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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 Bolivia. (van den Berge, M.) 

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

·  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 
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Glossary 
 
 
 
AMWCY African Movement of Working Children and Youth is a network of 

associations of working children and youth (for children and by 
children) in different countries of Africa, all supported by ENDA 
Jeunesse Action in Dakar. (In French: Mouvement Africain des 
Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs; MAEJT) 

AWCY Association of Working Children and Youths. This is the regional 
chapter (at the city or provincial level) within the AMWCY. (In 
French: Association des Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs; AEJT) 

Groupe de base Local chapter of the AMWCY at grassroots level. The number of 
children in the Groupes de base of the AEJT Dakar varies between 15 
and 60 members. 

WCY Working Child and Youth; the membership of the AEJT entitles a 
child to call him or herself a WCY. (In French: Enfant et Jeune 
Travailleur; EJT) 

FSCE Forum for Street Children Ethiopia 
MCDP Multi-Purpose Community Development Project. 
ACPF  African Child Policy Forum 
ANPPCAN  Africa Network for the Prevention and the Protection against Child 

Abuse and Neglect 
EFA Education For All   
NFE Non Formal Education in Kenya 
Abadacogora & 
Intwari  

Abadacogora for boys and Intwari for girls, are beneficiaries of a 
project run by Caritas Kigali to help street children 

OPDE Humanitarian Action for the Protection and the Development of 
children in difficult circumstances. (In French: Oeuvre Humanitaire 
pour la Protection et le Développement de l’Enfant en Difficultés) 

Caritas A catholic humanitarian organisation   
Animator Street educator in the AMWCY jargon. 
Monitor Responsible for one Groupe de base and is the person who transfers 

skills to the EJT 
Mayibobo Street children in Rwanda 
Chocola Street children, rag pickers in Kenya 
Ibirobezo/Vidoma Street children, vagabonding and badly educated in Burundi 
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Introduction  
 
 
 
This work is part of a general study on the conditions of working children, with a specific 
focus on the impact of self-organisation, among a sample of organisations of working children 
in various countries. The study intends to give an informed answer as to whether child labour 
organisations make sense as a best practice. The existing assumptions are that these 
organisations contribute to working children’s development, help to enhance their self-
confidence and prepare them to play a responsible and meaningful role in their societies. 

This report is one in a series of studies based on the fieldwork carried out for a project on 
Child Labour Unions in 3 continents (Africa, Asia and Latin America), conducted by the 
Amsterdam Foundation for International Research on Working Children (IREWOC). In the 
period April-July 2004, IREWOC studied a number of associations within the African 
Movement of Working Children and Youth (AMWCY) in West Africa (See IREWOC: Child 
Labour Unions: the AEJT in Senegal, January 2005). This report is a continuation of that 
2004 study and is a result of fieldwork carried out between November 2004 and February 
2005, in East Africa (Ethiopia, Kenya and Rwanda), where the AMWCY is bourgeoning.  

The scope, the approach and the impact of the AMWCY in the region, was compared with 
other child-focused organisations that also provide services to child labourers. The children’s 
views of themselves occupy a central place in the work of the AMWCY; and the participation 
of working children was essential to this study. Views were collected through participatory 
consultation with children themselves. Findings are based on the fieldwork observations and 
facts related to these organisations in selected countries.  

Our gratitude goes out to all our respondents: the organised working children, and their 
adult supporting institutions that made this work possible, but also the children who worked 
without the support of an organisation. 
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Chapter 1 
 
The AMWCY in Eastern Africa 
 
 
 
The AMCWY in Eastern Africa still appears to be at an incipient stage, even though the 
literature on the movement states that since the late 90s, developments have been initiated in 
Tanzania, Ethiopia and Uganda (Swift, 1998). AMWCY has sub-regions for East, Central and 
Southern Africa with its head office in Harare1. In November 2003 the Southern Africa 
AMWCY division held a regional workshop of working children and youth in Centurion 
(South Africa) with the theme: “Let’s share and organise to improve our rights”. This 
initiative was supported by Save the Children Norway and the AMWCY. The workshop 
participants’ firm declaration during this meeting was: “We, working children and youth 
coming from, Angola, Ethiopia, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, and West 
Africa, we have met to share our situations, problems and achievements and to be better 
organised.” (Report of the regional workshop held in South Africa, November 2003). 

 
FSCE delegates participated in the 

AMWCY 6th meeting (2003). In the 
same year, the AMWCY, jointly with 
the Save the Children Alliance, 
organised a two-day meeting in Addis 
Ababa to debate on how to strengthen 
child-run organisations and how to 
enhance their participation (Défi des 
EJT 2003:15). In June 2004 an 
Ethiopian WCY delegate was at the 
AMWCY regional meeting that was 
held in South Africa.  

The AMWCY established a 
partnership in Kigali, and the 
experiences and views of children and 
youths involved in the organisation will 

be presented. The AMWCY also went into Kenya in search of partners, motivated by its 
longstanding contacts with the Undugu Society in Nairobi. An organisation similar to the 
AMWCY has yet to be developed in Kenya, but for the sake of comparison we looked at the 
                                                 
1 This sub-region was created during the AMWCY 6th Regional Meeting in 2003. Countries forming 
this group are: Ethiopia, Rwanda, Angola, South Africa, Tanzania and Zimbabwe. (fieldwork 
information) 
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approach of the Africa Network for the Prevention and the protection Against Child Abuse 
and Neglect (ANPPCAN), an NGO which is comparable in size to the AMWCY, and which 
predominantly intervenes in most English speaking countries in Africa, including Kenya. 
Parallels and differences between the approaches of the ANPPCAN and the AMWCY in 
ameliorating the lives of working children are briefly explained below, but let us firstly start 
by describing the situation of the working children we met in Ethiopia and how the issue of 
child labour is dealt with in general. 

 

1.1 Ethiopia 

Ethiopia’s population structure is typical of many developing countries, in that its age 
distribution correlates to the conic population pyramid. This means that the child population is 
relatively high compared to the adult population. In 2003, according to UNICEF, the share of 
the population under 18 years was estimated to be 52% of the total population (UNICEF: The 
State of the World’s Children, 2005:126). The incidence of child labour is also very high. 
Although Ethiopia has ratified all of the ILO Conventions (No.138 on the minimum age in 
1999, and No.182 on the Worst Forms of Child labour in 2003), there are still no overt 
policies to implement the law. Cockburn (2002) calculated that the vast majority (88%) of 
children, between the age of 4 and 15 years, were engaged in farm/domestic work and that 
work constituted the principle activity for the majority of children: 51.7 % were primarily 
working, 14.3% were mainly students and 34% were inactive (Bhalotra 2003: 51-67)2. The 
Central Statistical Authority (the “2001 Ethiopian Stand Alone Child Labour Survey”3) 
estimated that about 85% of the children were engaged in “some kind of activity”; generally 
in either production or in house keeping.  

Working children is a common sight in the streets of Addis Ababa. Children are engaged 
in various activities, such as retail or shoe shining. This is the visible side of the reality and it 
is unfortunately just a small one; other working children are less visible as they are active in 
hidden working places like weaving shelters or in households. Kifle (2002)4 states that the 
domestic working children are the most vulnerable population group in Ethiopia. 

In the streets of Addis Ababa it is common for children to be active as shoe shiners or 
ambulant vendors. The vendors of small articles are often young boys and girls asking you 
persistently to buy some of the chewing gum, bonbons, tissues and other small commodities 
they hold in their hands. Shoe shiners, in turn, may persistently remind you that your shoes 
should be cleaned. While some circulate to find customers, others prefer to stay on one spot at 
the street corner or in front of hotels, terraces and other public places, together with adults, 
such as taxi drivers. This is to maximize the “employment exposure” and therefore, earnings. 
The group protects its territory by excluding any potential competitors. The children and the 

                                                 
2 See OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working papers (2003) nr.4 
3 This survey was the first of its kind to be conducted in the country. It was achieved conjointly by the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, the Central Statistical Authority and the International Labour 
Organisation 
4 Child Domestic Workers in Addis Ababa: A Rapid Assessment ILO/IPEC 
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taxi drivers know each other; the taxi drivers protect the children and, as adults, have 
authority over them. The boys clean the drivers’ cars and shoes and may either get paid or not. 
All contact with the children is accomplished via the adults.  

These children are visible and easily accessible, but many other children are working in 
conditions where they cannot be seen and where they cannot be approached. These children 
are more vulnerable to exploitation and are potentially exposed to abuse.  

In November 2004, up in the hills of the Entoto suburb in Addis Ababa, we observed 
children working in a private weaving shelter. We found a hangar that was divided into two 
sections, one serving as a kitchen and the other functioning as a work and sleeping place for 
the twelve boys; all aged between 12 and 15. The boys were working intensively and could 
not be talked to; taking photographs was not allowed. Weaving is, by nature, intensive and 
repetitive work, and in this case the children were even kept in captivity. We were not 
allowed to talk to the children and were told to not come back to the shelter.  

We found that the shoe shiner boys wished they could go to school, but needed to work in 
order to survive. They, however, did belong somewhere: a family, a school, or a spontaneous 
group of street children. Other children, such as those working in a factory under close 
observation of an employer, were less fortunate; they appeared to be lacking internal 
solidarity and any contact with their families. They were also unable to combine school and 
work, or to even fight for their rights. The shoes shiners would be considered potential WCY 
groups because they match the AMWCY idea of groups that are naturally and independently 
created.  
 

1.2 AMWCY Links in Ethiopia  

There is a large number of child focused NGO’s in Addis Ababa, but few organisations are 
noticeably involved in child labour. The organisations are instead working on the general 
concept of “child protection”, without specifying the particular themes they work on. Two 
NGO’s, namely the FSCE and the MCDP, are working with the AMWCY. Even though the 
FSCE already had a longstanding informal relationship with the AMWCY, it was through the 
MCDP that Ethiopia finally became a member of the AMWCY in 2005.  

In November 2003, Haile (19 years old) was sent by the MCDP to the AMWCY regional 
meeting that was held in South Africa as a WCY boy delegate. The AMWCY membership 
applications submitted by Ethiopia and Burundi were approved during the AMWCY Regional 
Commission, held from February 21 to March 5 in 2005.  
 

1.2.1 FSCE 

The FSCE, one of the leading child focused organisations in Ethiopia, is an urban-based 
organisation, established in 1996, and operating in 5 major towns of the country. Its objective 
is to support advocacy and activities that aim to protect children exposed to sexual abuse and 
exploitation. In the last years FSCE has undertaken advocacy and child protection 
programmes, supported programmes against sexual abuse and exploitation of children, and 
built a child resource development centre for research, training and information (FSCE 
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2003:3). The advocacy and child protection programmes are designed to raise awareness 
about the rights of children by involving stakeholders. Major partners in achieving this 
objective are the Police Force and the Labour and Social Affairs offices. Around 5000 youths 
have been reached so far in the 4 major cities. Staff members patrol the streets to identify 
areas that are dangerous to live and work in, in an effort to prevent street children from all 
forms of potential abuses; an aspect shared with the AMWCY.  

The intervention does not empower these children but merely rehabilitates those who are 
already offenders or victims of exploitation. Community-based Correction Program (CBCP) 
activities focus on child rehabilitation in an attempt to reintegrate the children into the 
community and prevent juvenile delinquency. The aim of the sexual abuse programmes is to 
empower sexually abused and exploited children by offering them basic education, play and 
recreation, guidance, health education, socialisation and formal skills. Child participation is 
demonstrated in children’s clubs, which are active in various issues like education, health, 
sports, discipline, art and handicraft. Several workshops and seminars are held in order to 
raise public awareness on child protection and child rights.  

It is hard to identify similarities between the AMWCY and those of the FSCE. Both 
organisations advocate and promote public awareness of problems that marginalised children 
face by involving professionals and national/local authorities in the issues related to child 
protection. Their differences in approach, however, are obvious. FSCE focuses on the 
rehabilitation of children already in trouble (sexually exploited, street children and children in 
conflict with the law) and not on working children. When we found out that the FSCE does 
not deal with the participation and organisation of working children, we shifted our attention 
to the MCDP, which does deal with child labour and which, as we saw above, became 
partners with the AMWCY. 

 

1.2.2 MCDP 

The Multi-Purpose Community Development Project (MCDP) is a local NGO, established in 
1998. With its office in the slums of Addis Ababa (in woreda 8), MCDP’s intervention is 
limited to the approximately 10.000 inhabitants of this area. The majority, (55% of the 
population) is living on an average monthly income less than 100 birr (8 euro). According to 
MCDP figures, there are around 1000 working children.  

Compared to the FSCE, which has a national scope through working with governmental 
institutions (the Police for example), the MCDP is a rather small, but nevertheless 
internationally oriented organisation. It receives support from Save the Children Norway, and 
from a German NGO that is financing a biogas project in the area.  

The MCDP mission is stated as “bringing a long lasting change in the lives of the 
disadvantaged members of the community, through integrated development programmes 
based on the active participation of the community”. Its objectives are to enhance the 
involvement of the community in development activities, to create access to education (formal 
or non formal), to prevent children from hazardous forms of child labour and to introduce 
appropriate technologies that suit the community’s needs. Children and women are the direct 
beneficiaries of the MCDP projects.  
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The question is how the MCDP will adjust its philosophy to fit the AMWCY model. By 
joining the AMWCY the MCDP seemed to agree with its principles; AMWCY posters stating 
the 12 rights of working children are hanging on the MCDP secretariat walls; but in the field 
nothing much seems to have happened.  

We visited 3 weaving shelters, but children working there had no groupes de base or any 
other form of organisation defined by the AMWCY. WCY delegate Haile who lives with his 
nephew in a room with a traditional weaving loom is supposed to organise working children 
and youths of the neighbourhood. When questioned about the state of the groupes de base he 
said:  

The strategy used is to send one working child to find others and to organise them in 

groups. The procedure is that some youths are initiating conversations with their fellows 

in the neighbourhood in order to establish groupes de base à la AMWCY. 

That was the theory, but in practice no such structure of working children organisations had 
been realised. Haile’s understanding during the AMWCY meeting was that other countries 
were more advanced and that there was still a lot to do in Ethiopia, particularly getting 
membership cards: “Other WCYs I met in South Africa do have WCY association cards. I 
want to introduce that and it might stimulate working youths to join the groups.”   

In addition to the lack of membership cards, the AMWCY model had clearly not yet been 
applied. The children in Addis Ababa were found to be involved in all sorts of work but there 
were no organisations providing services to those working or helping them to get organised. 
Ethiopia was already an official member of the AMWCY but the WCY association was not 
functioning yet at the time of this study. This was the reason for us to cut the study in Ethiopia 
short; studying the MCDP was not going to help us evaluate the impact of organisations on 
working children. 

 

1.3 Kenya  

Kenya is one of the countries in Africa where the reach and quality of education has 
considerably improved. When the National Rainbow Coalition (NARC) government started 
its mandate in 2002, it committed itself to supply free and compulsory education to all 
children. These days, not many Chokola’s (street children, delinquents) are found in the 
streets as they are no longer allowed to come into the centre of Nairobi. Some stay in big 
slums like Mathare and Kibera, which is said to be the biggest slum in the world, as the police 
chase street and working children out of the city centre. At the same time, significant efforts 
are being made to achieve the Education for All target. The net primary school attendance 
was 72% in the period 1996-2003 (UNICEF: The State of the World’s Children 2005).  

The government and child focused NGOs assert that they are supporting children at risk 
and those who are working in the worst forms of child labour. In our study on participation 
and organisation of working children, we visited a number of these NGOs, including 
ANPPCAN and the Undugu Society.  
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1.3.1 AMWCY and The Undugu Society 

The mission statement of the Undugu5 Society Kenya is “to care for, to rehabilitate and to 
facilitate the development of socially and economically disadvantaged children, youth and 
other marginalised groups and help them attain human dignity and self-reliance”. This 
organisation was initiated in Nairobi in the early seventies by a Dutch priest (Father Arnold 
Grol). It all began with a child rehabilitation programme called Parking Boys, which 
attempted to rescue delinquent children. Presently, the organisation is coordinating 10 social 
programmes.  

The Children and Youth programme focuses on boys and girls on the streets and in the 
slums of Nairobi. It has 3 boys’ centres, with 120 boys in Nairobi, and a centre for ex-street 
girls at Gitengela (40 Km south of Nairobi) with an average of 60 girls, who used to be 
involved in begging and prostitution. They receive full rehabilitation and formal schooling. 
Furthermore, counselling is offered to street children on a weekly basis, in an effort to reunite 
them with their families and community of origin. The Undugu Basic Education Programme 
(UBEP) assists street children and slum children who are unable to go to a formal school. 
This is a 3-year programme followed by a year of exposure to basic skills. The learners, aged 
12 years and above, are served lunch at school and are not required to wear a uniform. 
Children aged 10 to 12 years follow another programme, at the Machuma Learning Centres, 
preparing them either for the UBEP or for a formal school. Graduates of UBEP join the 
Undugu Informal Skills Training Programme.  

Such an approach is actually opposed to what the AMWCY tries to do. At the time of this 
field work, delegates of the AMWCY visited Undugu even though the society is not yet 
officially partners with the AMWCY. The affiliation is not considered necessary; they only 
collaborate when it is a matter of organising conferences. Undugu chooses to emphasize 
rehabilitation and recognised forms of education. The AMWCY, however, prefers to focus on 
the participatory aspect, capacity empowerment and concretisation of the MAEJT’s 12 rights. 
A major difference with the AMWCY is that, under guidance of Undugu, parents rather than 
children are supported by Income Generating Activities, so that they can send their children to 
school. Thus, the focus of Undugu is getting children into schools, rather than recognising 
their right to work.  

Undugu is affiliated to ANPPCAN (Africa Network for the Prevention and the Protection 
Against Child Abuse and Neglect), which has its headquarters in Nairobi and works in 20 
countries on the continent; particularly in Anglophone, but also in some Francophone 
countries. ANPPCAN’s vision is to reduce the number of drop-outs and child labourers by 
trying to help them get back into formal schools. Its activities are implemented according to 
the ILO 182 and 138 conventions and on Education for All. ANPPCAN claims that in order 
to achieve this goal it uses an inter-sectoral approach, which consists of strengthening the 
links between government departments (education, health, and juvenile law) and community 
initiatives; this is accomplished through the so-called District Child Labour Committees 

                                                 
5 Undugu is the Kiswahili word for “comradeship” or “solidarity “.   
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(DCLC), which is an instrument for community mobilisation, awareness, sensitisation and 
strengthening access to education.  

Both ANPPCAN, one of the biggest child-focused network NGOs in East Africa, and 
AMWCY in West Africa, are trying to get as big and as pan-African as possible. Both 
organisations are attempting to become multi-lingual despite their French or English 
backgrounds. Regarding the issue of working children and child exploitation one could 
characterise the AMWCY as regulationist and the ANPPCAN as abolitionist. 

 
1.4 Concluding  

The child focused organisations in Ethiopia and Kenya approach the issue of child labour 
from an abolitionist point of view. All organisations claim they are committed to eradicating 
child labour, but the impact of their policies is not clear. The general trend is that NGOs in 
East Africa prefer to involve adults in solving the problem, often in cooperation with 
corrective government departments; the NGOs do not display much of an affinity with the 
child participation approach promoted by the AMWCY.  

Child labour unions and their supporting institutions appeared to be lacking in East Africa. 
So we decided to identify countries where these structures are in place and where the 
AMWCY has affiliated organisations. We headed towards Rwanda and found the Association 
of Working Children and Youth Rwanda, which was initiated by Caritas Kigali, and 
influenced by the AMWCY. 



 

 10 
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Chapter 2 
 
Working Children’s Organisations in Rwanda  
 
 
 
One cannot reasonably talk about child labour without discussing child poverty. In this 
particular region of Africa, wars have been waged for more than a decade and children have 
undeniably been the worst victims. Children are considerably more vulnerable than adults. 
Feeny and Boyden state that many dimensions of child poverty are somewhat exacerbated by 
conflict, even many years after the guns have stopped firing (2004: 32). There is a direct link 
between conflict and persistent poverty, since many children lost their parents or their 
caretakers.   

Rwanda has ratified the ILO conventions (138 and 182) and is committed to implement 
the UN Child Right Convention on child rights, but like in so many other countries in Africa, 
putting this into practice proves to be a big challenge. The problem of street and working 
children in Rwanda was exacerbated by the massacres and the genocide of 1994. A multitude 
of families were dislodged, countless parents were killed, others landed in prison and many of 
those who survived the massacres were handicapped. This situation forced a lot of children to 
live in extreme poverty and to work for their livelihoods. War critically impairs the normal 
development of children as their rights to protection, development, education and survival are 
damaged. 

According to the last national census in 2002 (see also Ngarambe 2004), children and 
youth constituted 52% of the total population of 8.10 million, of which the majority (71%) 
attended or had attended primary education. According to the census, 352.550 out of the 2.6 
million children and youths aged between 6-17 years, were working in various sectors; mainly 
agriculture, households, commerce and manufacturing.  

Until 2004, the Association of Working Children and Youth Rwanda (AEJT), initiated by 
Caritas, was the only partner of the AMWCY active in the Great Lakes region. The AEJT 
Kigali is small, geographically isolated, and noticeably faces many technical problems. It 
works closely with OPDE–Burundi. They have jointly organised activities such as a 
workshop on street child education (December 2004 in Bujumbura), a radio programming 
workshop for children and child labourers, facilitated by Enda-Dakar and specialists in media 
training (August -17th December in Kigali), a workshop to promote reinsertion and 
participation of marginalised children, and the launching of AEJT Bujumbura (January 2005).  

Staff members claim that, since joining the AMWCY, they are indeed changing their 
approach to supporting the children in difficulty. Helping them to get organised into groups is 
said to be replacing the traditional manner of giving support or money to one individual. 
Empowerment, rather than rehabilitation, is now regarded as the key instrument for achieving 
sustainable change in the lives of the children. At the launch of AEJT Burundi, Bishop Noah 
said:  
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In order to reach and help marginalised street and working children, each child must 

belong to a base group within the association of working children and youth. They have 

to get together since they are all facing the same problems: problems that hinder their 

access to school, problems linked with poverty in their family and problems making them 

vulnerable to many forms of exploitation by others. 

 
2.1 Children in the street and Caritas Schooling programme 

The Mayibobo children are distinctive because they either work or just hang around in the 
streets. They do not attend school and they are badly dressed; unlike the school goers who are 
clean, wear a uniform and are likely to be well-mannered. Mayibobo children actively earn 
money and search for food, especially in and around the markets. Early in the morning, at 
about 8 a.m., the market places of Nyamirambo and Nyabugogo are flooded with merchants 
of food and other goods. The children hanging around there have to earn a daily meal. This is 
how Uzabakiriho (13 years), a child boy at the market place of Nyamirambo, describes what 
he does: 

Yes, I spend the day in the streets or here at the market. I collect pieces of charcoal and 

then sell them on, in order to get some money. I have been doing it for 2 months. Before 

this I collected and sold firewood. My mother does some minor and temporary jobs for 

people. I have never been to school; my mother has no money, so I haven’t been able to 

go and learn how to read and write. 

Children like Uzabakiriho carry out minor activities that they commonly call ukwisuma 
(finding a job and some money), like collecting left-overs or carrying people’s belongings. 
They collect potatoes, green bananas or pieces of charcoal that have fallen on the ground. 
Poor people will buy the items at the periphery of the market, but if gone unsold the children 
will bring them home. Children like this also sell boiled eggs, plastic bags and other small 
commodities around the market place. The children’s lack of caretakers, and the struggle to 
find food, is their commonality. 

One of the services that Caritas offers to poor children is the midday meal. When the 
Caritas Project Abadacogora & Intwari started in 1991, the initial aim was “to keep as many 
children as possible off the streets and put them into schools”. Meals contribute to attracting 
street children to the centres. Every weekday roughly 130 children come to the centres. It is 
believed that the provision of the midday meal reduces the amount of time that the children 
need to work, because they no longer have to work for food. The centre thus reduces the 
labour time rather than eliminating it. 11 year old Uwitonze, a porter boy, lives with his 
mother and his younger sister. After his father died, he stopped going to school for lack of 
money. He started coming to the Caritas centre in an attempt to get back to school. He is still 
on the waiting list to become an “umunyeshule”, a school child. He told us: 

If I’m not here at Caritas centre, I’m at the market place to find money for food. What I 

do at the market is carry people’s belongings. Per day I can get about 200 Fr. With this 

money I can buy 4 Kg of potatoes to bring home. When this centre is closed, in the 
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weekend, I work the whole day until the market is closed. And then, I go home to help 

my mother with laundry.  

According to a staff member of Caritas Kigali, meals, material support and medical care are 
essential if you want to keep children in school; this is especially relevant for ‘les enfants de 
la rue en puissance”, the children who are at risk of dropping out. Some need only this meal to 
remain in school, but others, depending on their family situation, need financial and material 
support too.  

The Caritas centres function as meeting points between working/street children and school 
going children, who come for the midday meal. Many children receive the meal but still 
cannot afford to attend school. Children without caretakers, or who are from very poor 
families, are the most difficult to help and are therefore often left behind. Only the few lucky 
ones can eventually benefit from Caritas financial support and receive formal education. The 
challenge to get working/street children to schools and keep poor pupils from dropping out of 
school is enormous. The midday meals alone are not sufficient. Provision of school fees, 
uniforms and books is indispensable. The situation at home, however, can still be a hinder to 
the child’s ability to attend school.  

Kamari is an example. He is a 14 year old boy that carries shopping bags for people at 
Nyamirambo market. He lives with his parents and his 4 brothers. He said he started doing 
this work when he was 11 years old and dropped out of school in the 2nd grade to get money 
for food, because his parents were sick and old: ‘I used to go to the Caritas centre to play and 
eat, but the problem is, if you leave the centre too late then the market is already finished and 
you don’t manage to get food to bring home.’ The children who take the midday meals are 
expected to stay on for school-oriented programmes. Children like Kamari are most in need of 
support but are unfortunately too poor to attend. The children who come to the Caritas centres 
are thus not necessarily the socially desperate Mayibobo. It is mostly children from less poor 
families who are eventually the ones to successfully be supported. 

For the children working in the markets or elsewhere, the literacy or upgrading classes are 
not as attractive as the other services. Classes take place in the afternoons, which is an 
inappropriate time, because children are tired by then and the heat of the day is at its worst. 
Classes are therefore not well attended and children regularly do not show up. In the boys’ 
centres (2 classes in Centre-Ville and one class in Nyamirambo), the ambiance is free and 
from time to time even chaotic compared to the girls’ class in Centre-Ville. This class is 
managed well by a “Masera” (ma Soeur in French or Sister in English), who works for 
Caritas. There were 24 girls in the class when we visited them, and they were calm and 
respectful to the Masera. The children’s common lack of basic needs unites them, which is 
evident in the classroom through a sentiment of togetherness. Being at the centres with others 
is comforting because those who frequent the centres find that they share the same problems.  
Kamariza (18 years old), an EJT girl, is a genocide orphan and she said that by being at the 
centre you realise that you are not alone:  

Many of us share the same problems, like lack of money or family support. Then we can 

talk frankly and we understand each other. This is not the case with children of my 

neighbourhood, with those who have parents. 
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The diversity among pupils is remarkable; you find various ages, numerous levels of 
education and many different backgrounds. Classes are divided into 2 or 3 ranks for this 
reason. The levels range from the beginners, who have never been to school, to dropouts who 
know how to read and write reasonably well. They get basic training in mathematics, reading 
and writing. At times, they are given some basic French lessons. The way of learning in these 
classes cannot be compared to the methods found in normal schools. The level of teaching is 
very low and classes only last for about 2 hours, after which the classrooms are cleaned by the 
children themselves. The children do not feel like they are following a “serious” programme.  

This may somewhat explain the irregular attendance of the classes. Jean de Dieu is 12 
years old, living in Rwarutabura. He is a very talkative boy who, since his father died and his 
mother abandoned him, lives with his grandparents. He used to work at the market but has 
now been frequenting the Caritas centre of Nyamirambo for the past year in an effort to return 
to formal schooling. He used to attend primary school, but as his grand parents could not 
afford his school fees, he stopped going. “That is how I became a Mayibobo!” he told us.  
Although he was attending the upgrade classes, he said that he did not feel like a real pupil:  

We are not normal schoolchildren (abanyeshule) because the time we spend in class is 

very little compared to that of formal schools. We only have 4 hours per week and classes 

are not regularly attended. Look! We have no uniforms, we have no books. Recently, I 

was told that by joining Abadacogora & Intware one gets help to go back to school. Have 

you seen the activities we do at the centre? We do manual work: kudoda (weaving palm 

leaves to make a basket), gardening etc. Me personally, I’m not good at it. Activities at 

the centre differ from those of a normal school. I would prefer to go to a normal school, 

but at least I am learning something here and I can get food without fatiguing myself like 

before. In addition there is a safe playground here. 

Jean de Dieu has visibly developed survival strategies to satisfy his daily needs. By getting a 
midday meal, he can change his timetable as well: “I work when it is necessary. Instead of 
working to get a meal I come here to learn and play with other children and we are given a 
midday meal. But the problems start when I return home in the evenings. We do not always 
have dinner.” When asked what he would like to become later in life, he said that he would 
like to become a policeman, but then he would try to get into formal education, and only very 
few pupils at the centre are able to do so.   

The big question is how efficient these upgrading classes are. High expectations are 
created because these children are promised support, but they then become disillusioned when 
they realise that their entry into the formal school has been postponed or when they turn out to 
be too old to join primary education. We heard many cases of children complaining about the 
second rate education they received. Akingeneye is a 12 year old girl following the Caritas 
school reintegration scheme. She lives with her mother. When she is not at the centre, she 
stays home and does the cooking, cleaning and washing.  

I have never been to a formal school. I have been following courses here for 3 years. I 

have to redo this year again because they said I did not pass. I have learned writing and I 

am ready to join the formal school, but the Caritas staff said that I will only start next 
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year. I have friends who are at school. They learn more because they have got someone to 

pay for them. If I get the chance to continue my education I want to be a nurse.  

For the few lucky ones, the scheme works. Caritas is proud of its beneficiaries, like Parking 
Boy Nyarinyari (16 years old), who is getting Caritas support to continue his studies. He is in 
the 3rd grade primary school. Like other Abadacogora, he regularly comes at lunchtime to eat 
at the centre of Nyamirambo. In the weekends, he attends to the cars of customers at a bar in 
his neighbourhood. Before joining the school he worked as a porter at the market. Nyarinyari 
describes his situation at home and the rehabilitation steps he went through: 

Very young, I was a mayibobo in the centre-Ville. I was living on the street, together with 

other street children, helping people to carry their stuff. One day, the police came and 

took us to the re-education centre of Nyagitagata. They taught us how to read and write. 

In the mean time they helped me reconcile with my family and I was brought back home. 

Then I worked as a porter at the market place of Nyamirambo. That is how I met 

Monsieur (a street educator of Caritas Centre Nyamirambo). He told me that I could join 

other children for the lunch meal. As I already had a certificate from the re-education 

centre, they agreed to support me and to find me a school. 

When he is not busy with schoolwork, he earns money. Money is needed for various things; 
like for cutting hair, cloths, bonbons, etc. He said he still sees children among the group of his 
old friends with whom he was taken in a lorry to the rehabilitation centre. So far, he knows 
only 2 children in the group who are in school; many went back to the streets:  

What I have and they don’t, is that I returned to normal life, and am no longer called a 

mayibobo or frowned upon by other people. I learn, I have a good time at school, I have 

“full intelligence” (according to him: knowing what you are doing), which I did not have 

before. My behaviour has also really changed; if someone talks to me then I know that I 

have to respond with respect. What I want is to continue the education in order to get 

employed soon. This will allow me to contribute in raising the financial income of my 

family.   

At Kinamba, some youths working as soudeurs and reparateurs de velos are EJTs. These 
youths work independently and the AEJT/Caritas does not seem to know much of what 
happens there. Caritas staff claims that these youths are EJT but they visit them rarely. 
Kamana is a 15 year old boy, employed in one of the shelters. He used to come to Caritas 
where he followed upgrade classes for a year. However, he quit the bridging classes and went 
to work as an apprentice metallic solder:  

I’m not good at learning in class. I knew I was not going to succeed the upgrade classes 

and get to the primary school. So I decided to start working, which was necessary to help 

my parents.  

Many others, however, never reach the Caritas. There are many reasons why the children 
most at risk are not being helped. Children working in households, like domestic workers, are 
difficult to reach and do not show up at Caritas centres. Orphan children are likely to have 
poor social networks as their families have often been wiped out by the war. This is the case 
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with Nsengimana, a boy aged 16 years and head of his household. He runs a kiosk in 
Nyamirambo-Kigali:  

I became a mayibobo (street child). Social workers then told me that my parents had 

owned a house and that I could go and occupy that house. I have to cater for my brother 

and myself. What we mostly need is food and clothes, and a school uniform for my 

brother. I have to make sure that we get food for dinner.  

There are indeed many children who simply do not have the time, permission or opportunity, 
to go to child-oriented institutions. Child and youth service channels fail to reach these 
children because they absolutely have to work; and children who are employed in domestic 
work are basically deprived of both the right to education and the right to be taught a trade. 
The work they do is compensated by food and shelter; there is no salary. This was also the 
case of the boiled eggs vendors of Nyabugogo market. Each one was holding one or two 
plates of boiled eggs, with some pepper and salt. Kagoyire, a boy aged 14, was brought to 
Kigali: 

My employer is not actually a relative but he provides me food and shelter. Unless I had 

money to buy fresh eggs and had a home where I could boil them, it just isn’t possible to 

work for myself and it is impossible to go to school or to go back to the village to see my 

family. 

Children like Kagoyire depend on their employers for survival. They are the real Mayibobo. 
Young children doing these kinds of activities do not fit the Caritas system. 
 

2.2 The AEJT-Rwanda 

Caritas Rwanda decided to apply the AMWCY method and philosophy to dealing with 
working children and street child poverty. The result was the AEJT. 

Since joining the AMWCY, AEJT Rwanda has only operated in Kigali and the number of 
its members is small. Its members are called Abadacogora (the braves, intrepid) if they are 
boys or Intwari (the courageous) if they are girls. Officially it is claimed that the association 
has 45 children aged between 9-15 years. However, the EJTs we saw were mostly young 
women and men around the age of 18.  

Each year the AMWCY makes a request to member associations to send an assessment 
report to Dakar. Accordingly, the association in Kigali issued a rapport in 2004 on activities 
already achieved in various areas, namely: strengthening the organisation, Income Generating 
Activities (IGAs), education, skill training, health, work conditions, communication, lobbying 
and network reinforcement. The following are some statements contained in that association’s 
2004 report:  
 
Organisation: regular meetings are held and membership cards are presented. There is a need 
for recruiting girls as they represent only a small number in the association.  
The IGAs: 16 IGAs project proposals have been prepared and need to be financed.  
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Education: language lessons have started in English and in French; lessons in the local 
language have been set up for illiterate children and youths.  
Training : training in dressmaking was given to 10 children and youths, with Caritas 
providing materials; one boy member benefited from handcrafts training. He will now be able 
to train others, once materials are provided.   
Health: all association members are trained to understand HIV/AIDS. 
Working conditions: children who help people carry their heavy belongings from the market 
are encouraged to use oxcarts and the association is trying to find a place where the children 
and youths can sell charcoal. 
Communication, networking and lobbying: communicate by email with other chapters of 
the AMWCY, although internet facilities are poor; delegate members of the association are 
participating in international meetings in and beyond Africa.  
 
IGAs are the dominant undertaking of AEJT Rwanda. The functioning of the AEJT Rwanda 
is actually restricted by IGAs, for which they rely on financial support provided by the 
AMWCY through Caritas Kigali. Within the Caritas Centres, there are 3 working places 
where EJTs make post cards, where they learn to repair bicycles and where they learn 
techniques of drawing, painting and cloth printing. EJT groups working independently and 
outside Caritas centres are found at various spots in town, where they are involved with 
bicycle mechanics, radio repair and commerce.  

Youth services provided by AEJT Rwanda are considered an extension of the already 
existing services within the Abadacogora & Intwari project. Children who drop out of formal 
education are introduced into vocational skills training. The EJT in Rwanda are not 
necessarily ex-child labourers, some managed to remain in school, but need help to continue 
doing so. Twagira (male, 20 years), the treasurer of AEJT Rwanda, had been to school first: 

Before becoming an EJT in 2001, I was getting school assistance through the project 

Abadacogora & Intwari, together with other children from poor families. I’m from a 

family of 12 children and thanks to Caritas I’m now the first child in the family to reach 

the secondary school. I’m finishing l’ecole des traveaux publics, section construction. 

Being taught a trade, and the fact that I was doing minor work, like carrying water after 

school, or occasionally working in someone’s garden, made my EJT membership 

legitimate.  

Caritas plays the role of the supporting institution; it pays for and negotiates the cost of the 
training, but only a few adolescents get this opportunity. The problem the association is facing 
is that members usually come to collect financial support, but then get less motivated when 
they don’t see a chance to get micro-credit.  

As many members of the Association are former Abadacogora & Intwari, they meet in 
rooms of Caritas to discuss problems related to their association. They usually meet at the 
Centre of Nyamirambo, but this happens only when leaders assume it is necessary. There are 
no fixed times or days in the month on which they meet. During meetings the EJT can make 
use of their right to express themselves and participate in the process of decision making, but 
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the gatherings have the chaotic feeling of a general assembly, and there have unfortunately 
been no meetings between multiple groupes de base. 

Problems related to the functioning of the association are discussed either in the groupe de 
base meetings or in the association committee meetings, where each group of the association 
must be represented. I attended 4 meetings in total (3 general meetings and one of the groupe 
de base of reparateurs de radio). In the first meeting, January 2005, EJTs expressed their 
discontent with the functioning of their association. This meeting was particularly revealing as 
many EJTs complained about the way in which decisions are made. The issue of the lack of 
cohesion and organisation inside the group was discussed by EJTs themselves.  

The explanation for why the groupes de base do not function properly was clearly put by 
Karangwa (male, 19 year old bike mechanic and AEJT committee member): “of course the 
groups are weak, because we have no activities. The police chase ‘bicycle-taxis’6 out of the 
city, we are without a job.” Others added that street vendors, often women and children, are at 
the mercy of the staff of the Local Defence Police, who usually chase street traders and 
repairmen. Their materials are sometimes even confiscated. In addition to the questionable 
legal status of the EJT activities, participants emphasised the lack of financial support.  

In general EJTs work individually and the only connecting factor is the credit provision by 
AMWCY via Caritas. EJTs expect to get this service, but this completely failed to happen in 
2004. Karangwa, a member of the AEJT committee, the highest association decision level, 
blamed his colleagues, specifically the president of the association, for not being transparent 
enough. He, and others, insinuated that the president was making decisions by himself and 
that the prioritisation of activities in the association was incorrect.  

All frustrations within the association were discussed, after which the president of the 
association threatened to resign. The dissatisfaction primarily concerned decisions made 
regarding the selection of delegates for international meetings. Claude (male, 18) works as an 
ambulant electro mechanic and is also a committee member. He argued that the money should 
first be invested in the consolidation of the AEJT itself and that the IGAs should be given 
priority. He challenged the AEJT leaders as follows:  

We have always been told that it is our association and that we may decide on how we 

want things to happen. No! I dare you! How can we pretend it is our association when 

some members in the committee are deciding matters without consulting others? You told 

us to set up IGAs: we have given you our proposals, but you say there is no money. Still, 

you apparently have money for travels. You also have money to invite and receive guests 

from other countries. Before you build someone else’s house, finish your own first!  

This gathering happened after an EJT mission to Burundi, which took place without 
informing the EJT members; even some members of the AEJT committee had been unaware. 
The AEJT leader, Tony, tried to explain that it was difficult to pass on all information: 
“Caritas decided to send 3 people who were already in possession of travel documents: two 

                                                 
6 The bicycle-taxi or taxi-vélo has become an important means of locomotion in urban Central Africa 
in the last years.   
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EJTs and one animator.” Only a few EJTs (the EJT elite), and always the same people, get 
involved with the high level meetings. It is not easy to find an EJT fulfilling all the conditions 
required to travel (linguistic requirements, travel documents etc). Most of the members know 
that they could never participate, but they still want to know where delegates are going, why 
they are travelling and the costs of such a journey.  

At the end of our fieldwork, an election took place to select a Rwandan delegate for the 
AMWCY Regional Commission. They only had one possible choice: the EJT who always 
goes to international meetings, because he was the only one to fulfil the above mentioned 
conditions. The elected delegate was Eric (20), who just finished his learning in construction 
and is now waiting for a job.  

This discussion shows that EJT members are participating in the debate on how their 
organisation should function. However, they unfortunately seem to be motivated mainly by 
the micro-credits, which they expect to get from the association. They are visibly motivated 
by the promises of financial support. The AEJT leaders have no power to decide on the 
finances; the supporting structure Caritas alone has this power. One disadvantage here is that 
AEJT Kigali is not monitored, thereby limiting the number of activities in the group, and 
restricting the cohesion between members in the group.  

The AEJT maintains 8 groupes de base: they are made up of adolescent boys and girls 
usually aged well above 14 years old, engaged in various activities, such as the fabrication of 
postcards, radio and TV reparation, bicycle reparation, metallic workers, sellers of clothing, 
shoes, newspapers and vegetables at the market, dressmaking and calligraphy, print and 
painting. But the youths in the groups do not usually meet, as there is no training or formation 
activities in the groups and groups are also very small; the number of EJTs involved in 
making postcards was only 4 girls, the group selling cloths consisted of 3 boys; only 2 boys 
were vegetables sellers, 4 were professional tailors and only 3 youths were involved in radio 
reparation. EJTs who are active in the same IGA are expected to be in the same group even if 
they don’t work in the same place. Some youths are trained before starting these activities. 
This is true of the EJT boys fixing bikes and the EJT girls making postcards. Postcard makers 
have been trained to make the cards using local materials and techniques. 

Kamariza (female, 18 years) said a professional was hired by Caritas a few years ago to 
teach them the techniques of making these cards. Kamariza joined the centre Abadacogora in 
1999. When she became an orphan she stopped her primary school education (at 4th degree) 
and came to live in Kigali. When she heard that the centre was helping children in difficulty, 
she came to tell them her problems and she was accepted. She was one of the first EJTs to be 
trained in postcard making. One wonders if the postcard making can help them survive and to 
make a living. Kamarisa said:  

It is just a modest and simple activity, yet it is an extra in my everyday life. Some of us 

have lost one parent or both parents, and with the money from this activity we can help 

our younger brothers and sisters a little bit. I remember when my parents died; I used to 

stay alone at home doing nothing. But now I’m so happy to be here at the Caritas centre 

of Abadacogora, where you can meet others. I’m living with a guest family; it is not 

possible to ask for everything. I can by shoes myself. When I get a serious financial 
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problem I tell the supervisors of Caritas. They know I can pay them back when the cards 

are sold.  

Solely making postcards is not enough for Nyaneza (female, 17). She comes to the centre 
when it is necessary and only in the afternoons. She has a contract in a household to do 
domestic work and they pay her on a monthly basis. “My parents are old and are not able to 
provide me with the basic needs. By combining these activities (household work and the 
postcard selling), I make enough money to buy what I need.” 

Like the groups of postcard makers, the group of dressmakers is also composed of EJT 
girls. They make school uniforms that are utilised by Caritas sponsored children who go to 
school. With dressmaking, there is a real possibility of making a living after the skill training.  

In all groups, the EJTs expected to receive financial credits to start individual businesses. 
At Caritas centre-Ville, a German visitor trained a group of boys in various creative activities: 
painting, print techniques on t-shirts, etc. One of the boys was Jean de Dieu (18 years old) 
who said that they got assignments to draw or to paint on t-shirts, or to make campaign and 
advertising materials. He acknowledged however that he could not make a living by doing 
this activity, because it doesn’t generate enough income.    

The only group that had received financial credit so far was the group of young men 
selling second hand clothes at the market of Nyamirambo. One of them explained his 
connection to the association and how he experienced the work he does. Mugabo (male, 23) 
started to sell clothes in 1998 when he was 16 years old. He was introduced to the group 
structure after coming into contact with Caritas staff. To get the loans, it was important to join 
one of the groups. The first group was a general gathering of child street workers and vendors. 
In 2002, a group of 10 youths came together to divide a credit of 50000 Franc. Although EJTs 
also continue to work on their own, the loan is only given to an EJT group, and not to 
individual EJTs. 

We had to suggest and discuss ways of sharing this money, but finally only 5 people were 

found capable to pay back the loan, so they got 10000 Franc each. One of these people 

deceived the group by not paying the monthly instalments. The other four had to continue 

as a group to pay the money back to the association. We had to force him to pay, because 

we had signed an agreement with the AEJT to pay 1000 Fr. per month. 

Mugabo, the chef de group, said that they avoid problems of not paying back by looking at 
the potential beneficiary, what he is doing, where he works, where he lives, and whether the 
person is close with the other group members. If he refuses to pay the money, he cannot hide. 
“We will know where to find him and how to put him under pressure!” said Mugabo. In the 
above case, for example, the person in debt was not only selling clothing but he also worked 
as a tailor at the market. Therefore, they took his sewing machine in an attempt to force him 
to pay. It is clear that mutual trust among members of one group is absolutely vital. For 
Mugabo, the credit has been helpful: 

I’m able to do what I want to do and to satisfy my needs. Everyone in our group has built 

a house for their family. I have also built my own house of 3 rooms. As I sell cloth, I get 

the basic necessities for myself and my family without any problem. I can get medical 
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care as well. We don’t want someone in our group who has no work experience and who 

is starting at zero.  

The main problems for the AEJT remain to be the organisation, the activities within the 
groups, and the lack of financial means. The AEJT mainly depends on the IGAs of each 
group, but since the groups are not monitored, problems arise. The organisation remains 
extremely weak at the grassroots level. 
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Conclusion  
 
 
 
This research focussed primarily on organisations that are run by working children and youths 
themselves, in an attempt to assess their presumed positive effects on the development of 
these children. This rapport has touched upon the challenges that new associations, such as 
the AMWCY in Ethiopia and Rwanda, are facing.  

First of all, the degree of organisation of working children in these countries is still low. In 
Ethiopia, the MCDP has not yet established base groups according to the AMWCY 
philosophy and methods. In Rwanda, such groups exist but are stagnated by a lack of activity 
and monitoring. The AMWCY partners select from the methods only those attributes that they 
find easy to put into practice; the right for light and limited work is, for example, not defended 
for children under 14. There is no attempt at “alternative education” and children are prepared 
for primary education and formal education only. 

Although the system is set up for younger children, the actual EJTs are youths of around 
18 years who receive vocational skills training, communication skills and other AMWCY 
services like credit. Only a working child above the age of 14 is expected to be a fully active 
member of the AEJT-Rwanda.  

The desire to adhere to the 138 ILO Conventions on the minimum age seems to have had 
an influence on the practice of Caritas/AEJT. This AMWCY partner has reached an impasse: 
on one hand it tries to comply with international discourse but on the other hand it adopts the 
pragmatic approach of the AMWCY and its 12 stipulated rights for working children. 
Furthermore, Caritas/AEJT strives to send marginalised children under 14 to formal schools; 
thus not recognising working children under 14 as EJTs. As yet Caritas has failed to organise 
any strong groups. 

The organisations continue to try and solve the problems of “children in difficulty” and 
not of specific groups of children. The problems of working children are not actually tackled. 
This study shows that working children under the age 14 are not at school, nor in the 
organisations. Among the working children we met, many are unable to access the support 
(especially those who are evidently the most vulnerable), even though such provisions do 
formally exist. The realities of some children’s lives pressure them to work, and thus they 
must forgo participation in the organisations. They can find no way to coalesce their work 
schedules and the services offered by the organisations. Disregarding the realities of these 
children results in the structural exclusion of those most in need.  

Even though the organisations are limited in reaching those children most in need, it is 
still important to recognise the value these organisations have for those children who do 
manage to benefit from their support. The working children who are able to be most active in 
the organisations are those who do not have to work; those whose family lives allow them to 
partake in the activities and services that the organisations offer them. For these children, the 
organisations have helped them change their futures. They are given vocational skills and the 
opportunity to travel, which they would otherwise never have had. Even the basic education 
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(reading and writing) is important as it increases their capacity to set up a trade. Although the 
services they are offered are far inferior to what children get at formal schools, the 
organisations still help by pulling the children out of their social isolation. Working children 
come from poor families; they are orphans, school dropouts, child migrants or street children. 
By becoming part of an organisation, they enlarge their social networks, thus increasing their 
chances for support and opportunities. 
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