa Minka boy commented that “the meetings are meant to evaluate us not the other 
way around”. These comments show how the children feel that they have very little decision 
making power and that participation is in fact very limited.   
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Although a member of UNATsBO, ENDA’s stance towards child labour shows a clear 
preference for the abolicionista theory. As the objectives show, it believes in getting children 
off the streets and out of their working situation. An ENDA social worker commented:  

Our ultimate goal is to get the children to go home and be with their parents. As an 

activity they can help their parents, but we do not want them to work in the streets 

anymore. We consider that a dangerous environment, which has no positive consequences 

for their future. 

The ENDA director was also very clear on ENDA’s view on child labour:  

We have thought about this, and decided that we’re against child labour. We think that 

every age has its specific function. And that of a child is not to be a labourer, but to be a 

child, because being a labourer means responsibilities a child should not have, it would 

mean to stop dreaming, to stop playing, stop going to school. 

It is also clear from looking at their activities that ENDA is more interested in service 
provision and child protection by adults than in the participation of children. By disagreeing 
with the “right to work” for children, ENDA takes a firm stand against one of the central 
arguments of regulacionista theory in Latin-America. This right should never be given to 
children according to ENDA employees: “those who want children to have the right to work, 
should look to the work children are doing here. This is pure exploitation! Why would one 
ever want children to have the right to claim this work?”  
 

2.4.2 Solitarios 

Solitarios, in sharp contrast with a big and internationally oriented NGO such as ENDA, is 
one of the few autonomous groups affiliated with UNATsBO. Solitarios has no official status 
as a group or organisation and consists only of around 15 shoe polishers who work opposite 
the central cemetery in La Paz. The members are adolescent boys, between 12 and 28 years. 
They have a representative, who also happens to work for UNATsBO on a voluntary basis. It 
is not clear how long the group has existed, since there are no official records, but already 
existed before they became members of the UNATsBO in 1989. Pedro Manani, now the 
national representative for UNATsBO, used to work as a shoe polisher in this group. Some 
time after leaving the group he became a UNATsBO member and suggested to Solitarios that 
they too become members. 

The group’s activities include recreational and sports activities. They also help each other 
when one of them experiences financial problems. They talk with each other about their daily 
problems and suggest ways to solve them. According to most members these talks are the 
core activity that holds the group together. In the words of their representative: “actually the 
most important thing we do is just talk and spend time together. All of us, we have problems 
at home, but in the streets the Solitarios is our family; without each other it would be 
impossible to survive”.  

The group has no official mission statement, but an important aspect of its character 
became clear when talking with the members about their autonomous position within 
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UNATsBO. The main reason why Solitarios wants to preserve its autonomy is related to bad 
experiences with NGO’s in the past. NGO personnel are said to have approached the group 
with a paternalistic attitude, and “only wanted us to come so that they can state they have 
more children in their projects and therefore can get more money”. Promises were unfulfilled. 
In the words of one of the members: “They are just like our politicians. After approaching us, 
taking pictures and promising us everything, they never kept a promise. They just used us in 
their propaganda”. These experiences led to their conviction that they do not want to be 
affiliated with NGOs anymore. They have come to the conclusion that they are not going to 
help them and that therefore they themselves have to implement the changes in their lives. In 
the words of one of the members: “We have to trust ourselves now. We have to manage 
ourselves”.  

The members do not think that shoe polishing should be eliminated, but, depending on the 
working hours and age, there are certain forms of work that they believe should be eliminated. 
In the words of one of the members: “I would not be in favour of a kid being on the streets all 
day long polishing shoes, that would not be healthy. Also those that work in the mines, that is 
not good for a kid. They should have time to play”. Most of the other members agreed and 
additionally stated: “Shoe polishing is not bad, but one also does not have to do it too long. 
After years you do get backache and the street is also a dangerous place to be. That’s why we 
ourselves are also looking for ways to get out of here”.  

The Solitarios members thus see themselves as the most important actors of changing 
their own lives, in accordance with the regulacionista theory. Their stance towards child 
labour is more moderate since they agree that some forms of child labour should be done 
away with. They themselves are looking for options so as not to be shoe polishers anymore.    
 

2.4.3 EcoSolidar – Bolivia 

EcoSolidar-Bolivia is the local organisation of the Swiss Development organisation 
EcoSolidar with its headquarters in La Paz. It focuses on various target groups: people living 
and working on the street, handicapped people, victims of domestic violence, people with 
drug addictions, and the elderly. EcoSolidar-Bolivia’s central objective is to develop solutions 
answering to the needs of these marginalised groups by focusing on capacity building within 
the institutions that work with these target groups. In 2005 EcoSolidar was working with 54 
institutions and 36 organisations throughout Bolivia.  

One of the projects is “The Community Shelter of Chicani”. The shelter is located 30 
minutes from La Paz in the rural village of Chicani. Street children are brought here and are 
prepared for future social integration by means of schooling, workshops and various skill 
training programmes, such as baking. The Chicani shelter was deliberately built in the 
countryside, away from the city. The children (20 adolescents and youngsters between the 
ages of 14 and 24) 23 benefit from the rural setting as it holds fewer distractions, and decreases 
the chance that they fall back into their old lives on the streets.  

                                                 
23 Some of the girls already have children, whom they are able to keep with them in Chicani.  
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Although, according to the director of EcoSolidar, work may have a positive effect on the 
development of a child since it helps to improve some skills. However, exploitation is a too 
frequent occurrence for children nowadays in their work environment. She elaborated: “A 
majority of the working children does not get paid well, does not get healthy food or social 
insurances, and is abused. It is these exploitative characteristics that make it bad for children 
to work!” Child labour is not wrong in itself, it is exploitation that makes it inadvisable for 
children to work, and the director added: “The state should ensure that the work that children 
perform is protected and regulated. We all know that parents can’t do much about the 
situation of exploitation of their children. That’s why the state should act by making laws that 
protect the work children are doing”. Especially the ILO labour laws are considered as a 
restriction to the protection of children in their working environments. EcoSolidar is clearly a 
protagonist of ameliorating the working situation of children. This position regarding child 
labour classifies them as a regulacionista organisation.  

On the other hand, EcoSolidar takes a moderate stand on participation. It does make use of 
the method, especially in the process of capacity building within their partner organisations. 
They impress upon the adult employees of these institutions that they should take the needs 
and ideals of the children into account. The EcoSolidar director explained: “This is what we 
mean by participation and protagonism; children should have some influence in the making of 
policy that concerns them”. However, she added a warning that participation should not be 
taken too far. Children should not have too much power in this process, but instead should be 
in constant discussion with adults: “Children should get used to the fact that they have to 
dialogue with adults, but one should not put too much emphasis on the role of the children as 
some organisations do”.  

Her opinion on this issue is reflected in the Chicani project. There are several annual 
meetings, during which children and educators meet. The children and adolescents are given 
the opportunity to comment on the project at these meetings. However, they do not really 
have the power to affect the course of the project or the rules they have to comply with. For 
example, the children can only leave the shelter to visit La Paz on predetermined dates. Carlos 
(16) said: “The meetings are more used to talk about our behaviour, than about what kind of 
activities we want them to organise”. So, similar to the structure and function of ENDA, and 
despite the “child’s right to participation” declared by the organisers, the children have 
limited influence on the decision making processes within the organisation. 
 

2.4.4 Mi Casa 

The project of Mi Casa was founded in 1992 in El Alto by volunteers of the Spanish Catholic 
Church. Officially Mi Casa is now an ecumenical organisation run entirely by Bolivian staff. 
Mi Casa is active in the La Ceja neighbourhood of El Alto. It has two target groups: working 
children/adolescents and street children/adolescents. Mi Casa maintains several activities and 
programmes, but its two main assets are the shelter, where children can eat and sleep, and the 
educational workshops. Mi Casa focuses on four areas concerning working children: 
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pedagogical services24, spiritual teachings, creative workshops, and most importantly the 
organisation of working children. The employees of Mi Casa that are involved with the 
organisational aspect of working children go and visit the children in the streets; they listen to 
their needs and try to convince them to visit the organisation and to form a group. They 
facilitate the organisation of a group by providing space and materials, such as flip-over 
charts, pens, etc. They also offer these groups the opportunity to participate in the other 
activities of Mi Casa. There are now three groups of shoe polishers of youths and adults aged 
of 15 to 25 that use these services of Mi Casa. These groups are represented at the UNATsBO 
by an adult Mi Casa collaborator.  

By helping working children to get organised Mi Casa hopes that their working conditions 
will improve but it also hopes that their contact with the project will benefit their education. It 
is a regulacionista organisation and the director confirmed that Mi Casa is indeed against the 
abolition of child labour, because abolishing child labour in their vision does not address the 
structural reasons why children work: “prohibiting child labour is useless; the majority of 
children work because their parents do not have work. As long as the labour conditions of 
their parents are not addressed, abolishing child labour is completely useless”. The second 
reason for their stance against abolition of child labour has cultural roots. The argument is that 
child labour has always existed in some form or another in Bolivia and has some important 
educational and socialising functions. Therefore, the policy to abolish child labour does not 
take into account this cultural context and is in a way anti-Bolivian. The director clarified: 
“Children have always worked in the Aymaran culture. For example, in the summer many 
children go to their grandparents to help harvest potatoes. We don’t want to prevent this 
because it is an important aspect of socialisation”.  

Although Mi Casa seems to be an outright supporter of the “right to work”, its view on 
child labour is in fact not so black and white. Children and their parents should take care that 
children work as few hours as possible long and have time to play and to go to school.. In the 
words of the director: “The period of childhood is so short, and if the child is an adult it has to 
work all it’s life. Therefore if children have to work at all, then it should be as few hours as 
possible”. Additionally one of the employees stated: “If it’s possible we advise the parents not 
to have their children working. If the family economy permits it, I think it is better for 
children to just go to school, play and help their parents”. 

Mi Casa claims that their implementation of participation means that children have a say 
in the decision making process. The director commented that often children are encouraged to 
talk about their problems and to decide on the solutions to their problems, but that in the end 
it is mostly the organisations that decide. Mi Casa considers it important to accept children as 
important subjects in their own solution and takes a stand against so-called welfare 
organisations that distribute free services for children: “These organisations think children 
cannot do anything, that they can only receive things. In this way one creates beggars. By 

                                                 
24 They try to get dropouts back into school and offer some additional educational services such as computer 
workshops and extra lessons. 
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having the children participating in the projects we want to prevent this process of producing 
people who only hold up their hands”. 

However, when taking a closer look at the actual participation taking place, one gets a 
more nuanced understanding of how this concept is managed in reality. The fact that children 
participate in the activities means that they benefit from what is offered but it does not 
automatically mean that they decide how the projects are implemented. One of the employees 
of Mi Casa gave a good example of this interpretation of participation: “We have this lunch 
service. The children participate by washing their own dishes and throwing away their own 
garbage”. There are no assemblies or meetings during which children, in a structural and 
organised manner, can comment on the organisation, let alone have any say about rules and 
regulations. Stimulating child participation within the organisation seems to be restricted to 
facilitating the organisation of the three specific groups of shoe-polishes mentioned earlier.  
 

2.4.5 Oqharikuna 

Oqharikuna is one of the programmes of the Bolivian NGO Fundación La Paz. The 
programme is specifically designed for girls and adolescents between 11 and 18 years old, 
who live on the streets and who have no or only partial contact with their families. The 
specific goal of the programme is to help the girls construct a new life and make a clean break 
with their old lives on the streets. The first phase of the programme involves social workers 
going on to the streets and making contact with the girls. The social workers then try to 
convince them to get off the streets. If the girls indeed decide to leave their street life, they 
enter the second phase, the transitional phase. The programme tries to get the girls back to 
school and back to their families. It also helps the girls to plan their new futures.  

The girls who decide to leave the streets go to a shelter. When the girls have stayed in this 
shelter for a while and have successfully shown the willingness to change their lives, they 
enter the third phase known as “the construction of a new life”. At this point the girls move to 
a different shelter. In this shelter they sleep, study, are offered different professional 
education, learn to set up and maintain a little business, etc. The final phase of the programme 
is called “protected living”. During this phase the girls live by themselves, but still enjoy the 
guidance of the programme. At the time of this research a total of 70 girls were involved in 
the programme; 7 girls were living in the third phase shelter. Although the maximum age is 
officially 18, 3 girls were found to be above this age; the eldest was 22. This was explained by 
the fact that girls can still enter the programme at 18, and that it then takes a number of years 
to complete the programme. Only 4 of the girls were working; one as a maid, the others 
selling on the market. Their hours were very limited though; only about 4 hours a day. The 
rest of the girls were following workshops to learn a trade.  The girls living in the third phase 
shelter are the ones who are represented at the UNATsBO. Fourteen-year-old Marion is the 
UNATsBO representative.  

The director, Jorge Domic, is a leading scholar of the regulacionista theory (Domic 1999). 
According to Domic, child labour has some very positive aspects: it teaches the children self-
respect, it improves their resilience, their knowledge and the development of their personality. 
It is a form of education. In the words of Domic: “it produces the type of children that the 
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schools are supposed to deliver, namely independent, autonomous and participative children”. 
The coordinator of the Oqharikuna programme is also in favour of supporting child labour. 
She warns, not against work, but against exploitation of child workers: “We do not have laws 
that protect child labourers and the work of adolescents. That’s why they get underpaid, are 
abused, and their work converts into exploitation”.  

Participation is also important in the mission statement of Fundación La Paz and its 
Oqharikuna programme. They understand participation as the bottom-up process of children 
deciding upon the course of the organisation by participating in the decision-making process. 
Domic explained: “I see children’s participation as a process by which children claim their 
rights, in other words: exercising power. And having power has to do with decision making 
power”. The participation of children and adolescents within the programme is stimulated by 
having the children and adolescents organise themselves. However, these meetings do not 
appear to give the children any real power to decide upon the course of the organisation. 
Domic stated that these meetings are meant to inform: “In these meetings we tell the children 
and the families how much money is coming in and on which programmes we will spend it”. 
According to the coordinator of Oqharikuna, these meeting are also used to discuss certain 
matters such as “analysing and reflecting upon what happens inside the shelters and in their 
lives outside the shelters”. Marion (14) confirmed this: “In these meetings we talk about what 
happened to us this week, what happened in our house, what has gone good and bad. But we 
don’t decide upon anything”. Another girl stated: “In the meetings the educators listen to us 
and to our personal problems. Then together we try to solve these. But we don’t vote whether 
the organisation is doing all right or anything like that”.  
 

2.4.6 Sagrados Corazones 

Sagrados Corazones is a programme initiated by a section within the Bolivian Catholic 
Church. The programme offers facilities such as a lunch/dinner, showers and sporting 
activities. However, the main focus of the project is on educational activities. There are 
technical workshops on handicrafts, metalworking, baking and carpentry. The programme 
also offers workshops on themes such as sexuality, drugs and “life project”. The target group 
consists of children in the age group of 8-18, who live and/or work on the streets of La Paz; 
the majority of them are boys. The main objective is to offer these street children “a better 
future.” Although the representative is a girl, the majority of the children who participate in 
the programme are boys. It is difficult to establish exactly how many children are involved, 
since the number of children fluctuates per day. On a normal day, approximately 50-75 
children come to eat, and about 25 children participate in the educational workshops.  

Despite the official maximum age of 18, older people were participating in the sporting 
activities and using the lunch/dinner and shower services. While most of the children were 
reported to be working on the streets, many children were not working at all. They just came 
to eat a cheap lunch after school. The children who participate in the educational workshops 
are even discouraged to work. To help prevent the children from going back to the work they 
were doing on the streets, the children receive a bonus for participating in the training 
workshops. 
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Although it is clear from its actions that Sagrados Corazones prefers children not to work, 
it nevertheless disagrees with an outright ban on child labour. As many children work to fulfil 
their basic needs, eradication, in the words of the programme coordinator, would make it near 
impossible for these children and their families to survive:  

I look at the reality of my country and I think children should not work. However, we 

should also have to take into account the needs of the children and their families. Many 

children from the project work to eat, to go to school, to pay their study. That’s why we 

should not eradicate child labour. Instead children and adolescents should have the 

possibility to a dignified job.  

Although this opinion is in line with regulacionista theory, Sagrados Corazones does, in 
contrast, feel that an age limit for children to work is necessary; only children older than 12 
should work. By organising training workshops they want to enable the children to get better 
jobs in the future. 

The implementation of the concept “participation” appears, within Sagrados Corazones, to 
be very top-down. The participation of the children restricts itself to executing the tasks of the 
workshops. The children have absolutely no power in the decision making process within the 
organisation. Apparently they had slightly more influence in the past, but this has since been 
limited. A programme coordinator explained: “Our previous director was very positive about 
the children’s participation and organisation. We used to have assemblies where they could 
give their opinion on the course of the organisation. However, the present director has 
abolished these initiatives, because she does not believe in the children’s visions. The children 
have no power whatsoever. The present director has restricted all decision making power to 
just the coordination”. The children commented on the decreased opportunities for 
participation:  

The old director always wanted to know how we were doing. She would organise a 

meeting for us and then ask us if we were doing well and how we thought the programme 

could improve. But the new director is simply not interested I guess. She never asks us 

anything, like the old director used to do. The old one would sit down with us, asked our 

opinion, we were taken seriously. 

 

2.4.7 Wiphala 

Wiphala is a relatively new NGO which has been working now for 3 years in El Alto. They 
are involved with children and adolescents who work on the streets, especially with 
voceadores25 and shoe polishers in the zones of El Ballivian and 16 de Julio. Wiphala does 
not receive any structural help from NGOs, but their income depends on volunteers who 
collect private donations in Germany. They have three paid staff members, one cook and one 
foreign volunteer; 50 children, aged 6-18, participate in the programme. The most important 

                                                 
25 Voceadores are persons that announce the destination of the bus standing at the bus stops or hanging out of the 
open window of the bus.   



Working Children’s Movements in Bolivia 

 24 

activities involve education and recreation. Wiphala assists with homework and provides 
additional tutoring. Recreation is used as a method to increase the confidence within the 
children and to teach the children certain values. One of the employees explained this process: 
“By playing in a sports team the children learn things like solidarity, how to work in a group 
and additionally distracts the children from drugs and alcohol. These are important values we 
want to give the children”. Wiphala also offers a lunch service and different workshops such 
as traditional Bolivian music. The children are required to pay to participate in certain 
recreational activities, the workshops and for the lunch service.  

The age criterion is strictly adhered to; all children were in the age category of 6-18. Since 
voceadores and shoe polishers are nearly always male, the majority of the children 
participating in the programme are also boys. However, not all the children in the programme 
actually work. Especially the youngest children, under 12, do not work at all. They make use 
of the cheap lunch service and often spend their time at the programme centre waiting for 
their working brothers.  

Participation is an important concept within Wiphala. Different meetings are held during 
which children can voice their opinions on different subjects. During these monthly 
asambleas the children discuss two central themes: the reality of the country and questions 
regarding the organisation itself, such as activities they would like the organisation to arrange. 
They also discuss punishments for those who have transgressed any of the rules. The children 
actually participate in the decision making process and also manage some of the 
organisation’s finances. For example, they handle the money for the lunch service. “In this 
way”, stated one of the employees, “the children get some responsibility over the 
organisation’s money and learn about financial administration”. There is, however, a 
difference in the level of participation according to age. Only the older children participate in 
handling the lunch service money; the middle children are responsible for the shopping for the 
lunch service; the youngest children are responsible for cleaning in a more top-down 
approach. Nevertheless, of all the organisations affiliated with UNATsBO, Wiphala is the 
organisation with the highest level of child participation in the decision making process and 
financial management.  

Wiphala clearly takes a regulacionistas stand on child labour. The programme is 
outspoken against the abolition of child labour, and feel that the majority of the children work 
to support their families, who are often incapable of making both ends meet. The working 
conditions of these children should be improved. One of the employees elaborated: “We are 
not in favour of an eight-year-old kid washing dishes in a restaurant for over 8 hours. That’s 
exploitation, not work. A little boy can perform certain tasks, but only in good working 
conditions”. Wiphala strives for the improvement of working conditions by offering a space 
where the children can meet and where the adult educators of Wiphala can advise the children 
on their rights and methods of organisation. By stimulating the organisation of child labourers 
Wiphala “hopes the children will be more respected in their work and can claim better 
working conditions”.   
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2.4.8 Movida Bolivia 

Movida Bolivia is an initiative of the German priest Lutz Hübner of the Church Amor de Dios 
in the neighbourhood of La Ceja in El Alto. The project commenced in 2001. It works with 
children and adolescents working on the streets of El Alto, specifically in the neighbourhood 
of La Ceja. The children are aged between 6 and 18, and are mainly shoe polishers, 
voceadores and street sellers; this means that the majority of them are boys. The number of 
active participants fluctuates between 100 and 120. 

Movida Bolivia’s main objective is to supply the working street children and adolescents 
with essential aid. This aid consists of several components: there is a shelter, a lunch service, 
a healthcare service, assistance with education and support in their work environment. 
Movida Bolivia has several (voluntary) street workers who visit the children where they work, 
and attends to some of their immediate medical needs. The educational service is designed to 
stimulate the children and their parents to get the children into the formal education system. If 
a child enrols into a formal school, then Movida Bolivia carries out a follow-up to see if, once 
registered, the child actually continues to attend. Movida Bolivia supplies the shoe polishers 
with materials at half the market price; the project feels that by helping them in this way the 
children can keep a larger share of their hard-earned money for their schooling and their 
families.  

Considering to what extent the programme assists the children in their work, it is hardly 
surprising that most of the children involved in the organisation do in fact work. Nevertheless, 
there are also a number of children who do not work and make use of the lunch services. 
Working hours fluctuate, with some children working 6-8 hours a day, and some children 
only working in the weekends.  

Movida Bolivia is obviously against the immediate eradication of child labour. It believes 
that the eradication of child labour is impossible as long as poverty persists. Children often 
work for their own survival or that of their families; eradicating child labour would undermine 
the survival of these children. As the programme coordinator explained, “our children work to 
eat breakfast, lunch and dinner. If you would tell these children not to work and to go home 
they don’t have anything to eat! So according to me eradicating child labour is impossible”.  
But whereas child labour is accepted as a fact of life, child labour as an institution is 
disapproved of. Children should play and study: “I don’t believe in dignified work for 
children, I think children should not work at all. Supporting their family economically is not a 
responsibility for children, but for adults”.  

Movida Bolivia states that the projects are based on an equal relationship between adults 
and children, in which both have a say about the structure and function of the organisation. 
The children’s needs and opinions are highly appreciated. In the words of an employee:  

We worked hard on this relationship of equality. Only by approaching children as your 

equal one can gain the confidence of the children. Only by gaining their confidence they 

will speak up to you and tell what they need. And only by knowing their needs, we can 

build our project.  
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However, despite the belief in an equal relationship, there is no structure by which children 
can exercise decision making power or have some influence on the course that the 
organisation takes. There are no regular meetings during which children can structurally voice 
their opinions or influence adult decisions. Despite claims of the opposite, child participation 
seems to be limited to the active involvement of the children in the presented projects. An 
employee commented: “The children don’t have any direct influence. However, they do 
participate in the activities we organise, in the football games, the excursions, in these things 
they participate very enthusiastically indeed”. 
 

2.5 Conclusion 

UNATsBO comprises a motley assortment that ranges from official NGOs, which are 
members of international networks, to small autonomous groups of working children and 
adolescents. The ideological foundations of these groups and institutions seem to not strictly 
adhere to one thought or the other. Besides their general concern for a hybrid target group 
(street children and child labourers), they have few things in common. Whereas UNATsBO 
itself is a very clear advocate of the regulacionista theory, its member organisations 
sometimes hold very different ideas.  

Their respective attitudes towards child labour vary from advocating the total eradication 
of child labour to ameliorating the circumstances under which children are made to work and 
clearly excluding from work children at a young age. Their respective interpretations and 
implementations of the concept “participation”, or protagonismo, vary from extreme top-
down (where children are active participants in tasks designed for them) to actual 
participation in some decision-making processes by adolescents.  

It is clear, from studying the mission statement and the practice of the various 
organisations, that the similarities and dissimilarities that exist in their mission statement are 
not always matched by reality. Some of the organisations that are members of the UNATsBO, 
and thus reflect the wish to improve the working conditions of working children, have 
participated in eradication programmes and have set up programs to help children to go back 
to school and stop working. So, when dealing with the Union of Organised Children and 
Adolescents of Bolivia one should look beyond the official ideology, since at closer 
inspection, the organisations seem to have different understandings of these principles and 
different opinions on how to put them into practice. 

Most of the UNATsBO children are in fact adolescents between 14 and 18, and some are 
even older than 18. In addition, many children who participate in the services and activities of 
the organisations do not actually work. Of those children who do work, most are shoe 
polishers, voceadores or street sellers. As these trades are commonly carried out by boys, 
there is little representation of girls within the organisations.  

The next chapter takes a closer look at the children reached by the projects and compares 
them with the different groups of working children in Bolivia. 
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Boy (15) participating in a metal workshop of the NGO Sagrados Corazones 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Boy (15) in carpentry workshop of the NGO Sagrados Corazones 
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Shoe polishers from the autonomous group of Los Solitarios (15 and 16)
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Chapter 3 
 
The Target Group and the Children Reached 
 
 
 
The previous chapter dealt with the nature and principles of the children’s organisations. In 
this chapter we take a closer look at the target group of the UNATsBO, and to what extent 
they in fact manage to reach that intended group. Earlier, we gave an approximation of child 
labour in Bolivia. The estimates on child labour vary depending on the definition child labour 
used. Who exactly are the working children UNATsBO claims to represent? Which child 
labourers are they able to reach? How many are they able to help? 
 

3.1 Child Labour in Bolivia and the UNATsBO 

The National Movement of Working Children and Adolescents of Bolivia claims to represent 
over 8000 child labourers; but considering the information already given in this report 
regarding inconsistencies in definitions and numbers, it would be interesting to actually 
identify the children involved with the organisation.  

Just like its Peruvian counterparts MNNATSOP and MANTHOC, the UNATsBO 
maintains a very broad definition of child labour; the term does not only include income-
generating activities, but also non-economic activities: “often they use the term child labourer 
only for those children who make money. However, also children who help their parents are 
working”, explains Pedri Mamani. Jorge Domic stated likewise:  

I never thought that I was working while I was helping my parents. However, when one 

realises that the concept of work is broader and encompasses non-paid work, that working 

is also helping ones parents, often one realises that one indeed has been working children 

themselves. Also if an activity helps the maintenance of the family one can define that 

activity as work.   

This is obviously a broad definition of child labour. It can include many different activities, 
from light tasks performed for an hour a day to heavy labour performed in harsh conditions 
over longer periods of time. In contrast to the members of the workings children’s 
organisations of Peru (MNNATSOP and MANTHOC), the majority of the members of 
UNATsBO do indeed perform paid labour, mainly in self-employed jobs, mainly shoe 
polishing and other street trades.  

IPEC has included these street trades in its list of worst forms of child labour, but the 
children in the organisations who engage in street trades do not seem to be engaged in the 
worst forms. Most of them are in light activities for only a few hours a week. The 17-year-old 
Edgar, for example, is affiliated with the NGO Mi Casa and works as a shoe polisher in El 
Alto. He lives with his 4 younger brothers, his father and mother. His father occasionally 
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works as a plasterer and his mother works in a sewing atelier. Edgar only works during the 
weekends to provide for his own personal needs, or to help his family whenever his father 
can’t find any work. Occasionally he polishes shoes during the week, but not often, because “I 
have too much homework to do and have to take my brothers to school”. Sometimes he does 
not even have time to polish shoes in the weekends, because “I have to take care of my 
younger brothers, while my parents go out to work”. Whenever he cannot work he rents out 
his usual work spot, so that he still has an income even though he is not working.26   

Another example is 15-year-old Wilmer, member of the NGO Wiphala, which is also in 
El Alto. Wilmer is a voceador, which means that he calls out the names of the stops for busses 
that leave from plaza Ballivian. For each bus that he fills up with travellers he receives one 
Boliviano. He explained that he only works on Thursdays and Sundays to make enough 
money for his school materials and his clothes and to help his family. He only works on these 
days, for that is when the market is busy, and thus relatively more people travelling from and 
to El Alto. On other days he only occasionally works, and only when he really needs the 
money to buy himself something new, or if he wants to go to the movies.  

Theodoro (14), who lives in the shelter of Movida Bolivia, goes to school and helps with 
the different projects of Movida during the week. In the weekends he works “to provide for 
some of the costs Movida does not help me with, such as new clothes and going to the 
movies”.  

The examples given here are representative for the majority of the boys encountered at 
UNATsBO. They work only occasionally; they perform light tasks for only a few hours a 
week, and which do not seem to cause any physical or mental health problems.  
 
A minority of UNATsBO children were experiencing health problems, especially some of the 
members of the group Solitarios. Their problems were so serious that during the three months 
of fieldwork, two of the members died. However, their health problems were not necessarily 
caused by their working activities per se, and were more likely caused by other factors in their 
lives. Most of the boys in this group showed excessive alcohol abuse, and the two boys who 
died, did in fact succumb to alcohol poisoning. Shops in their area sold them plastic bags of 
pure alcohol (94%) mixed with water for 50 cents (less then 0.01 euro). They also used clefa: 
strips of cotton soaked in shoemaking glue.  

Most of the boys complained about family problems, and blamed those circumstances, 
rather than their work activities, for their alcohol and drug addictions. For example, Juan’s 
parents both died in a car accident. His oldest aunt first took him in, but he was abused by his 
uncle and treated badly in comparison with his nieces and nephews. He ran away to live with 
his other aunt and grandmother. According to Juan his aunt does not particularly care for him 
and his grandmother is dying of cancer. His aunt already let him know that when his 
grandmother dies she will sell the place and Juan will have to fend for himself. Rather than 

                                                 
26 Shoe shiners can be divided into two groups: shoe shiners that are mobile, and shoe shines that have their fixed 
spot in a line of other polishers (una fila). In these lines every shoe shiner has his own fixed place. Once one has 
a place one can rent this spot to others.  
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think about his family situation, he prefers to be out on the streets drinking. “I polish shoes 
mainly to drink and I drink to forget the shit I am in. In the end I don’t have anybody 
anymore… I have to fend for myself. But here in the streets, when I drink with my friends, I 
have a new family and I forget I don’t have any real family anymore”.  

Carlo, a 17 year old boy, has already lived on the streets for a year. He is also a heavy 
drinker, often starting at noon. His father and older brother heavily abused him, which 
eventually drove him onto the streets. He explained: “I have found myself a new family. The 
old one I try to forget. When I’m drunk and use clefa, I sometimes do, those are the good 
moments”.  

Several children and adolescents told stories of police abuse, and showed me marks on 
their bodies where the police had beaten them. These stories had clearly not been exaggerated, 
as during the fieldwork I witnessed 4 policemen abuse two shoe polishers of the Solitarios 
group. They beat the boys with sticks and kicked them while they where on the ground. One 
of the boys had to be taken to a doctor because of a severe head injury. The police beat the 
shoe polishers because “public drunkenness is forbidden in Bolivia”.  

Nearly all the children who worked on the streets complained of health problems caused 
by family problems and abusive authorities, rather than anything related to their work. Of all 
the street workers, only the voceadores mentioned health problems caused directly by their 
working conditions. The flu and laryngitis are not uncommon illnesses, with temperatures 
below zero in the winter, with the boys hanging out the bus windows, and with all kinds of 
infested people getting into the crowded bus. However, as these sicknesses are light, 
temporary and do not cause any permanent damage, voceadores need not necessarily be 
categorised as a worst form.  
 
From the examples above, and the three-month fieldwork done among these children, one 
must conclude that the majority of the UNATsBO children perform light activities that have 
no real detrimental effects on their health, safety or development. The characteristics of the 
members also suggest that children who do work in hazardous working conditions or perform 
activities that endanger their physical and mental health are underrepresented by the 
organisation. The organisations thus target the less exploitative forms of “child labour”. 

A gender division exists among the working children represented by the organisation. 
Street trading, a typically male occupation, is the main activity of the UNATsBO members in 
the La Paz department. The streets are particularly dangerous for girls; during the fieldwork 
period, the girls that did work, or had worked on the streets, told stories of verbal and physical 
abuse, including rape. The case of 16-year-old Juana, working as a bus attendant in El Alto 
serves as an example: “working in a public bus as a girl you get constant sexual remarks. The 
men even touch you when the bus is really full. The worst thing is that you can’t do anything 
about it and my boss doesn’t care, he even does it himself”. Areceli gives another example: “I 
used to work selling on the streets. However everybody gives you constant remarks, not only 
boys and men, but also the women. They say you’re a whore and also treat you as one, 
touching you, screaming at you. It’s horrible”. One girl, who was a shoe polisher for a while, 
even confessed of being raped by a gang of shoe polishers:  
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One day after working, I was waiting for a bus to take me home. Suddenly a group of 

boys, who were shining shoes on the other corner, came up to me and started to harass 

me. They said I was a whore and that I should have sex with them. They were already 

pretty drunk. Then they drove me in a corner and violated me. 

Since the majority of the UNATsBO members are street traders, and since this is a 
predominantly male occupation, because of the particular dangers for girls on the streets, girls 
are heavily underrepresented by the organisation. On the other hand, surprisingly, there is a 
gender balance among the representatives of the groups. The organisation encourages gender 
equality among its representatives and the majority of the groups have elected a girl as their 
representative. Most of the girls that have found these functions within the organisation no 
longer work out on the streets. This is often the case because the elected representatives are 
those children who are most available to carry out these extra tasks and who have the least 
pressure on them to work – or those who have the most pressure on them to get off the streets.  
 
Although some of the members of the UNATsBO in La Paz engage in some kind of work for 
some time of the week, there are several who do not work anymore. It is common for them to 
have stopped working through the NGO-programmes they participated in, especially if it 
concerns an abolicionista member organisation. As explained in the previous chapter, ENDA 
and Sagrado Corazones do not allow the children to continue working. None of the children 
or adolescents represented by ENDA are allowed to work, and thus upon entering Casa Minka 
they all cease being child labourers. The 16-year-old Carla, for example, is a member of 
ENDA and used to sell vegetables at the market. Now she lives at ENDA’s Casa Minka, 
where she is completing an internship during the day, and following classes in the mornings. 
In the evenings she does her homework or plays with her housemates. A similar case is 15-
year-old Reina, who started out as a street seller when she was 12, helping her mother who 
was selling in the same area. She decided to participate in the workshops offered by Sagrados 
Corazones, and after her application she was accepted into the bakery workshop. However, 
one of the conditions of entering the workshops is that all participants must stop working. 
Luckily for Reina, her younger brother was old enough to take over her tasks, which enabled 
Reina to stop working and accept her place in the workshop. She now goes to school in the 
mornings and participates in the Sagrados Corazones workshop in the afternoons. She 
represents the working children of Sagrados Corazones (mainly boys), even though she 
herself is not working anymore. Pacha used to work and live on the streets of La Paz; she was 
forced to work in order to eat. She then became involved with EcoSolidar. The EcoSolidar 
project “The group for social integration, the community shelter of Chicani” isolates the 
children and adolescents from their former street lives; to facilitate this they are located 30 km 
outside of La Paz in a rural environment. Pacha is a representative of street children in La Paz, 
but she herself is not working anymore.    
 
The majority of children and adolescents involved with UNATsBO are 14 or older. Only a 
few working children were below 14. This is somewhat in line with the policies of the 
specific organisations. ENDA Bolivia for example is represented in the movement by those 
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who live in Casa Minka, and one can only enter this shelter when older than 14. Since 
Bolivian law allows children aged 14 or older to work, most members of the UNATsBO are 
in fact legally allowed to work. Younger child labourers, who work illegally, are 
underrepresented.  
 
The members were all “found” in the cities of La Paz and El Alto. The children who do 
originate from the countryside migrated to the cities for work; many of them still have parents 
living in the countryside. So, UNATsBO may have a few members from rural regions, but it 
does not go into the countryside to find these children. According to Perdo Mamani this is 
because of logistical limitations. The coordination does not have the money to travel to the 
countryside nor to transport rurally organised groups to La Paz and El Alto for meetings. So, 
although it is known that the majority of working children in Bolivia work in the countryside, 
no organisations are deliberately or structurally reaching out to them.  
 

3.2 Conclusion  

Although the term “working children” suggests homogeneity, it in fact refers to a very diverse 
group. The members of the UNATsBO in the La Paz department are therefore also varied. 
They carry out different types of activities, work for varying number of hours, work under 
diverse conditions and vary in characteristics such as gender, age and origin. Despite these 
differences, the following general conclusions can be made. The members of UNATsBO 
belong to the poorest strata of society. However, unlike the children of MNNATSOP and 
MANTHOC in Peru, who perform mainly household tasks, most of the members of 
UNATsBO do indeed work for money. They are primarily self-employed, with a high 
representation of shoe polishers and other street traders. Most of these children and 
adolescents carry out light activities, for only a few hours a week, which do not seem to 
endanger their physical and mental health. Some children did present physical complaints, but 
these were related more to alcohol, drug use and police abuse, than to their working 
conditions.  

The fact that UNATsBO in reality mainly targets children who perform light street trades, 
results in girls being underrepresented within the organisation. As the members are primarily 
children aged 14 and older, who are allowed to work according to Bolivian law, younger 
children, who work illegally, are also underrepresented by the organisation. Finally, since 
UNATsBO reaches out to children in the cities only, rural children are underrepresented.  

So, in conclusion, UNATsBO represents only a specific segment of deprived children. 
Adolescent male urban street traders compose the majority of their membership; whilst 
younger children, girls and children who perform the more hazardous tasks, are 
underrepresented.
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Young girl (6) ‘working’ at home. She is registered as a working child at Mi Casa.
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Chapter 4 
 
Looking Inside the UNATsBO  
 
 
 
This chapter describes the internal organisation of the UNATsBO. The central focus is on the 
system of representation: the child/adolescent representatives and their adult collaborators, the 
decision making process, the different member organisations, and of course the working 
children themselves.  
 

4.1 The representatives 

The UNATsBO has 7 representatives from 7 different member organisations. The NGO Mi 
Casa from El Alto also participates as a member organisation of UNATsBO, but has no 
child/adolescent representative. Furthermore, there are also 5 additional groups that were 
mentioned as members, but had no representation at the time of the research. To get a clear 
picture of their characteristics and functions, all 7 representatives will be described in brief.  
 

Ana Rosa (15) is a representative of the ex-working street children project of 
EcoSolidar-Bolivia in Chicani (La Paz). Ana Rosa left her parents when she was 
12 and went to live and work with a group of street children/adolescents in the 
streets of La Paz. She made her money with whatever trade possible. Then she 
met a collaborator of EcoSolidar who invited her to participate in the working 
street children’s project. Since then she has lived in the Chicani shelter. In the 
mornings she completes her homework; in the afternoons she follows an 
internship as a cook, for which she receives a bonus. She uses the money to spend 
on extras that the project does not provide for, such as clothing, a stereo, and so 
forth. In the evenings she goes to school.  

Juan Carlos (17) is the representative of the autonomous group Solitarios. He is 
also national representative. He polishes shoes almost every day. He doesn’t have 
fixed working hours, but works an average of 4-5 hours a day. Occasionally there 
are days when he doesn’t work at all, and other days when he works 6-8 hours. 
Juan Carlos finished primary school and aspires to finish secondary school. He is 
enrolled in a secondary school, but regularly fails to attend because of his problem 
with alcohol and because he has to work to provide for himself. With both his 
parents deceased, he finds himself in a difficult economical and social situation. 
Ever since their deaths he has worked to provide in his own basic needs such as 
food, clothing and school. He now lives with his aunt, but his uncle is very 
abusive, and so he often sleeps on the streets with other Solitarios members. 
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Marión (14) is departmental representative of the ex-street girls project 
Oqharikuna of Fundación La Paz. She left her parents when she was 11 and had 
been living on the streets where she met several street workers from different 
NGOs who all invited her to come to their projects. After exploring several 
different projects she chose to stay with Oqharikuna. She now participates in one 
of the workshops where they learn how to grow vegetables in a glasshouse and 
then sell what they grow. She uses the money earned for extras such as nice 
clothing, make-up and going to the cinema. In the afternoons she goes to school 
and in the evenings she follows a computer course.  

Carina (16) represents a group of adolescent ex-street children from the NGO 
ENDA Bolivia, from El Alto. She used to work with her mother on the market in 
El Alto. She then ran away from home because of an abusive father and found 
shelter in one of the houses of ENDA Bolivia. Upon entering the shelter of Casa 
Minka she stopped working. She now follows an internship as a secretary at 
ENDA, for which she is paid a bonus. In the afternoons she goes to school. She 
uses the money for the things the shelter does not provide for, such as clothing.  

Aneliz (16) represents the organisation of Sagrados Corazones in La Paz. Aneliz 
used to work in the main street, El Prado, helping her mother to sell sweets. She 
was told about the project of Sagrados by boys who were also selling and working 
in the streets. In the beginning she did not want to go, because “only the boys 
went there”. However, the cheap lunch service provided by the project finally 
convinced her to visit. She now participates in a bakery workshop for which she 
receives a bonus. She stopped selling with her mother during the week since she 
doesn’t have the time anymore: during the week she goes to school in the 
mornings, to the workshop in the afternoons, and helps at home or does her 
homework in the evenings. She still helps her mother in the weekends.  

Juana (17) represents the organisation Wiphala from El Alto. Juana works as a 
voceador in a minibus. The driver of the minibus in which she works is also the 
owner of her house, which makes it difficult for he to refuse to ‘help’ him. Juana 
works two days a week. During the week she volunteers at Wiphala, helps with 
household tasks and attends secondary school. She buys her own clothes, 
contributes to her school costs, buys her own food when not eating at home, and 
buys small extras such as sweets and cinema tickets. 

Teodoro (15) represents the organisation Movida Bolivia in El Alto. Teodoro used 
to live and work as a shoe shiner in La Ceja, a neighbourhood on the edge of El 
Alto. He had been doing so for a year, when, at the age of 13, he met one of the 
street workers of Movida Bolivia. Since then Teodoro has been living in the 
shelter of Movida. During the week he goes to school, participates and helps in the 
various activities organised by Movida, plays with his friends and does his 
homework. He still works as a shoe shiner in El Alto, but only in the weekends. 
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He uses his money on extras that the foundation does not pay for, such as 
clothing.  

 
From the above information it becomes clear that the representatives are more adolescents 
than children, since all of them are above the age of 14. It is also remarkable that 5 of the 7 
representatives are girls.  

Considering their work situations it is questionable if the majority of the representatives 
can actually be classified as child labourers. At least 3 of the above representatives do not 
officially work, but participate in so-called paid internships and workshops in their respective 
organisations. The other 4 representatives do work outside the structures of the organisation, 
but the work usually consists of light activities for only a few hours per week; 3 of them work 
for only 2 days a week and only Juan Carlos works 4 to 5 hours every day, and can truly be 
considered to be a working child, or rather a working adolescent. However, as the legal age to 
work according to Bolivian law is 14, he is allowed to perform these economical activities.  

The overview also shows that the money they earn is occasionally needed to provide the 
basics such as clothing and schooling, but is mostly spent on “extras”. Only Juan Carlos is 
forced to work to cover his basic needs, including alcohol. It is also remarkable that all 
representatives, except Juan Carlos, are able to combine their activities with their education.  
 

4.2 The adults 

The UNATsBO, in policy documents and in external assessments, is said to be owned by the 
children themselves. However, in the meetings it became clear that the representatives 
function together with their adult collaborators. It would therefore be more appropriate to 
regard the UNATsBO members as movements of children and adults, rather than of children 
alone. In order to fully understand how the organisations function one needs to examine how 
both parties relate to each other. 

Officially the adult collaborators are said to be present to stimulate the children’s and 
adolescents’ protagonismo and to defend children’s and adolescents’ rights in general and 
specifically those of working children and adolescents. Accordingly, most collaborators state 
that they guide, but do not enforce the decisions. Edgar, an adult collaborator from the project 
Mi Casa: “we can help to facilitate the meetings, help to organise the meetings, help to 
prepare the agenda, arrange the venue, but we cannot manipulate the children”. Fernando, a 
collaborator of the organisation Wiphala: “we can advise the children, give them our 
viewpoint on the discussion, but we have no decision making power. In the end it is the 
children who vote and decide”. Pedro, a collaborator of the national coordination: “we want 
the children to decide, they are social subjects with their own ideas and opinions. We 
collaborators should respect that and try only to promote their protagonismo, to take their life 
in their own hands”. 

In spite of the rhetoric that expresses respect and non-manipulation, others involved in the 
UNATsBO were of the opinion that collaborators do influence their representatives. The 
director of EcoSolidar-Bolivia, for example, said: “at the UNATsBO there exists a structure 
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which is worse than the Inquisition. Nothing reaches the children directly, it all goes through 
censorship. And the children themselves directly repeat what their collaborators have 
whispered in their ears”. Even the national representative Pedro added: “some of the 
collaborators don’t respect the protagonismo of the children. They manipulate their children 
to do what is in the interest of their respective organisations”.  

Direct manipulation of representatives by collaborators was not evident during the 
meetings of the UNATsBO, which we attended. The representatives were able to discuss 
topics freely and were stimulated by the collaborators to give their opinions. The collaborators 
themselves did not overrule them in their decision making, as was sometimes noticed during 
the decision making processes of MANTHOC and MNNATSOP (see Van den Berge 2005). 
The procedure is aimed at giving the representatives a central position in the decision making 
process and the collaborators are supposed to simply take on a mediating role, to bring order 
to the meeting if necessary. At the beginning of each meeting the adolescents themselves 
choose a facilitator; the facilitator has to make sure that the meeting proceeds in an orderly 
fashion. Everyone present at the meeting, including the adult collaborators, has to ask the 
facilitator for permission to speak. All are involved in setting the agenda, and so adolescents 
and collaborators alike have the chance to influence the course of the meeting and themes 
discussed. This is unlike what is found in some of the Working Children’s Organisations of 
Peru. Furthermore, only the adolescent representatives can vote on issues during the meetings, 
thus again minimising the influence of the adult collaborators.  

The 7 representatives themselves commented on their high level of influence during these 
meetings: “Actually it is us that make the decisions at UNATsBO. The collaborators are there 
to give us some additional information, but we are the ones who decide”, said Ana-Rosa, the 
15 year old representative of EcoSolidar. Juan (17) explained: “only we as representatives can 
vote within the UNATsBO and so you could say that we adolescents have the power”. 
Despite the clear absence of direct adult influence on the children, the following section 
makes it clear that collaborators still manage to indirectly influence the representatives in their 
decision making and thereby manipulate the course taken by the UNATsBO.   
 
One of the tasks of the adult collaborators is to explain the relevance of the agenda by 
supplying information. By supplying only limited and particular information the collaborators 
can indirectly influence the representatives in their decision making. During the research it 
was observed that the information supplied by the collaborators was ideologically biased. 
Such bias may follow from the selection criteria used to select collaborators, which include 
the completion of one or more courses organised by the research institutes INFANT and 
IFEJANT in Peru. As described in the Peru report (van den Berge 2005), these educational 
institutes were founded by Alejandro Cussianovisch, the ideological father of regulacionista 
theory, and are closely linked to the Peruvian Working Children’s Organisations MANTHOC 
and MNNATSOP. The books, which these institutes have published, and the courses that they 
organise, are highly influenced by this ideological school. It was therefore not surprising to 
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observe an influence of this ideological school on the choices of information provided by the 
collaborators of the UNATsBO27.  

An example of adult interference and influence was seen during an activity undertaken 
against the Bolivian NGO Arco-Iris. Arco-Iris had put up posters stating that the child labour 
problem should be solved. Acro-Iris was subsequently presented by the national collaborator 
as “the enemy” since it had accepted money from the ILO/IPEC programme on the 
eradication of child labour28. The activity against Acro-Iris involved the replacement of all 
their anti-child-labour posters with UNATsBO posters, stating: “Yes to child labour – No to 
exploitation”. This action showed how UNATsBO prefers to steer the children towards their 
ideological position rather than to provide the children with different visions and facts, which 
would allow them to make their own decisions. In all the UNATsBO events and activities the 
children are only given information that supports the regulacionista perspective; all other 
points of view are excluded. 

Besides ideological persuasion, there is also a second way in which decisions made by the 
representatives are influenced by the collaborators. The normal decision-making process 
involves the representatives themselves setting the agenda, discussing it and finally voting on 
proposed solutions. All is done during the meeting itself to safeguard an open process of 
discussion between the representatives. However, on some occasions, often because of time 
limitations, the collaborators offer to prepare documents that provide background information 
and solutions to agenda points that are going to come up during the meeting. These solutions 
provided by the collaborators are then voted on by the adolescent representatives. During the 
research it was observed that the collaborators prepared such documents for the agenda points 
“next year’s Terms of Reference of the UNATsBO” and “Articles for the creation of a 
National Network of Collaborators”. These documents, which are compiled in a closed 
meeting prior to the public meeting, establish the framework for the subsequent discussion of 
that agenda point. The discussion is thus restricted to the ideas and opinions of the adult 
collaborators instead of the children’s. The acceptance of the adult proposals is particularly 
damaging when they concern institutionally important decisions, such as a TOR or the 
Articles for the creation of a National Network of Collaborators.  
 

4.3 NGO/Institutional influence 

It is not only the adult guidance of the representatives that can influence the decision making 
process. Both collaborator and representative are members of UNATsBO organisations, and 

                                                 
27 In comparison, however, the ideological bias is far less evident among the collaborators of the UNATsBO than 
of the MANTHOC and MNNATSOP in Peru. Because of geographical reasons, IFEJANT only sporadically 
provides courses for collaborators from Bolivia, although plans have been made to provide online courses. In 
addition, UNATsBO also stimulates the adolescents to attend courses of other institutes that are less 
ideologically biased. Red Pacha Nayra is an example; this organisation has a more neutral attitude towards child 
labour issues. 
28 Proyecto: Fortalecimiento institucional para la acción preventiva y la eliminación del trabajo infantil en 
Bolivia. Fundación Arco Iris. Dic. 2003 - Nov. 2004 
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the specific member organisations were reported to exercise influence over their 
representatives, in an attempt to increase their power within the UNATsBO. It starts with the 
choice of the representative. In most cases the representatives are selected directly by adults 
within the member institution. It is based on adult criteria and is highly undemocratic, often 
without any participation by the grassroots group that the adolescents are said to represent. 
One of the adult criteria used is the capacity to defend the interests of the institution within the 
UNATsBO.  

The Sagrados Corazones collaborator justified her choice of Aneliz by saying: “Well, she 

is a real leader, therefore she can best defend the interests of Sagrados Corazones in the 

UNATsBO”.  

An employee of ENDA-Bolivia explained the selection of Karina as follows: “Because 

she is the most capable of voicing an opinion. She often goes to meetings with others, she 

has experiences and is therefore the best for ENDA-Bolivia to be represented by Karina”.  

The director of Eco-Solidar explained her choice of Ana Rosa: “We don’t agree with the 

current course of the UNATsBO. I think it is going all wrong there. That is why we are 

there, to change their course to a more child-centred way, more Eco-Solidar worthy”.  

Several examples have been reported, and a few were observed during the research, wherein 
member organisations have tried to advertise their activities (e.g. the Eco-Solidar summer 
courses, the Wiphala bicycle vacation and the Mi Casa workshops), activities which could be 
interesting for the target group but which did not spring directly from the daily concerns of 
the children and adolescents. They were more inspired by institutional interests. Other 
examples of NGO interests influencing the functioning are related to conflicts between 
autonomous groups and NGOs. Of the 7 Bolivian departments represented in the national 
coordination of the UNATsBO, 2 (La Paz and Sucre) are represented by adolescents from 
autonomous groups. The rest of the national coordination is NGO-affiliated. Among the 
autonomous representatives there seems to be a constant fear that the national coordination 
will be completely taken over by the NGO-affiliated members. The number of votes that each 
representative gets is related to the number of children that s/he represents. This means that 
representatives of NGO groups always have more voting power, as these groups are much 
larger. During the research an autonomous group of working children decided to step out of 
the Santa Cruz departmental group. They chose to do so because they found that they were 
constantly at a disadvantage due to decisions made by the NGO affiliated representatives, as 
autonomous group member Cristobal stated:  

This had an impact on voting on the Terms of Reference for example. We as autonomous 

groups wanted to make a stand against the adult influence of the collaborators. Therefore 

we proposed that the representatives should not be escorted all the time by their adult 

collaborator. But the NGOs wanted to maintain their influence and stimulated their 

representatives to vote against this proposal. So in the end al the NGO affiliated 

adolescents voted against and the proposal was not accepted. 
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Juan Carlos, departmental representative of La Paz, added: 

We as autonomous groups had made a proposal suggesting that at least 50% of the 

collaborators should be ex- working children. In this way we get collaborators who know 

what they are talking about and are motivated to really help us. At the same time we 

could control the influence of the so called NGO educated experts who state they want to 

help us, but which are only working with working children for the money and are only 

interested in defending institutional interest. Again all the NGOs affiliated youth voted 

against. They were stimulated by their collaborators while they did not want to lose their 

influence. 

UNATsBO and its representatives have a serious problem with NGOs trying to influence 
them and interfere with the decision-making process. This conclusion is shared by Save the 
Children in their evaluation of their South America Programme. They stated that one of the 
main limitations of the UNATsBO is that “local institutions still wish to take charge/control 
of the participation of child workers and have a hard time defining their role as “support” to 
the organisations of child workers” (Save the Children website, June 2005). The process of 
adults influencing their representatives obviously comes at the expense of the less outspoken 
children. Their agency is not stimulated by this system: only the agency of the children who 
are already assertive and best capable of voicing institutional interests is stimulated. Well-
articulated and ideologically-groomed children are picked-up to represent an organisation 
within the umbrella movement and thereby suggest representative democracy. In fact, the 
exemplary children function within an adult agenda. 
 

4.4 How representative are the representatives? 

In the sections above the relationship between the adults, the NGOs and the representatives 
was explored. In this last section of the chapter, the central focus is on the relationship 
between the representatives and their grassroots groups. How do the representatives relate to 
the other members of their groups? Do the other members realise that they are being 
represented and what kind of communication exists between them? 

One important aspect that defines the relationship between the representatives and their 
respective groups is the way in which they are chosen. To be a legitimate representative of a 
group it is important to have been elected by that group. A democratic process is required 
during which the members of the group are able to express their opinions and vote for the 
person they would like as their representative. It was, however, observed that the children, 
who were to represent the local NGO within the UNATsBO, were mostly not elected in a 
democratic process. As already described in the previous section, in most cases the 
representatives are directly chosen by adults within the institutions. So the question arises 
whether they then are able to be representative of the children. It was found that most of the 
children in the grassroots groups indeed questioned the characteristics of those who had been 
chosen by the adults to represent them.  

For example, the ENDA group of Casa Minka is represented by Carla. After talking to 
several boys from the group it became clear that Carla only receives minimal support from 
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those she is said to represent. Felix (17) stated: “She was appointed by the director, it had 
nothing to do with us. We talked about it, but it was announced that Carla was going to these 
meetings, we have never voted about anything. So I wouldn’t say she is really representing us, 
she is more representing the director”. Jorge (18) did not quite agree with Carla’s selection: 
“Carla has never been a street child, such as the majority of the boys here. She does not know 
about the problems of living in the streets, polishing shoes, and stuff like that. So why is she 
representing us?” 

Another example is Ana-Rosa from EcoSolidar. She was also appointed by the director of 
her project. Her base group is not so much against her, but more indifferent. Santusa (16) 
stated: “Ana-Rosa is the one who always has gone to these meetings. I suppose she does a 
good job, but if she is there on my account I suppose they should have asked”. Daniel (15) 
said: “We were told Ana-Rosa goes to these meetings. I didn’t even know she was 
representing me. So I guess that makes it a little weird if she sits there on my behalf, doesn’t 
it?”  

Sagrados Corazones is represented by Aneliz, who was also chosen by adults within her 
organisation. One of the boys, a shoe polisher of 14 years old, remarked: “They just appointed 
her. But it was not a democratic decision, which it should have been if she is representing us 
over there”. 

The NGO Mi Casa serves as quite an extreme example. Mi Casa states that their 
grassroots group Elite is represented within the UNATsBO; however, not one member of 
Elite or the Mi Casa project has ever attended the UNATsBO meetings as a representative. 
Elite is in fact represented by an adult collaborator. Some boys from Elite complained: “This 
is totally stupid. They sit there in our name, but we have never been to these meetings. How 
can they say they represent us there?”  

These examples show how most representatives are in fact representative of only the 
organisation, and not of the grassroots members. However, this is not the case for all the 
representatives and organisations. Chapter 2 listed a number of organisations that are 
particularly interested in the concept of child agency; these NGOs are the ones who do indeed 
consult the children to a greater degree. For example, Juana was elected to represent the 
“older working children” within Wiphala. When the other children were asked about Juana’s 
representation it was therefore not surprising to hear comments such as: “I think Juana is a 
good representative, in the end we voted for her in the assembly, we all agreed”. Another girl 
remarked: “Juana has worked as voceador for a long time. She knows our reality, the shit that 
happens while working. I think that is why we have the confidence that she can represent the 
others as well”.  

The members of the autonomous groups also expressed satisfaction with their choices of 
representatives. Most of the autonomous groups elect their representatives during general 
meetings. Since these groups function without institutional help, the representatives are also 
selected without institutional interference. As explained by Pedro:  

We autonomous groups decided we did not want to join NGOs because we know out of 

experience they only want to manipulate. In our group nobody is manipulated since we 
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don’t have the interests of keeping our NGO job, or getting funds or anything. We chose 

our representatives because we think they are good representatives and that’s it. 

A 17-year-old shoe-polisher, and member of the autonomous group Solitarios, commented on 
his representative: “Juan has been here since the beginning. He has been beaten up by us and 
by the police, we got drunk together, he’s our brother you know. That’s why we voted that he 
was to be the one representing us”. An important task of representatives is to inform their 
grassroots groups about the agenda points which will be discussed and decided on during the 
UNATsBO meetings. Ideally they discuss these points with their groups prior to the meeting, 
so that they can take the group’s opinions with them. Another member of his group stated:  

Juan is the best in voicing our needs. I sometimes don’t know how to say things, and then 

Juan says it and I think, that’s what I wanted to say. He is good at explaining how we live 

here, demanding the things we need; that’s why we all voted for him.  

There is also much to be improved with regards to reporting back to the groups. It was 
observed that very little information reaches the grassroots groups about the UNATsBO and 
its meetings. In fact, it appeared that many members are not even aware that their group is a 
member of the UNATsBO. In extreme cases, the children are not aware of the existence of a 
movement called the UNATsBO. 

The representatives themselves argued that they had not been reporting back because “we 
have only just begun inside the UNATsBO” and “we have not had the opportunity”, “the kids 
in my group are not interested” and “I do not have the time to do so”. It was indeed the case 
that in many member NGOs and groups there were no structures yet in place that facilitated 
this reporting. None of the organisations, for example, organised meetings in which the 
affiliated grassroots groups could internally discuss the agenda of the UNATsBO. NGO staff 
defended the situation by explaining that they had only recently been integrated into the 
movement and were still not sure how to incorporate reporting into their own established 
structures. However, reporting does not only rely on facilitating structures such as meetings or 
discussions. The representatives also have the possibility to report in more informal ways, 
such as during lunch, during sporting activities or workshops they carry out with other 
members of their grass-roots groups.  

Some collaborators take on the responsibility of reporting back to the members of the 
grassroots groups. Fernando (collaborator of Wiphala), Pedro (national collaborator 
Solitarios) and Cristobal Mamani (collaborator Solitarios) were seen to offer all their free 
time to inform their groups about what was being discussed at the UNATsBO, and about the 
benefits of the Movement. The following chapter discusses what exactly these benefits are for 
the participating groups.   

 

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the role of the various actors involved in the coordination 
committee of the movement of working children and adolescents. The UNATsBO is 
represented by adolescents from the poorer strata of society, but it is questionable whether 
they are working children. First of all, they are older than 14 and therefore permitted by 
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Bolivian law to perform economic activities. Secondly, where it does concern children under 
14, if they work, they perform light activities for a few hours per week, and are still able to 
combine their activities with schooling. The money the representatives earn is mostly spent on 
extras.  

During the study it was clear that the adolescent representatives could discuss their 
thoughts freely and were stimulated by the collaborators to voice their opinions. The 
collaborators were never seen to influence the representatives directly. However, it did 
become evident that the information supplied by the adult collaborators was often 
ideologically biased. All the children are taught to perceive child labour issues from a 
regulacionista perspective, and other points of view are left excluded from the discussion. By 
providing ideologically charged information the collaborators indirectly influenced the 
decision making process, sometimes after having prepared relevant agenda points in closed 
meetings, prior to the open meetings. 

The study also observed how the specific interests of the NGOs, to which the 
representatives belong, greatly influence the decisions made within the UNATsBO. It became 
clear that the adults of the NGOs select the representatives based on their ability to voice and 
defend these interests. The main disputes arise between the NGO representatives and those 
from the more autonomous groups, who are more interested in defending personal needs 
rather than institutional agendas.  

Although the children of the grassroots groups are represented at the UNATsBO by their 
peers, the elected few are at times somewhat dubious choices, as explained above. The NGO 
management, rather than the children in the organisation, selects the representatives. Many of 
the grassroots members feel that the representatives are more in touch with the executive 
board than with them, thus resulting in distrust. The fact that representatives mostly fail to 
report back to their group members simply adds to the frustration.  

As an exception, the representatives of autonomous groups and small NGOs are actually 
elected by their peers. These representatives are more inclined to report back to their groups 
and better inform them about the activities of the UNATsBO. These autonomous 
organisations and groups appear to attach a greater value to the democratic process of 
children’s representation than to the institutional interests. 
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Chapter 5 
 
The Impact 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 introduced the UNATsBO and its member organisations by looking at their 
structures and goals. Chapter 3 described the children who it actually represents. Chapter 4 
discussed the actors involved in the running of the UNATsBO and its member organisations, 
including both adults and children. This chapter takes a closer look at the impact of the 
UNATsBO and its member organisations on the working and living conditions of the 
children/adolescents. Special attention is given to the ability of the children to self-organise 
and to the children’s working conditions.  
 

5.1 Self-organisation 

All member organisations, except for Sagrados Corazones, claim that they want to stimulate 
the self-organisational skills of the children. “If children organise themselves they can claim 
their own rights, instead of adults claiming it for them”, stated the ENDA director. The 
director of Eco-Solidar added: “If working children organise themselves they can prioritise 
their own needs in negotiations with adults. It will give the children a voice in their 
negotiations with adults”. “Self-organisation will mean that they can claim their own rights. 
This again will have important consequences for their self-respect,” commented a Wiphala 
employee. Most of the arguments used to promote the policy of self-organisation of working 
children are related to effecting changes in their working situations. “Self organisation will 
make them stronger in their precarious situation on the streets”, said the Mi Casa director. “If 
children are better organised they will be more able to defend themselves against exploitation 
and police abuse on the streets”, remarked Pedro Mamani, national coordinator of the 
UNATsBO. A Wiphala employee stated, “If they are organised they can control their working 
places and be better able to claim their rights against abusive costumers and police. Therefore 
they will be better able to improve their working circumstances”. 

By comparing the different groups within the umbrella movement, it has become apparent 
that the autonomous groups have reached a high level of self-organisation, without the 
support of an official NGO. Children and adolescents working on the streets seem to have 
naturally self-organised, which helps them to overcome specific difficulties related to their 
work and lives on the streets. 
 

5.1.1 Autonomous forms of self-organisation 

The best example of self-organisation by children in an autonomous group is the group of 
shoe polishers. Shoe polishers organise themselves into a structure known as la fila, which 
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involves a certain number of shoe polishers sitting in a row at a fixed location. These filas are 
often composed of adults, adolescents and children alike. There is a certain hierarchy in la 
fila; the “leader” sits at the best spot in the row, which is the spot where most people pass. 
Others cannot simply join la fila. They can, however, be invited or alternatively fight their 
way in. If a boy wants to fight his way in, then he must sit at the edge of la fila and endure 
beatings by those whom are already members. By continually returning despite the abuse, a 
boy can eventually be accepted and invited to join. The shoe polishers who do not work in a 
fila are known as ambulantes; they “walk around”. Shoe polishers who have a fixed spot in a 
fila can rent out their place to these independent wanderers; however, the shoe polisher who 
rents out his spot too often runs the risk of permanently losing his place.  

Other working (street) children involved in street trades, such as selling candies, washing 
car windows or bus attendants (voceodores), also have their own form of self-organisation. 
Each form, however, is similar as it involves a certain hierarchy and restricted entry into the 
group.  
 

5.1.2 Advantages of autonomous self-organisation 

Self-organisation is done for various reasons. The most important function of autonomous 
self-organisation seems to be marking ones particular territory. Jorge, member of a fila in El 
Alto stated: “One cannot just sit down everywhere and start polishing shoes. Especially the 
spots where most people pass, such as near churches, the cemeteries, markets or big factories, 
are controlled by filas.” Eduardo, member of a fila in La Paz, commented: “Filas are like 
gangs, they control a particular space where it is profitable to polish shoes. Anyone who 
invades their territory is immediately kicked out”. The following story of 16-year-old Carlos 
is illuminating:  

When I decided I wanted to polish in La Ceja in El Alto I was beaten up various times by 

the members of la fila. Of course I was invading their territory. But it’s a good spot, many 

people pass there. On a good day, Thursdays and Sunday when there is market, you can 

easily earn like 45 to 50 Bolivianos there. So I kept coming and just fought back. After 

weeks of beatings, it just stopped and I was accepted. Now I am a normal member, and 

beat up the new ones, just as they did with me. But it’s a long struggle getting a place in a 

good fila.  

14-year-old Edgar relayed how he managed to enter the Plaza Ballivian in El Alto as a 
voceador:  

One day I just wanted to earn money to have some extra, to go to the film, buy food, or 

games or something. So I went to the Plaza Ballivian to work as a buss attendant. 

Working for the bus drivers, announcing the destination of the buss until they are full. 

However, the boys who where already working there wanted to kick me off the Plaza. But 

I insisted, by coming back and telling them I was a poor boy, an orphan, without parents 

and that I really needed the money. So in the end they let me stay, so I could earn some 

money.  
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According to these narratives it appears that an important function of self-organisation by 
street traders is to secure territory. The better the spot is for the trade, the more difficult it is to 
enter the group.  

However, self-organisation can also be motivated by factors related to healthcare and 
other personal support. During the fieldwork it was frequently observed that some of the boys 
who work in the filas help each other when sick. Ricardo, for example, explained how “once I 
felt too sick to work and did not come for a week to the fila. Since I could not work, I could 
not pay my medicines. Jorge (the leader) organised that they all give some of their profit to 
me that week so I could buy my medicine”. Another boy commented: “Once my mother was 
ill, she kept fainting. The doctor said she needed an x-ray, buy it was too expensive. So in the 
fila we decided to work one day for her, so she could go”.  

This motivation for self-organisation was also observed among other groups of working 
street children. Martha, a 14 year old ex-street girl explained: “Living on the street you care 
for each other. If one is sick the others go out to help: to work to get some money for the 
medicines or just by stealing them”. Marina commented: “Living on the streets you have the 
padilla to take care of you if you’re sick. In the padilla I was in, we had a girl whose aunt had 
a pharmacy. Whenever someone was sick she would arrange some medicine or we would go 
and steal it from the Yatiris in the Calle de las Brujas.”29 

Another benefit of self-organisation is expressed in the way the members of la fila help 
each other pay for their school supplies. For example, when 14-year-old Danilo enrolled in 
secondary school he had to pay all the costs in one go. As his parents do not work, they could 
not pay this for him, and he didn’t have any savings of his own either. He told the members of 
his fila about the problem, and they agreed to lend him the money. “In this way the fila helped 
me get into secondary school”, explained Danilo. Felix, a 17 year old boy from El Alto, had a 
similar experience: 

My father is very traditional. After primary school, he said I should go and work and did 

not want to pay my study anymore. But I really wanted to keep on studying. So I went 

polishing shoes in La Paz. The fila where I was allowed in really stimulated me with my 

study. They lent me money and the older men in the fila also encouraged me by repeating 

that schooling is really important otherwise I would end up like them, polishing for ever.    

The filas can also be found to support their school-going members by allowing them more 
freedom in renting out their fila spaces, so that they have more time to study and go to class. 
For example, 17-year-old Rudi works as a shoe polisher in a fila on the Perez Velasco in La 
Paz. At the time of the research Rudi was attending his final year of secondary school. 
Sometimes he got so much homework that he couldn’t go to work; whenever this would 
happen he would rent out his place to a friend of his. During a busy school week this could 
happen up to three times. His frequent absence in la fila was discussed during an informal 
meeting, at which I was present. Some of the fila members were angry at Rudi for renting out 

                                                 
29 Padilla = gang; Yatiri = traditional Bolivian naturopath; Calle de las Brujas = Street of the Witches, a street in 
the centre of La Paz where the Yatiri’s have their stands 
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his spot that often. They complained: “He’s arrogant. He doesn’t want to work himself 
anymore” and “He feels he is too good to work with us. Perhaps we should give his place to 
another permanently”. However, the leader decided not to banish Rudi from the fila as he 
found that studying should be encouraged. He explained: 

We agreed that we should give special treatment to those who go to school, so how can 

we let down Rudi when he wants to study? We don’t want him to repeat a course or leave 

school because we want him to work, do we? I think we should stimulate him in times he 

has to study. We should tolerate him renting out his place as long as it is for study.   

Another interesting example is that of a group of grave cleaners. This group works at the 
cemetery in La Paz and like the other groups is composed of children, adolescents and adults 
alike. They polish the gravestones and the windows, water the flowers and sweep the 
pathways. This group is headed by an ex-member, who is now a mason. There is a strict 
control on others who try to work at the cemetery and join their group; they wear matching t-
shirts to show that they are a cohesive group. There is an important rule in the group, which 
states that all the children have to attend school. If one of the children is not able to pay the 
school fees, then the group helps him to do so. The leader has often paid some of the school 
fees out of his own pocket. “It’s important that these children receive a good education. They 
should not be working here forever. Even in my job you have to know how to read contracts, 
how to do mathematics. So nobody can skip classes without sanctions”. Those who 
consistently break the rule and fail to attend school are eventually denied access to the group 
and the cemetery.  

Some autonomous groups were also observed to help one another in providing food. 
Certain filas buy food as a group by pooling their resources, or provide food to some of their 
members for free. Solitarios, for example, is an autonomous group of shoe polishers affiliated 
with the UNATsBO, and that has a fila working at the entrance of a market. They have made 
a special deal with the market women, so that they can buy lunch at a reduced cost if they buy 
in bulk. At the end of the day, when the market closes, the market women even donate their 
leftovers, which mostly consist of some rice and fish.  

In the Perez Velasco the fila has also made certain deals with the market women from 
which they can now buy tea, bread and eggs for reduced prices. The working street children 
were also observed eating together. Eva, an 18-year-old, who now lives in the Oqharikuna 
project commented on the way she used to eat when she was still living and working on the 
streets of La Paz: “Every evening everyone would come back under the bridge where we 
would also sleep. Everyone would bring something to eat. We would put it all on a cloth or 
piece of plastic and sit around and eat together. Something like the way the farmers eat in the 
Altiplano.” Her 14-year-old roommate Carla, also an ex-street child, added: “Living in the 
streets you have to survive together. On your own you will never make it. Like the eating for 
example; we would always help each other out. Some of the girls would always stay at our 
base, to look after the babies and our valuable stuff. The rest would go to work and collect 
food. It that way we would survive”.  

One last positive function of self-organising into a fila is how it substitutes for family. The 
members spend more time together than at home; they tell each other about their difficulties, 
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and they discover feelings of friendship and affection in the group, which they lack at home. 
Edgar, a 14-year-old shoe polisher commented: “I consider the boys [of the fila] as my 
brothers. Actually they are more my brothers than my real brothers. I spend more time with 
them and tell them all of my problems”. Pedro, a 16-year-old fila member from La Ceja in El 
Alto explained: “My family is never there when I need them, but my friends of the fila are 
always there. Therefore they are like my family, I tell them everything”. Lastly Jorge, a 15 
year old member of a fila in the centre of La Paz, remarked: “We play games together, we eat 
together, we work together, sometimes we sleep out here on the streets together. Actually we 
spend most of our time together. The boys are like my brothers I never had”.  

The family role, which the fila takes on, is of course of most importance for those children 
permanently living on the streets. Eva commented: “While living on the streets, the pandilla 
[gang] is your family, they are your father, mother, brothers and sisters in one. Without that 
family who cares about you and protects you, you will not survive”. Luna, a 24-year-old shoe 
shiner who lived on the streets for a year, stated: “Out on the streets the pandilla is the family 
that cares about you. It feeds you, they care about you, we go out looking when one of us 
doesn’t come back at night. We look after each other’s babies. We share everything, without 
them it would be very tough”.  

So, in conclusion, certain forms of autonomous self-organisation exist that operate outside 
NGO structures. The motivation for this self-organisation varies from the need to protect 
one’s territory to the need for some basic requirements, such as healthcare, schooling, food, 
friendship and affection. 
 

5.1.3 Disadvantages of autonomous groups 

Despite these positive aspects of self-organisation, autonomous groups are unable to solve 
some of the structural problems encountered on the streets. In some cases, being a member of 
an autonomous group can even expose the children to less desirable or even dangerous sides 
of life, such as drugs and alcohol. However, such exposure can be significantly limited by a 
good leader and by the characteristics of the group members. For example, the group working 
in the cemetery strictly prohibits alcohol and drugs; any sign of alcohol or drug use is enough 
reason for the leader to deny that member continued access to the group. On the other hand, 
for the members of the autonomous fila Solitarios, drinking alcohol is a normal and 
acceptable pastime. Access to alcohol is made easy by surrounding shopkeepers who sell the 
children alcohol diluted with water for 50 centavos (5 euro cents). The police know about this 
situation, yet fail to undertake action against the shopkeepers despite stipulations in Bolivian 
Law that make these practices illegal. In addition, as was mentioned earlier in this report, the 
police treat children, who are drunk or have used drugs, quite severely. 

It is easy for children who are new to the streets to make contact with the autonomous 
groups of working children; these groups are found in almost all public spaces. If new 
working children/adolescents become involved with a group that has the habit of abusing 
drugs and alcohol, they will most likely also take on this habit. The story of Santos (13) and 
his brother Daniel (15) illuminates how easy it is for children to become involved with a 
group with bad habits. Santos and Daniel moved from the countryside to La Paz; their parents 
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supported and even encouraged their migration. They had both completed primary school, but 
the quality of secondary school was believed to be better in La Paz. They were told to go and 
live with their uncle, who already lived in La Paz. However, upon arrival their uncle appeared 
to not be willing to take responsibility for their daily needs. To buy food and clothes Santos 
and Daniel had to work; they started polishing shoes on the streets. This is how they met 
Solitarios. They were given permission to take the place of some of their members during 
lunch breaks and in this way slowly became part of the group. However, the members of 
Solitarios are heavy drinkers, and Santos and Daniel soon started to use alcohol as well. 
Daniel explained: “Needing a fixed place to work, you’re not going to turn the fila down 
when they offer you a drink. So I accepted when they offered me the alcohol and clefa 
(glue)”. Now Santos and Daniel have become heavy drinkers: “That binds us now: working 
and drinking, drinking and working”.  

Mario (18), another member of Solitarios also shared his story of how he became 
acquainted with the group. He started working and occasionally sleeping on the streets 
because of an abusive stepfather and older brother. One of the members of Solitarios was 
already a friend of his, so he started working in their fila. “I wasn’t drinking much actually 
before I entered the fila. But here they started offering me the bolsas30. It was like a kind of 
initiation ritual. Then I got used to it and now at night we often drink until we drop”. During 
the three months of fieldwork in La Paz/ El Alto three of my informants died from alcohol 
intoxication. 

Children in autonomous groups are also routinely exposed to violence. As was mentioned 
earlier in the report, the children in these groups suffer a lot of police and gang related 
violence. To defend themselves, working children/adolescents also resort to violence. It 
becomes clear that the line between gangs and groups of organised working street children is 
very thin. Edgar’s story serves as a good example. Edgar is a member of a group of shoe 
polishers working in La Ceja. He explained how one of the most serious problems they 
encounter is the gangs that stroll around at night. He was clearly against the phenomenon of 
gangs: “I hate the gangs; they make the neighbourhood unsafe, they blackmail us, even steal 
your stuff. They are horrible”. However, two weeks after this conversation I discovered that 
Edgar himself was a gang member. Edgar explained: “I still don’t like the gangs, but I was 
forced to join one. Everyone working in the streets is almost forced to join a gang. By joining 
one gang you get protected from the others. If you are alone, you are attacked by all.”  

Thus by working on the streets children are routinely confronted with violence and are 
subsequently forced to join in the violence to protect themselves. David (17), for example, 
started working as a voceador in the Plaza Ballivian in El Alto, and was quickly forced into 
joining the gang Tupac Katari, with which he experienced many gang fights. He claimed: “I 
never planned on joining a gang. But working at night in the Ballivian neighbourhood you 
need the protection. There are so many gangs here, and everyone working at night is 
affiliated. If you don’t join, you can’t work”. The working children encountered during the 

                                                 
30 Bolsa = plastic bag, term is used to refer to alcohol that is sold in plastic bags.  
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research often referred to their organised groups of working children as a pandilla (gang). 
Laura (14), who lives in the Oqharikuna shelter commented: “When I lived on the streets I 
was a member of a gang. We had fights with other gangs, but at the same time, it offered 
protection. You can’t live by yourself on the streets; that’s too dangerous”. Juana, also from 
Oqharikuna, told a similar story: “I joined a gang as well. Although we fight with the other 
gangs, we take good care of each other. Living on the streets needs to be done in a group; 
taking care of each other. Otherwise you will be dead in two days”. The difference between 
the autonomous groups and the gangs is not very clear. Despite the need for protection, the 
gangs also bring with them increased exposure to violence.  

The autonomous groups are unfortunately unable to put an end to the constant police 
harassment. Fernando, a shoe polisher in El Alto, commented: “Being organised hasn’t really 
helped to protect us from the police. They can do what they want anyway; they are the ones 
that have all the power. Who do we go to when they harass us?” Patrick, a 15 year old 
colleague of Fernando, added: “Our organisation cannot help us with the police. They are the 
ones who should be protecting us, but what do they do: they are the ones that abuse us, steal 
our money, our stuff. What can one do?”  

So, organising oneself into autonomous groups does seem to have some positive aspects, 
but it is not a structural solution to all problems encountered on the streets, and sometimes 
even exposes children to more precarious situations.  
 

5.2 NGOs organisation of the children 

Besides the autonomous forms of self-organisation discussed above, the UNATsBO also 
includes official NGOs of which the main aim is to facilitate the self-organisation of working 
children. There are two main methods by which the NGOs try to accomplish their goal. The 
first method is to offer support to already existing initiatives of self-organisation by 
autonomous groups of working children. Wiphala, and to a certain extent Mi Casa, are the 
only two NGOs that try to complement already existing organisational networks of working 
children. Wiphala employee Fernando commented:  

The project Wiphala was born out of a series of studies which mapped the needs and the 

specific activities of working children in the area of the Plaza Ballivian. This study 

showed that there was a group of children working here as voceadores in the square. The 

project Wiphala is based on the observation that they were already organised, and only 

needed a minimum of help to stimulate them in this respect. 

Wiphala facilitates physical space for the groups to have meetings; it supplies materials (such 
as pens, paper, flip charts, etc), lunch services, and advice on organisation. Edgar, 
collaborator of Mi Casa, explained:  

The group of organised children we work with, Elite, already existed before we wanted to 

work with them. So we should not impose a specific kind of organisation on them, they 

already know how to organise. They only need specific types of help to take forward this 

organisation, such as an office to be able to unite. That’s where we come in. 
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The more common method that the NGOs implement is to design specific organisational 
structures for organising working children and adolescents. The UNATsBO and its member 
organisations have as main objective the organisation of only children and adolescents. 
However, as mentioned above when discussing the filas, most of the autonomous groups that 
work on the streets are composed of children, adolescents and adults. This is a reason for most 
of the NGOs to not work with existing groups. As stated by the director of Eco-Solidar:  

It is the official institutes, the NGOs, that work with only children and adolescents. 

However, on the streets there are few autonomous groups that are formed by only 

children. One could say then that organising only children is somewhat artificial if one 

compares it with street reality. 

To be able to stick to the policy of supporting only working children, the NGOs must impose 
their own specific organisational structures onto working children and adolescents, rather than 
support existing organisational structures, which would automatically involve the support of 
adults too.  

The ways in which the NGOs help to organise children are more or less the same in each 
institute. So-called street educators go into the streets to make contact with the working 
children and adolescents, and to tell them about their institutes. They explain what they have 
to offer; this differs per organisation, but can include cheap lunch services, shelter, 
educational services, healthcare services, etc. The street educators try to persuade the children 
to visit their organisations, and hope that, once there, they will be encouraged to participate in 
the organisational structures with other child/adolescent members. In this way the NGOs hope 
to remove the children and adolescents from their autonomous groups, in which they had been 
organised while working/living in the streets. 
 

5.2.1 Advantages of NGO organised children: protection and education 

The children and adolescents claimed that being organised by an organisation had certain 
benefits. The main benefit, compared to autonomous organisation, is how they are no longer 
confronted with the violence that working children/adolescents encounter on the streets. The 
autonomous groups of children/adolescents who spend long hours working and living on the 
streets are vulnerable to many forms of violence; primarily gang, police or customer related 
violence. “Working on the street is very hard”, complained 16-year-old shoe polisher Jordi, 
“you have to endure beatings by everybody: the police, the gangs, the costumers, and even 
sometimes your own friends who beat you to give you a lesson”.  

Considering these dangers, it was not surprising to find that the children enjoyed the 
safety involved by being a member of an NGO. The protection against violence is organised 
by the NGOs in two ways. First the NGOs negotiate with the municipality and arrange official 
permits for the children, with which they are assigned a specific place to work. These permits 
reduce the level of police abusive against them. Ramiro explained: “For me, the most 
important reason to join Mi Casa was that they said they would get an official permit for us. 
Now the police cannot chase us off anymore as this paper states we have the right to be 
there”. Carlos, another shoe polisher, added:  
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When they asked me to join Mi Casa I decided to do so, because they could help me 

improve my working situation with these official working permits. We used to be 

harassed by the police, but now they know we are member of Mi Casa and have these 

permits, they don’t dare to throw us off the square anymore. Sometimes the employees 

from the shops want us to go, and so they call the police. Now that we have a permit they 

can’t do anything anymore! 

Another way in which NGOs protect the organised working children is by informing the 
police force that the children are members of international organisations. Employee Fernando 
of Wiphala said:  

We do have personal talks with the police who work here, telling them that we are part of 

a German development cooperation. They know that with current media, their actions 

will be known in other parts of the world, and might have consequences for them, as 

official representatives of the state. They might lose their job.   

This information clearly influences the police in their behaviour. Juan, a 16-year-old voceador 
on Plaza Ballivian, stated: “now that I have joined Wiphala, the policemen are nicer to us. 
They know that we are a part of a German organisation, and they know that if they do 
something Germany will know and tell our government. Therefore they are afraid to do 
something”.  In the same way Teodoro, shoe-polisher and member of Movida Bolivia, 
commented: “the police is afraid to do something as they know we belong to Movida, which 
is part of the German Church. If they do something they will get troubles with the German 
padre”. Jorge of Mi Casa added: “The policemen know our t-shirts, they know which children 
belong to the NGOs and which don’t. Normally they leave us alone because we are backed by 
Mi Casa, which again receives money from Spain”.  

The NGOs protect children not only from the police, but also from gangs operating in the 
same neighbourhoods as the working children/adolescents. Many children complained of 
harassment by gangs. During the fieldwork, children working on the streets often commented: 
“We get harassed by the police or by the gangs. Both beat us and steal our stuff”. Las 
pandillas (gangs) are really a problem, especially at night you can’t really be working without 
being harassed by them”. Many children have stories of being abused by gangs. 16-year-old 
Violeta, from the ENDA organisation in El Alto, even told of how she had been raped by 
gang members when returning home after working on the market.  

It happened one day after I had been working in La Paz, and had to walk back. On the 

way back you pass this forest, and there I was attacked by a group of boys. They 

screamed that they were from the Tupac Katari gang and that they would kill me if I did 

not have sex with them. What could I do? 

The gangs are also said to have their extortion methods, which include blackmail. One boy, 
working as a shoe polisher on the Perez Velasco explained: “To be able to work quietly on the 
Perez at night you have to give the gangs something, otherwise they will beat you and steal 
your stuff”.  

Some of the UNATsBO member organisations feel that, in order to fully protect the 
working children, they must remove them from the streets completely, and bring them into 
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their shelters. ENDA Bolivia, EcoSolidar and Oqharikuna are three NGOs that have chosen 
for this method. The working street children/adolescents work, live and eat in these NGO 
shelters. Living in the shelters can most definitely provide some protection; Gloria, who now 
lives in the shelter of Oqharikuna, explained:  

Working on the streets I was often harassed by the gang boys. They called me names, 

screaming I was a whore, threatening to violate me. Now, as I am living in Oqharikuna, I 

don’t have this anymore. Here I am at least protected by the organisation and the adults 

that live here.  

In the same way, Clara from ENDA commented: “Living and working on the streets is very 
dangerous for a girl. You constantly have the danger of being violated. That’s why lots of 
girls on the streets have children you know. Living here, you are protected against this 
danger”. The NGOs that don’t have a shelter try to offer other forms of security. Fernando, 
employee of the Wiphala project, stated: “We have clear rules regarding gang members: the 
minute you walk through that door you’re not a gang member anymore. You have to take off 
your hair band and get a normal haircut31. Otherwise you’ll not get in”. This method not only 
protects the children inside the organisation, but it also helps children get out of the gangs by 
offering an alternative.  

As discussed in the previous section, some autonomous groups are not so different from 
gangs since working children are forced to protect themselves, and thus also perform acts of 
violence. The NGOs offer a different form of organisation.  

You don’t have much choice on the street. You almost have to choose a gang in order to 

be protected. But by joining Wiphala we are protected by the organisation and the 

contract we have with the municipality. If we have a problem we can tell Fernando and he 

talks with the police and helps us. So we don’t need the gang anymore. 

Edgar, who started working on the plaza Ballivian when he was 14, commented:  

The only way to get access to the Plaza was by joining the gang which was operating 

there. However, now the Plaza is taken over by Wiphala. They have this contract with the 

municipality that only lets you work when you’re not a gang member anymore. So now 

it’s safer to work here.    

The NGOs also attempt to improve the working lives of the children by providing them with 
child rights education. The UNATsBO organisations offer different forms of this education, 
varying from official classes to more informal gatherings organised by street educators. The 
purpose of this education is to give the children the knowledge and the confidence to stand up 
to abusive employers, costumers and policemen. For example, 16-year-old Pedro polishes 
shoes opposite the cemetery in La Paz. He spoke about the informal child rights education he 
had received from one of the UNATsBO representatives:    

                                                 
31 A certain colour hair band indicates the membership of a specific gang. Also, each gang has a different 
haircut.    
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Jorge (of the UNATsBO) told us we can go to the Defensores del Pueblo of the 

Defensores de la Ninez and file a complaint if our rights are violated. So every time 

people try to cheat on me I threaten them that I will go to the Defensores. I never really 

went, but when I said this usually people are so impressed and frightened they will give 

the right amount of money.   

Carlitos, who works as a voceador on the Plaza Ballivian, commented on how his child rights 
education, provided by Wiphala, has been useful in reducing the abuse he gets from police:  

When I didn’t know my rights I was a bit shy and let myself be bullied by the police. If 

you don’t know you have these rights, you can also not claim them right? But now, if the 

police threaten to throw us of the square I tell them that I am a Bolivian citizen and that I 

also have rights. And that if they harass me or try to hurt me that I will go and denounce 

them at the Defensores. That usually scares them!  

17-year-old Gloria, who sells flowers on the streets with the help of the project Oqharikuna, 
stated: “Usually the clients try to cheat on me because I am young and a woman. But since I 
know my rights I speak up to them. They cannot cheat on me anymore; so nowadays I get a 
better price for my products”.  

These accounts show how the NGOs, and their policies of organising working children, 
do bring about some positive changes in the working conditions of the children. However, the 
following section shows how there are also several restrictions when trying to effect these 
changes and how, in addition, some projects of the NGOs actually make certain conditions 
worse.     
 

5.3 NGO limitations to effecting change 

Chapter 3 discussed how the UNATsBO claims to target all working children, and improve 
the working conditions of all working children; but the chapter concluded by showing how 
the children who are actually targeted by the activities, and who are eventually reached by the 
organisation are limited to those who are active in the less serious forms of child labour.  

The NGO activities are clearly restricted to male shoe polishers, voceadores and children 
involved in other small street trades. There is a serious lack of NGOs that actually design their 
activities to reach out to children found in other forms of child labour. If one were to define 
the working children actually reached, using the guidelines of the ILO conventions, very few 
of them would be classified as children involved in the worst forms of child labour. The 
director of EcoSolidar commented: “if one studies the organising initiatives it seems as if the 
word child labourer in Bolivia is a synonym for shoe polisher”.  

The activities related to organising working children are restricted to these children for 
several reasons. First of all, as was described above, children working on the streets already 
have certain autonomous forms of organisation. It is therefore simpler for NGOs to develop 
projects that connect with these existing initiatives, than to target sections of child labourers 
that are still unorganised. Wiphala employee Fernando illustrated this situation well: 
“Through a study we did, we discovered that there was already a group of working children 
organised at the Plaza Ballivian. As they were already organised we could simply take up 
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their initiative, provide in their needs, instead of organising a group ourselves, which would 
have been a lot more complicated”.   

Secondly, children that work in the streets are easier to target, and most definitely easier to 
reach in comparison to children that work in hidden workplaces (such as sweatshops, 
factories, mines, plantations, or in the household). By targeting street children the numbers of 
children eventually participating in the projects are potentially quite high. These numbers are 
important to the continuation and existence of the NGOs as is explained by the director of Mi 
Casa: “Some donors unfortunately still often ask us for quantity; while for us it is more the 
quality that is important. The demand of high quantities means that NGOs target children that 
work on the street, as they are easier to get into the projects”. The EcoSolidar director also 
mentioned the demands made by donors to include large quantities of working children:  

In determining their target groups and project objectives, many NGOs adhere to the 

agendas of the donors. And these agendas are still mostly focussed on quantities instead 

of results. Therefore in La Paz we have 18 organisations working with shoe polishers 

alone: since they work visibly on the streets, they are easier to reach.  

Thirdly, most children and adolescents working on the streets have flexible working hours 
and no supervision. This means that they have more time to invest in their own organisation 
than children who work in other sectors. Hector (18) works as a shoe polisher in the 
autonomous group Solitarios; he goes to school in the afternoons and works during the 
mornings and evenings. The representative of his group is called Cristobal, who is a very 
active representative, always visiting and educating his group. Hector commented on his 
availability in relation to Cristobal’s visits:  

Working on the streets is not that bad as you can divide your own time. You have to 

combine school and work, but also have the time to have a conversation with your 

friends, play football, and go for something to eat. When Pedro comes to talk to us, we 

always have some time to spend with him. We gather around and have a chat, nobody 

tells us we should keep on working.   

In the same way a colleague of Hector commented: “My work is actually very flexible. I can 
decide when to start, when to eat, when to stop. So when Pedro comes it’s no problem to get 
together and talk a little”. Another example is 14-year-old David, who washes cars in La Paz. 
David goes to school in the afternoons and works in the mornings. He stated: “The work itself 
I don’t really like, it is quite boring. But I do like that I myself can decide the hours that I 
work and when to take a break. That’s better than at home when my mother is always 
checking me out”.  

Nevertheless, there are also children who have so many tasks that they lack the time to 
invest in their organisation. These children come mainly from poorer families, and are 
predominantly girls who often have to combine school, work and household tasks. An 
example is Laura, a 16 year old girl who lives in El Alto. She doesn’t have a paid job, but ever 
since her father left she has helped her mother in taking care of her 5 younger brothers and 
sisters. She used to visit Wiphala frequently, but her new responsibilities at home prevent her 
from participating like she used to. “I would like to keep on going to Wiphala and be 
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organised, but then I see my mother with so much work and I just have to stay and help her”. 
Beatrice finds herself in more or less the same situation. Her mother was diagnosed with 
cancer a few years ago, and her father lost his job as a construction worker for the 
municipality. His income is now irregular. Beatrice helps contribute to the household income 
by helping one of the neighbours to sell products at the market twice a week. During the week 
she continues to go to school, whilst maintaining household tasks too. Since her father lost his 
job she has not been able to participate in the projects of Mi Casa:  

I was taught that we should learn to manage our time to be able to participate and be 

organised. However, I have so many things to do that I don’t have any more spare time. I 

have to work, I have to study and when I come back I have to take care of my brothers 

and sisters. I just don’t know where to get more time from. 

Edgar moved with his parents from the countryside to El Alto when he was 8 years old. After 
4 years of working in construction, his father had an accident, which left him half paralysed. 
Edgar had to start working and found a job at a sowing atelier. He occasionally visits 
Wiphala, but is not able to participate the way he used to: “Since I started working I have not 
been going to the extra classes and only on Fridays I go, when I am free. I would like to go 
more often, but of what money will we eat, and who will buy my fathers medicines?” These 
examples show that those children, whose living conditions and working situations are most 
difficult, have the least amount of time to invest in their organisation, or to benefit from the 
services, such as education. This means that the children, whose needs are most pressing, are 
least likely to be able to change their situation through participation in the NGO programmes. 

Apart from a lack of time, there are also structural constraints that prevent these children 
from benefiting from the NGO services, and they are mostly related to poverty. The desperate 
need to earn an income prevents the children from properly claiming their rights. The children 
may learn about their rights as children during classes at the NGO projects, but infrequently 
dare to implement their new-found knowledge. This seriously questions the value of these 
classes.  

Marina’s story is a good example of this dilemma. Marina lives with her mother and 4 
siblings in El Alto. Marina’s father migrated to Buenos Aires 3 years ago, to work in a sewing 
atelier. But he never came back. After a number of years his financial contributions to his 
family stopped coming as well. It was then that Marina had to go and find a job. Through 
friends of her mother she got a job as a housemaid for a relatively rich family in La Paz. At 
Mi Casa she had learned enough to know that her boss was exploiting her and that she should 
demand her rights. However, her family’s poverty and her responsibilities prevented her from 
doing so. She explained: “my boss really exploits me. He does not pay me well and 
sometimes does not let me go to school. My friends from the programme also advise me to 
stand up to him, but I won’t. At least it is a stable job, it pays relatively well. And if I lose this 
job, who else will supply an income?”  

Another example is Frida from the Oqharikuna programme. She had a child whilst 
working and living on the streets. The father of her child was in the same street group, but 
they are no longer together: “He still lives in the streets and is a lazy good for nothing who 
does not want to take responsibility, nor does he have the means. Better that we don’t have 
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anything to do with him anymore”. Frida now lives in the Oqharikuna shelter, and many of 
her living expenses are covered by the project; however, Frida still has to earn her own money 
to pay for some additional costs, and thus she now works as a housemaid through the project. 
She explained that she had been exploited on numerous occasions, but had never reported the 
incidences because of her need for the income:  

I often get accused of stealing things. But I have never done it. She just lost stuff, but I 

get the blame. She takes it off my salary and once she even beat me. I know it’s unfair, 

but what else can I do? I want to buy milk and clothes for my baby and also diapers. 

Therefore in those moments I prefer to shut up instead of demanding my rights. 

One last example of this dilemma is 16-year-old Juana who lives in El Alto. Juana is one of 
the few girls who work as a bus attendant on the El Alto to La Paz route. Juana lives with her 
mother and 4 younger brothers and sisters. They owe the owner of the house quite a sum of 
money. The owner of the house is also the owner of the bus Juana works on. Juana knows that 
he is exploiting her, paying too little money and treating her badly. However, since her family 
is dependent on him, and since they therefore do not want to anger him, she deliberately 
doesn’t demand her rights:  

I’m not going to claim my rights while I work on the bus of the landlord of my parents’ 

house. He is really an asshole. He doesn’t pay me well in comparison with the boys; he 

accuses me of holding back money, making filthy remarks. But I’m not going to say 

anything. He will kick us out of the house, and we need the income to get clothes and 

food, to pay the electricity bill. So I just have to endure, until my mother finds a better job 

or something. But for the time being, I’m stuck here.  

The stories above are again examples of how those children most in need, are those who are 
least likely to be able to bring about changes in their living and working conditions. Structural 
constraints, such as poverty and the lack of any form of social security, force them to endure 
incidences of exploitation and abuse, and prevent them from demanding their rights.   
 

5.4 Adverse effects of NGO interventions 

Apart from the restrictions and limitations discussed above, attempts made by NGOs to 
organise working and street children has been known to actually produce some adverse 
effects. Artificially creating groups of organised children can have a negative effect on 
existing autonomous groups. 16-year-old Mario is a member of an NGO-organised group of 
shoe polishers who work on the Perez Velasco square in the centre of La Paz. Last year he 
was still a member of an autonomous group of shoe polishers that worked in the same 
location. This group was a non-formal, non-NGO related fila, composed of 15-20 members, 
who were a mix of children, adolescents and adults. A child-centred NGO, active in the area, 
decided to help the young polishers. They decided to put together a fila of only children and 
adolescents, thus excluding adults. Street educators went to talk with the children/adolescents 
and offered them healthcare, educational support, a lunch service and, most importantly, an 
official permit to work on the square. Mario commented:  
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The street workers came to offer us all these things. So we decided to take a look and go 

at least to check out the food. There they said they would get an official permit from the 

municipality that the spot was to be for us. We would even get official clothes that would 

identify us as members of the fila, and that really convinced the most of us. 

Another boy of the fila added:  

Working on the streets, one of the major problems you have is the police. They kick you 

off when they want to, take away your polishing box, even abuse you. However, if you 

have a permit from the municipality they can’t kick you off anymore, that’s what made 

me decide to work in this fila.    

The project was available for 15 children/adolescents. This meant that the adults working in 
that location, but also the other children working there, could not join in. One of the children 
observed during the research, who was still working on the square, but who had failed to join 
the NGO-group, commented: “When this NGO started to organise, a lot of us were banned 
from our working spot. Every time we wanted to sit on our old spot, one of the kids of the 
NGO project informed the police and we were kicked off. I had to become an ambulante, 
which is much less profitable”. An adult encountered in the neighbourhood mentioned:  

This NGO totally broke up our existing fila. Because the new fila has the support of this 

NGO and their permit of the municipality, the police always takes their side. We were 

obliged to move, to become ambulantes or to look for another fila. Whatever we chose, 

our income dropped. 

This example shows how a policy aimed at creating NGO-organised groups of working and 
street children, can in fact lead to the destruction of existing autonomous forms of 
organisation, and thus to the deterioration of the working and living situations of the group 
members.  

Ramiro had a similar experience. Ramiro is a member of the organised group Elite, from 
the UNATsBO member organisation Mi Casa. Elite used to be an autonomous fila of shoe 
polishers, working in the neighbourhood of La Ceja in El Alto. Their fila was composed of 8 
adolescents and one or two adults. They used to be the only group working at the entrance of 
the local bank. However, their working situation changed when the NGO Movida Bolivia, 
member organisation of the UNATsBO, started to give away free shoe polishing boxes and 
cheap shoe polish. Employees of the organisation Movida Bolivia stated that this project was 
meant to help the shoe polishers. Carlos, director of the project, explained:  

It helps them firstly because the children don’t have to spend money on boxes or shoe 

polish anymore. That money they can now invest in their families or to buy food. 

Secondly, we can organise them when they come here to get these objects and come to 

profit from our cheap lunch service. 

Unfortunately, instead of helping the shoe polishers, the opposite seemed to have happened. 
Ramiro explained how the situation of the fila deteriorated because of this project:  

After Movida Bolivia started their project, the number of children polishing shoes 

increased enormously. Kids who had not been working started shoe polishing because 
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you needed no starting capital. Because of the new competition we had to lower the 

prices and we had less customers and thus less money.  

Not only did their monetary situation deteriorate, but the project also indirectly brought the 
children into contact with drugs. This eventually led to the dissolution of the original 
organisational structure of Elite. Juan, another member of Elite, explained:  

Because of the increased competition we had to get up earlier. That was the only way to 

get a good spot. So we got up at 4 o’clock, then at 3, 2, until eventually we just slept in 

the streets, not to lose our spot. However, by sleeping in the streets a lot of the shoe 

polishing kids got into contact with drugs. They started glue sniffing, using tinner. 

Because many members of our fila also started using drugs this way, our fila 

disintegrated. Kids just disappeared, it was not the same.  

So not only can the NGO projects worsen the conditions of existing groups, indirectly 
bringing the members into contact with dangers such as drugs, and at times even causing the 
dissolution of a group, but their policies can even push new children into the streets. Elites’ 
integration into the NGO Mi Casa was in fact initiated by these negative developments, 
brought about by the same NGO. Ramiro explained:  

These new kids that came to polish were also approached by the project Mi Casa. One 

day educators of Mi Casa came to warn us, that we should not harass their children and 

that they would get a permit for their children to be able to work their legally. It was then 

that we decided that it was better to make a deal with them and to become a member of 

Mi Casa.  

Joining Mi Casa was a survival mechanism, even though it was also an NGO that had caused 
the dire situation. This led to many members of Elite to become cynical about the NGO 
assistance in organising working children and adolescents: “Sometimes I wonder what would 
have happened if there would have not been NGOs. The situation for us would have been 
better I guess”, commented Ramiro.  
 

5.4 Reasons given for joining a UNATsBO organisation 

The UNATsBO and its member organisations have as their most important objective the 
organisation of working children. But the children themselves often mentioned other reasons 
for wanting to become affiliated with the UNATsBO and its member organisations. 
 

5.4.1 Lunch services  

The UNATsBO itself does not offer lunch services because of a lack of economic resources. 
However, many of its affiliated organisations do offer these services. One of the most 
frequently mentioned reasons for children to join these UNATsBO member organisations was 
exactly these cheap lunch services. The importance of this service for the children/adolescents 
seems to be related to the deprived situation of their families. Annelies, for example, helps her 
mother to sell sweets in the Prado, the main street of La Paz. She stated:  
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We don’t have a lot of income, so we have to take care of what we spend on clothes, 

food, etc. So when we heard you can eat at Sagrados Corazones for 50 centavos my 

mother convinced me to go and check it out. She said that we would then have more 

money left over for the other family members. 

Another example is Bernadino. His mother died when he was 12 years old. Now he lives with 
his father and 2 younger brothers in El 16 de Julio in El Alto. His father and he work together, 
polishing shoes in the La Ceja. Bernadino explained:  

Since my mother died we all have to join forces to get our food and clothes and to get my 

brothers to school and cook and wash. As I am working in La Ceja I heard about Movida 

Bolivia and that you can eat there for 50 cents. That means I can save money and quit 

earlier to go home and take care of my brothers. 

David, a 15-year-old voceador at the Plaza Bollivian, and member of Wiphala remarked: “By 
eating my lunch at Wiphala I get to save more. What I save I can spend on my school so that 
my mother can spend her money in my little sisters”.  

For some organisations, such as Movida Bolivia and Sagrados Corazones, the lunch 
service is an objective in itself. As explained by the director of Movida: “By offering cheap 
lunch services the children get good nutritional food and have more money to spend on other 
things”. For other institutions, especially for Wiphala and Mi Casa, offering cheap food is 
more of a means to an end, whereby the real objective is to bring the children into contact 
with the other services and activities the institutions have to offer. Nevertheless, the majority 
of the children still consider the lunch service as more important than the workshops and 
activities. Ramiro, member of Mi Casa’s Elite, said:  

Actually I don’t really consider myself part of Mi Casa. We have this contract with them 

so we can use their cheap lunch services. I also went on a trip with them once and they 

helped me pay my school fees at the University. However, apart from the food, our 

collaboration does not consist of much. 

Other members were also very clear on this subject: “The major reason for us being here is 
the food. You can’t get food as cheap as this on the streets”, and “We signed up for the 
activities, but we did it for the food. Otherwise we wouldn’t be able to eat here anymore”. 
That the food is often more important than the activities was also proven by the fact that many 
children were “hopping” from one organisation to another, using the different lunch services, 
without participating much in their activities. Some children even joked about a “menu-list”; 
they know what meals are offered by the different organisations and choose breakfast, lunch 
and dinner accordingly. Martin, a 13-year-old shoe polisher from Sargrados Corazones, 
explained: “You have so many NGOs around so we can actually choose where to go and eat. 
If the food is not good, we can go somewhere else”.  

The argument of joining a group for the food is only relevant for the NGO groups. As the 
autonomous groups don’t offer these services, food has not been a motivation for the children 
in them.   
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5.4.2 Friendship 

Another important motivation for children and adolescents for wanting to be organised 
through the NGOs is the friendships they make within the organisations. Children expressed a 
feeling of unity and solidarity with their fellow members during sports activities, games or 
organised trips and excursions. Raphael, a 14-year-old boy who participates at the ENDA 
shelter, stated: 

I used to have very few friends. Then someone in my class told me he went to ENDA and 

that they were doing games there, playing. So I went there too one day. There were more 

kids like me and we did all kinds of games and dynamics together. Now I have several 

friends. That’s why I like being here. 

Another example is Rodolfo, a 15-year-old shoe polisher, who participates in the Mi Casa 
project: “We have these sporting activities with the Sport without Borders32. And we play 
football together with other kids. I really like it because with some of them I have become 
good friends”. Leonadro, a member of Wiphala, similarly commented: “What I like the best 
about Wiphala are the trips I went on and our football games. Everyone is happy then, playing 
games and you feel nice with your friends around”.  

Not only are new friendships made, but even couples are formed. The NGO activities are 
one of the few possibilities for many boys and girls to participate together. Lucia told me: 
“My father never lets me see boys. That’s why I met my boyfriend at one of the sleepovers we 
organised with Mi Casa. We stayed at night in the project house. We all eat together, watched 
television and we all talked. If it wasn’t for the project I would never have met him”. During a 
UNATsBO meeting that I attended it was quite clear that there was a lot of flirting going on 
between the male and female participants. When questioned about this, one of the girls stated: 
“I like coming to the meetings because in our project (Oqharikuna) they don’t let us see boys. 
At the UNATsBO it’s different. We are mixed here, that’s more fun”. Another girl 
commented: “When we had the meeting of the IFEJANT in Cochabamba, there were boys 
and girls from the UNATsBO from all over Bolivia. We had a really nice time and there were 
a lot of couples formed there. It was great fun being together!” 

Not only were the friendships between the children/adolescents mentioned as an important 
reason to join the organisations; the support and attention given by the adults is also greatly 
valued. The children, for example, explained how they appreciated being asked for their 
opinion on a variety of subjects. They often commented: “I like the educators as they take you 
seriously”, and “I like the educators because they always ask for your opinion”. Elvira, a 15-
year-old girl, and a member of Wiphala, commented: “When I speak up to my parents at 
home my father will punish me for it. Here they respect our opinion, and they even stimulate 
discussion”. Edgar, a 14-year-old boy, similarly remarked: “My father and my brother always 
tell me to do stuff for them. If I get it in my head to say something of my own, they will get 

                                                 
32 Organisation with which the project Mi Casa works. Their main objective is to stimulate cooperation, 
solidarity and friendship among children from marginalised families.  
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the chicotte out33. Fernando (the educator), however, does ask what I think is important. He’s 
like a good brother to me.” 

Some children even consider their fellow members and the educators as “substitute 
family”, who supply a more safe and caring environment than their family situation at home. 
This is especially the case for organisations for former street children, such as ENDA and 
Oqharikuna. For example, when Frida was 7 years old her father died. After a year her mother 
married again. Frida’s stepfather had 3 children of his own. She elaborated: 

When my mother remarried, I changed from a daughter into a housewife. I had to do all 

kinds of tasks for his daughters, cook for them, wash their clothes. They could go to the 

normal day school, while I had to clean the house and go to school in the evening. And if 

I did not do these tasks fast enough he would beat me. At one point I could not stand it 

anymore and I ran away from home. On the streets I encountered the educators of 

Oqharikuna. I still see my mother, but I found a new family here.   

Nathalie, 18 years old and also a member of the Oqharikuna project, comes from a broken 
family. Her mother died when she was 11. Her father soon found a new wife, but in his new 
relationship he quickly started to neglect his children from his first marriage. Nathalie said:  

In the end he did not even want to pay our school fees anymore. He told me I was old 

enough to earn my own money, but at the same time he was paying it for the children of 

my stepmother. She was constantly talking bad about me and my father believed her. So 

in the end I decided to run away.   

Daniel, a 16-year-old who lives in the Casa Minka house of ENDA in El Alto, was born in the 
countryside, near El Torno in the Santa Cruz department. At 13 years of age Daniel decided to 
run away from home because of constant beatings by his father and older brother. He and a 
friend of his decided to go to La Paz, about which they had heard many stories. Upon 
arriving, they were informed about the ENDA shelters by some children on the streets. As 
they needed a place to stay they went to visit the shelter, and ended up staying: “Here we 
found our new family. Here we take care of each other. I feel as if they are my brothers and 
sisters I never had”. 

Members of autonomous groups also consider their group as a family. In fact, the feelings 
of solidarity in these groups are so strong that many children who previously left the groups to 
join an NGO organisation swiftly returned, as they were unable to create such strong bonds 
with the members of the NGO groups. Juana, who is a member of the Oqharikuna project, has 
run away several times during the first phases of the programme. She explained: “Living on 
the streets you have this liberty to do whatever you want. And you have your group, which is 
your family to protect you. You live through things together, have a history of beautiful and 
horrible things. Being in the project I missed that, so I ran away”. 14-year-old Irina lives in 

                                                 
33 The chicotte is a kind of whip, made of leather, used in the countryside to keep cattle together. This whip is 
also used to punish children.  
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the Oqharikuna shelter, where she is the youngest member of the project. When asked if she 
likes her roommates at the shelter she started to cry and said:  

Actually I miss the padilla (gang) I was with on the streets. Here in the project they are 

all older that I am. They all have babies. And they talk about things I don’t know, like 

what to buy for their babies. Therefore I have run away twice, but they convinced me to 

come back again with their lunch services, educational projects and other stuff. 

 

5.4.3 Education and work 

The educational services offered by most organisations were often mentioned as a reason to 
participate, even though each organisation provides in different forms of education, varying 
from homework assistance to paid workshops and internships. The services are not only 
valued by the children/adolescents, but also by their parents. Many of the positive comments 
about the educational services referred to the low quality of the official state education. The 
father of Jorge, who works as a voceador at the Plaza Ballivian, commented on Jorge’s 
participation in Wiphala: “We are glad that Jorge receives homework assistance at Wiphala, 
since at the normal day school he does not learn much, the quality is very low”. Likewise, the 
mother of 13 year-old Areceli said: “We are glad that she goes to Mi Casa, as they help her 
with her homework. In the morning (morning school) they don’t have the personal attention 
like in Mi Casa”.  

In addition, the education, especially the internships and workshops, is seen as an 
important opportunity to increase their children’s chances on the labour market. Annelies’ 
mother commented: “In the school they hardly learn practical things. However, when you go 
for a job, they mostly ask you for practical skills. That’s why it’s good that Annelies learns 
some profession by training at Sagrados”. The mother of Karina, a 16-year-old member of 
ENDA-Bolivia, similarly remarked: “It’s good that she gets some working experience in a 
safe environment. Later, when she goes looking for a job, she can show the documents of 
ENDA. Having proof that she has working experience will help her get the job”. 

Lastly, parents appreciate the educational services because they provide them with an 
indirect form of day care. A mother of one of the Wiphala members explained:  “It’s nice they 
can go to the homework classes at Wiphala since I am not at home during the day. I have to 
work. I prefer them at Wiphala where they are learning something, then being at home”. A 
father of one of the boys added:  

The state education used to be all day. Now it is only a part of the day, in the morning or 

in the evening. What can they do for the rest of the day? Therefore it is nice they can go 

to Mi Casa. It keeps them off the streets and at the same time they receive some 

additional education.  

As noted earlier in this chapter, the children value the child rights education as it provides 
them with the skills to stand up to abusive employers, costumers and police. But more 
importantly, the children enjoy the money bonuses that the internships provide. As mentioned 
in Chapter 1, the children receive certain bonuses for participating in some of the 
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internships.34 These bonuses are not considered to be a salary. The director of ENDA for 
example stated:  

It would be a salary if it would be a normal job and therefore the amount paid would be in 

exchange for a certain production quota. However, the money the children receive here is 

a bonus which they receive independent of their production. It’s the learning process that 

counts and in the beginning they are throwing more things away instead of producing. It’s 

the learning process that counts here, not the production itself. 

However, the children themselves do define the internships as real work. Carla, 16 years old 
and doing an internship as a baker’s assistant at ENDA-Bolivia, commented: “I like it here for 
the work they offer. It’s stable work, and you receive a fixed salary and it’s in a nice and safe 
environment. When I was working in the streets, boys would call me names, but here I don’t 
have this. That’s why I prefer working here”. Clara, also working at the bakery workshop, 
added:  

Here they give you this bonus to compensate for the money you lose for not working on 

the streets. So when they offered me this job, of course I took it. It’s quite nice work in 

comparison with working on the streets; I receive a pay check for working together with 

my friends, a nice boss and I get to eat sweets. 

Dilma, who used to sell sweets on the streets but now participates in the projects of ENDA-
Bolivia remarked: “Here you don’t have the police abusing you or the rude costumers, but 
you keep on getting paid; it’s nicer working here”.  

Even though, on average, most children/adolescents prefer working at the NGOs than on 
the streets, some adolescents think the working conditions of the internships can still improve. 
Maria, for example, is 15 years old and works 4 hours a day in the bakery as part of an 
internship at ENDA-Bolivia. She complained: 

They say it is an internship, some sort of class to learn something. However, after three 

weeks of baking bread, you know how to do it. But the internship is half a year so you 

keep on doing the same tasks over and over. That’s not an internship, that’s just plain 

working. But they keep paying us only the internship bonuses.  

15-year-old Malu used to work on the market selling fruit, but now she fulfils an internship as 
a messenger, working 4 hours a day for the director of ENDA Bolivia. She commented:  

The work is better than what I was doing before. However, I still think it’s exploitation. 

They pay you bonuses for so-called internships. But I just carried out simple tasks all day, 

bringing letters of the director to all the ENDA houses. So I do these simple tasks, getting 

really bad pay, and often I do overwork which is not paid at all. Tell me that’s not 

exploitation. 

 
 

                                                 
34 The internships of ENDA and Sagrados Corazones 
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5.4.4 Shelters 

Another service provided by the organisations that the children very much appreciate is the 
use of the shelters. The shelters are a (temporary) solution for those children who have 
experienced abuse at home, or who were kicked out of the house by their relatives. Pablo, an 
18-year-old member of ENDA-Boliva’s Casa Minka, told the story of his abusive father:  

Every time my father thought I did something wrong he would beat me with a chicotte 

(whip). He has several hanging in his room. He would take me there and demand that I 

would pick the chicotte with which he would beat me. He would beat me until I would 

bleed. One day after such a beating I decided to run away, luckily there was the shelter of 

ENDA which offered me a roof above my head. 

Juan Carlos, a Mi Casa member, told me how both his parents died in a car-accident, and how 
he was then forced to live with his uncle, who turned out to be very abusive. He decided to 
run away to his grandmother. She, however, recently died, which left Juan Carlos without a 
home to go to.  

I prefer to sleep on the streets than to go back to my uncle and be beaten again. After a 

time living on the streets in El Alto some kids told me about Mi Casa. So first I went 

there to eat, and soon afterwards I talked with the educator David, if I could stay there. If 

it wasn’t for Mi Casa I would still be wandering in the streets. 

Although the shelters can be a solution for some children who have experienced abuse at 
home or who have been abandoned, it was observed during the research that some of the 
children/adolescents who make use of the shelters are those in less serious circumstances. For 
example, some of the children/adolescents staying at the ENDA shelter told me that they had 
stayed at the shelter for a while after receiving their school report cards. They used the shelter 
to say a few nights until they had enough courage to face their parents. Tito explained: “I 
stayed at the ENDA shelter a week after I got my report card. I was so scared of my father’s 
reaction, and that my mother would be really disappointed. By disappearing one week, they 
weren’t mad about the report, they were just glad to see me”. Edgar, another boy who had 
previously stayed at an ENDA shelter, told me he had often slept there after having a row 
with his mother about cleaning the house and doing the dishes.  

The shelters thus also offer a temporary escape to children with less serious problems and 
who do not even live in the streets. By allowing these children to use the shelters in this way, 
the organisations could actually be contributing to the process of children with homes ending 
up on the streets. David’s story explains the problem; he admitted that when he was about 12 
years old, he was quite a rebellious child: “I never wanted to listen to my mother. I was lazy 
(flojo) and did not want to take my responsibility in household cores. I didn’t want to clean 
my room, wash the dishes; I preferred playing with my friends. So I was always fighting with 
my parents”. The fact that ENDA offered David a place to sleep, gave David the means to 
escape his responsibilities: “Whenever I had a fight with my parents I would just disappear 
and go to the shelter. There I would tell the educators that I was abused at home, or that I was 
an orphan”. This in itself may not have been such a problem, but while staying at the shelter 
David met children who really were living and working in the streets, and who were gang 
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members. These children invited him to wonder about at night with them, which he did, and 
eventually he started to use drugs and alcohol. David explained: “It was at ENDA where I met 
the guys of the gang. They just invited me to go drinking, hanging out in the streets, I really 
liked the liberty of the streets, not having to obey my parents. So slowly I was integrated into 
their gang”. Eventually David went to live on the streets with his new gang friends and did 
not return home for two years. Looking back on this period he commented: “If it wasn’t for 
the shelter I would not have come into contact with gang life. I should never have gone there 
in the first place, it’s a place where bad people go”. These examples show that the shelters do 
not only help children off the streets, but may also unfortunately facilitate the opposite, 
namely enabling children onto the streets (see also Gigengack 2006).  
 

5.4.5 Travel  

As an international movement the UNATsBO sends representatives to several national, 
continental and international meetings. The possibility of attending these meetings, and thus 
the possibility of travelling, was mentioned by many members as an attractive aspect of being 
a UNATsBO member. Juana, for example, who is a departmental representative of La Paz/El 
Alto, commented: “It’s exciting to know that you may get the opportunity to travel for the 
UNATsBO. And also I like meeting people from other cultures, exchanging experiences of 
organising in other countries, to compare different contexts. I imagine you learn a lot being in 
another country”. Juan Carlos, also a departmental representative, added: “When you decide 
to join the UNATsBO you know you are joining an international organisation. So you also 
know that there is an opportunity to travel. That’s indeed one of the exciting parts of the 
UNATsBO”.  

The excitement about travel opportunities is somewhat related to the financial situation of 
the children. Cristobal explained: “In my family we don’t have the money to travel even to go 
on holiday, so when would I have the possibility to go to Europe. And don’t I have a right to 
see something of the world?” His brother Pedro, a former child labourer and now a national 
coordinator of the UNATsBO, remarked:  

All these tourists come here to see my country. They have seen parts of it that I have 

never seen. I want to know my own country as they do, and travel abroad to get to know 

the world better. And while travelling I represent the voice of the working children in 

Bolivia. Because in the end, that is what I am here for, to ask for solidarity with the ones 

that suffer like I have suffered, to ask solidarity with the struggle of the poor in my 

country. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

The UNATsBO and most of its member organisations strive for the improvement of the 
working conditions of working children/adolescents. They aim to bring about these 
improvements by helping the children to become organised. Becoming organised at the NGO 
institutions implies learning about rights and subsequently demanding the rights (child rights 
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education classes), learning a practical trade (through workshops and internships), and 
improving health and safety (through lunch services and shelters). This chapter has taken a 
closer look at these aims, and attempted to identify the real impact of the UNATsBO and its 
member organisations on the working children/adolescents.  

Although different types of organisations are involved, the child/adolescent members 
reported some similar positive effects that their participation in the groups and institutions had 
on their working conditions. The positive effects were mainly concerned with protection from 
the dangers of working in the streets. Improving the working conditions through self-
organisation seems to only really work for those children involved with street trades. 
Children, who perform heavier tasks, for longer hours, have neither time nor energy to invest 
in self-organisation. Furthermore, their poverty severely limits the opportunities to effect real 
changes through self-organisation: in order to maintain a much needed income, the poorest 
children will often endure exploitation and abuse, rather than demand their rights and run the 
risk of losing their job. In addition, some NGO initiatives to organise working children have 
actually destroyed some autonomous forms of self-protection by not taking street realities into 
account. 

Neither participation nor improvement of the working conditions is the most important 
motivation for children and adolescents to join the UNATsBO member-organisations. The 
children are more interested in the services offered by the institutions, such as the cheap 
lunches, the shelters, the education and internships. Through the organisation, they get proper 
food, they have a risk-free place to sleep, they can engage in sports and are provided with 
education, which includes technical education and even practical training on the spot. The 
children also feel that they are now more respected by the people around them. However, 
most appreciated are the friendships they find within their organisations and groups. In this 
respect, it is important to conclude that the UNATsBO and its member organisations do 
provide in the affective and protective needs of the working children and adolescents. It is an 
important contribution that is nevertheless unconnected from the ideological mission 
statements of participation and regulationismo. 
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Chapter 6 
 
Conclusions  
 
 
 
This report has presented results from a worldwide research project on the internationally 
organised Movement of Working Children. In this report, the Bolivian Working Children’s 
Movement (UNATsBO) was studied. Special attention was given to MODENAT, the La Paz 
department of the UNATsBO, which at the time was composed of 7 NGOs and 1 autonomous 
group.35 The opinions of the working children and adolescents have been the main sources of 
information on which this report was built. 
 

6.1 Theory versus practice  

As a member of the International Movement of Working Children, the UNATsBO takes a 
regulacionista stance on child labour. Their focus is on ameliorating the working conditions 
of child labourers, rather than demanding the abolition of child labour. In addition, they 
emphasise the right of children to participate in society. Working children and adolescents, in 
their view, should be more involved in the formulation and running of projects and are 
accordingly seen as social actors, capable of independently judging and designing their own 
lives. On the basis of these principles, UNATsBO is vehemently opposed to the 
abolicionistas, particularly to the ILO/IPEC.   

The member organisations, however, appear to hold varying opinions. Three of the eight 
member organisations, in fact, favour the abolicionista approach when it comes to child 
labour. Two of these organisations have even implemented projects of the international ILO 
programme on the eradication of child labour (IPEC). Furthermore, when studying their 
current activities it appeared that most of the UNATsBO organisations (including the 
regulacionista organisations) prefer to remove children from their current jobs rather than 
motivating them to change their working conditions.  

All UNATsBO organisations advocate a higher level of participation by working children 
and adolescents in relevant projects and policies. However, there are differences in opinion 
about how far this child participation should go. Most organisations agree on child 
participation at the level of project implementation, but only a few agree on children 
participating in project design. Whatever the differences, most organisations do not practise 
what they preach. Children are usually excluded from the decision making process and the 

                                                 
35 The La Paz department of the UNATsBO is called Movimiento Departemental de Niños/Niñas y Adolecentes 
Trabajadors, (Departmental Movement of Working Children and Adolescents) or MODENATs. The 8 active 
institutions and autonomous groups at the time were: ENDA Bolivia, Wiphala, Oqharikuna, EcoSolidar, Mi 
Casa, Solitarios, Movida Bolivia and Sagrados Corazones. 
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ideological rhetoric used by the UNATsBO is often a poor reflection of the reality among its 
different member organisations.  

The UNATsBO claims to represent several thousands of child labourers in Bolivia. In 
fact, during national, continental and international meetings, and in their official policy 
reports, the UNATsBO even claims to represent all the working children of Bolivia. The 
statistical data available on child labour in Bolivia, however, shows that working children and 
adolescents in Bolivia work in various sectors and in various regions. The members of the 
UNATsBO, have very specific characteristics and definitely do not represent all working 
children. The vast majority of the UNATsBO children go to school. At the same time, many 
of them do engage in economic activities, usually minor street trades, especially shoe 
polishers and voceadores36. Furthermore, some children carry out other street trades, such as 
selling sweets, selling on the market, washing cars, cleaning graves, etc. Street trading is 
primarily a male activity; the percentage of girls represented is much less than that of boys. A 
further percentage of the children do not officially work, but help in and around the household 
or participate in paid internships organised by the institutions. Most of the members are 
adolescents, above the age of 14. As it is legal to work in Bolivia above the age of 14, most of 
these members cannot actually be classified as child labourers.  

The UNATsBO is a decentralised federation. Each departmental group sends a 
representative to UNATsBO at the national level. The working children and adolescents are 
supposedly at the core of the organisation, but adults are nevertheless present in every layer of 
the movement. The representatives are guided in their activities by adult educators. The 
representatives are able to discuss freely and are stimulated to voice their opinions by the 
adult educators. During the meetings the children and adolescents take a central role in the 
discussions. However, the adults do indirectly influence the representatives. The information 
given to the children, on which they are to base their decisions during the meetings, is 
ideologically biased with a very specific regulacionista perspective on child labour. The 
process of stimulating self-made decisions is thus distorted. In addition, more often than not, 
the agenda is significantly prepared in advance of the meetings by the adult staff, thus setting 
the parameters for the discussion and the probable decisions by the child/adolescent 
representatives.  

The representatives of the departmental group of La Paz are not truly representative of the 
mass of working children. First of all, they are adolescents rather than children (they are all 
older than 14) and 3 of the representatives do not work, but participate in paid internships and 
workshops at their respective organisations. The rest of them perform light activities for only 
a few hours per week, activities which are actually legal according to international and 
national standards. The distorted representation is exacerbated by a lack of communication 
back to the local groups. Information from the representatives hardly reaches back to the local 
groups, and quite a large number of members are not aware of the existence of the 
UNATsBO. The representatives of autonomous groups and small NGOs are more likely to be 

                                                 
36 A voceador is the person that announces in a loud voice the destinations of a specific public bus. This can be 
done out of the window or door of the moving vehicle or on fixed places at the beginning or end of the route.     
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representative of their fellow members, and are also more likely to report back to their groups. 
This is primarily due to the fact that these representatives are usually elected by the group 
members themselves, and not by the adult coordinators or educators.  

In comparison, the representatives of NGO groups are more frequently chosen through a 
less democratic process. The selection is highly influenced by institutional interests. 
UNATsBO is a national movement that comprises many different organisations, each with its 
own agenda, and these organisations apparently try to influence the UNATsBO policies by 
sending representatives who are the most assertive and best able to voice institutional 
interests. This undemocratic process of selecting representatives is obviously at the expense of 
the shyer and less capable children, who are overshadowed by children who have been 
selected on the basis of their assertiveness (or protagomismo).  

The regulationist approach maintains that by organising themselves, working 
children/adolescents are able to improve their working conditions. Working children and 
adolescents in a number of cases were found to have organised themselves autonomously. 
The best example of autonomous organisation is the filas, which are groups of shoe polishers 
with a clear hierarchal structure. As a group the children can select and protect a permanent 
place to work and secure a steady income. Also, as a group, working children and adolescents 
are better able to defend themselves against abusive policemen, gangs and customers. 
Depending on the characters of the members and leaders, these autonomous groups are of 
great support to the members in times of sickness and/or financial need.  

The children organised by official NGOs do acknowledge improvements in their working 
situations. NGOs are often able to establish certain contracts with the municipality, which 
allow the groups to legally work in designated locations. Certain squares and streets are now 
reserved for groups of NGO affiliated working children and adolescents. The most important 
aspect of these contracts is that the children are protected against abusive policemen who try 
to have them removed. NGOs even impress upon policemen in the streets that the 
children/adolescents are members of an international network and that they will not tolerate 
abusive treatment.  

The initiatives regarding self-organisation are mainly restricted to male shoe polishers, 
voceadores and children who perform some other minor street trade. Children and adolescents 
working on the streets are easier to target than children who work in hidden places such as 
sweatshops, factories, domestic households, mines, plantations, etc. In addition, children who 
perform heavier tasks for longer periods simply do not have the time and energy to invest in 
their self-organisation. In addition, poverty limits the opportunities to participate. The poorest 
children, those who are most in need, would rather endure exploitation and abuse than 
demand their rights and risk losing their jobs. This situation leads to a contradiction in the 
principle of self-organisation: for those children who need it most, changing one’s own 
working situation seems less of an option.  

For most organised children and adolescents, improving their working conditions is not 
the most important reason to join the UNATsBO. The children are more often motivated by 
the services offered by the institutions, such as the cheap lunch services, the shelters, the 
educational classes and internships etc. However, the most important reasons to join involve 
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friendship, affection and adventure. In fact, working street children mostly consider their 
groups as a substitute family, which provides a safer and more caring environment than their 
family situation at home. Other children value the games and sports, the opportunities to 
participate in the meetings and to meet children from different parts of the country or even 
from other countries. 

It is fair to conclude that the UNATsBO and its member organisations fulfil certain 
affective needs, nutritional and educational support and look after other essential requirements 
of the deprived children and adolescents, such as protection and respect. However, they fall 
short in providing a long term structural solution to child labour, especially in its worst forms. 
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 http://66.249.93.104/search?q=cache:cq6YCroD55sJ:www.unicef.org/bolivia/spanish/m
edia_1964.htm+defensorias+de+la+ninez,+bolivia&hl=nl (downloaded 15 December 
2005). 

 

Defensor del pueblo: http://www.defensor.gov.bo/ (downloaded 15 December 2005). 
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Fundacion la Paz and research on sexual exploitation: 

 http://www.oit.org.pe/ipec/boletin/noticia_imprimir.php?notCodigo=388 (consulted 14 
June 2006) 

 

Human Right Magazine: http://www.abanet.org/irr/hr/winter05/bolivia.html (consulted 8 
December 2005). 

 

ILO/IPEC, Ficha Pais Bolivia: http://www.oit.org.pe/ipec/documentos/fichabolivia.pdf 
(downloaded 15 December 2005). 

 

ILO/IPEC: 
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/declaris/DECLARATIONWEB.DOWNLOAD_BLOB?Var_Do
cumentID=1619 (consulted on 8 December 2005). 

 

INEI, (2004) http://www.ine.gov.bo (consulted 14 June 2006) 

 

Ministry of Sustainable Development/Ministerio de Desarrollo Sostenible:  

 http://www.mds.gov.bo 

 

National Bolivian Plan for the eradication of Child Labour/Plan Nacional para la erradicacion 
de trabajo infantile: http://www.oit.org.pe/ipec/documentos/planbo.pdf 

 

Save the Children Sweden: http://www.rb.se 


