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Chapter III 

SOCIO- ECONOMIC CONDITION OF THE STREET CHILDREN 

The present chapter deals with some of the aspects of socio economic condition 

of the street children. The aspects like causes of leaving their native place, causes 

for selecting Howrah station as their place of stay, how do they maintain relations 

with their  parents and siblings while they are on the street are discussed in this 

chapter. Their engagement with work and employment, earnings, employment 

conditions, hazards and risks etc. are also dealt with in this chapter. 

Social relationships 

Street children are a product of urbanization and they indifferent capacities 

contribute to the informal economic sector. They are an essential part of the city 

life and urban economy. They not only provide labour to the informal economy 

but also get involved in many hazardous activities, being a part of exploitation 

network (production relation) in bourgeois system. 

The street children mostly came from the suburban areas of the Howrah city, 

rural areas of the same district and neighbouring districts. Street children are not 

kin-less or friendless. They have the social world of their own and which is mainly 

confined to their family and the peer members both kin and non kin. On arrival in 

the city, they first go to the rail station premises or house of a known person of 

nearby slums which may be a kinsman or someone from the same village or 

region( neighbour).  In the residential pattern of street children, the kinship and 

community relations also get reflected. For instance Tikiapara and Pilkhana slums 

are mostly occupied by Muslims where as places like Martin bridge area and 
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Howrah station are occupied by Hindus who have migrated from the districts of 

Bangladesh and parts of West Bengal.   The children who came from the places 

like Tikiapara, Martin bridge slum and Pilkhana, they knew each other because 

they work in the same place or they are engaged in same kind of activities as their 

source of earning in the areas in and around Howrah station. Their intimacy and 

social relationship is quite strong in compared to the others. They often exploit 

this identity and relations for their protection and security. Near Tikiapara station 

area there were some families living in jhupris (squatters) who have migrated 

from Moradabad district of Uttarpradesh. Their children are also found loitering 

in the station premises in search of work. As outsider they keep friendly relation 

with the street colleague who are locals and originally from within the state. 

But the children who are abandoned and staying in the street or platform without 

their parents do not identify themselves as members of a group rather they feel 

that they are staying together with friends. Fahim is 14 years old boy who is 

staying in the station told ‘We call each other friend. That’s all’. The relationship 

in a group lies on many factors such as securing protection, gaining power, 

attitude towards risk-taking, options for earning, income, expenditure pattern, 

attitude towards saving money, sharing substances, sexual exposure and rapport 

with powerful people (Paul,2014:14). 

The street children generally lead a hard life. The jobs or activities with which they 

are engaged normally keep them busy throughout the day. They do not get 

enough rest and there is in fact no leisure. However occasional gossip and chit- 

chatting is noticed among them in the station premises. Some of them often go to 

the ‘flower ghat’ area of Barabazar to see movies, play cards, listen to Hindi song 
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in pocket transistor. Some of them like to consume dendrite (an intoxicant 

adhesive) in their pass time as a fun. Children are also seen loitering near Ganga 

ghat area at the evening or   playing on the street with their peers groups. Often 

they quarrel among themselves on petty issues. They normally play with glass 

balls, cards prepared from used cigarette packets and kite flying funs at the day 

time at the space between new complex and old station complex. Incidents of 

getting electrocuted at the time of flying kites were also there as these kites 

suddenly got contacted with over headed electric wire of higher voltage. They 

also use broken rim of the bicycle or tyre for play and make use of the platforms 

to run it. They play with dust, sand, mud and sometimes with dirty waste 

materials collected by their parents. Quite often they use empty coconut shell as 

their foot-ball and play with that. Glass balls and cigarette cards are sometimes 

played with stake, which is nothing but a miniature form of gambling. Such games 

often lead to infighting among the children and afterwards quarrel between their 

parents. 

There is one railway park and museum in the nearby area commonly called 

Railway museum. But these children rarely go there to play. They are not allowed 

to enter inside this park by the guards. On some special occasions like Children’s 

day, Independence day,Rakshabandhan day, local NGOs take them inside the park 

and offer them provides some sweets and biscuits. 

The day to day life of the street children is primarily confined to their family and 

peers. In economic sphere their contact with different types of people they build 

up another set of social relationship to a limited scale. In city they maintain 

contact with the people whom they trust, to help them find employment/ work 
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and with whom they have developed a kind of working relationship. But in 

general, they have a society and world of their own in the midst of urban civilized 

society. Many of such street children, even stay in Howrah station area maintain 

contract with their village, support the family members living there and through 

occasional visits and remittances. However, the section of street children who are 

totally uprooted from their native places had hardly any links or contacts with 

their relations living there. 

One of such a respondents told: 

‘So long you have money your parents/relatives will contact you and talk to you. 

My mother thinks that I am doing a job and she expects my income. But here I am 

living on pavement and earning money by van pulling in the station. My mother 

does not know it. Then how do you expect that my relations will contact me and 

what for ? I am in fact, kinless and never contact them for any reason. I am living 

here for about four years with other street children. Since I left my village I never 

feel any urge to revisit it. I prefer to forget my village and my relations living 

there’. 

On the whole the street children are socially rather isolated or alienated from the 

main stream of the children’s life in the city. 

Reasons of leaving the family 

Very often, the factors that push a child to leave home are trivial incidents 

perhaps the last straw for the child to take. Poverty, dislike of school, problems in 

the family and the influence of peers are the reasons most often cited by children 
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who decide to run away. Many boys at their early age leave home in search of 

work. 

For majority (69%) of the street children in Howrah poverty in  family was the 

main reason of leaving their home. They live in company with their friends and 

peers who are equally street children like them. 

About 15 per cent left their home and came to Howrah station area in search of 

employment (see Table 3.1). Another 11 per cent out of their family problems of 

other kinds. Those in particular include ill treatment and abuse by their parents 

and other relatives etc.  It begins from the economic insufficiency in the family 

and ends through a brittle family relationship. A smaller proportion (5 %) of street 

children had experience with   other problems like lost from the family, ran away 

from observation home, boarded into the wrong train etc.  Some of the street 

children did not feel comfortable in the rehabilitation ‘Home’ atmosphere and 

reached to the street again. 

Some children ran away out of problems they faced in their places of work. 

Search for new adventures or excitement was another factor for running away 

from home. Unhappiness in school or aversion to studies and in attending school 

was a common reason behind leaving the family and selecting the railway 

platforms as their destination. 

One day while I was in station a Carshed bound train was standing. It was around 

2 pm. I saw five children inside a compartment of the train. I asked their name. 

They were Punam(8), Gullu(8), Murtaja(9), Munni(8) and Fahim(10).  All they were 

underclad and engaged in chatting. I entered in to the compartment and asked 

‘What   are   you   doing   here?’   Munni   answered,  ‘Babu (sir),  we will  get  down  
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at carshed’.  I asked them, ‘Where is your house?’ They replied it is Tikiapara. We 

came here to collect burnt coal from Gangaghatside which is thrown away by the 

hotel owners after use. We collect those articles in sacks and go back  to our 

house and use those to cook our food. Mothers advised us to do this job. We are 

poor people.  Our fathers are rickshow pullers and alcoholic.  This is one example 

that why the children are coming to the city and for what purposes? 

For maximum number (57%) of street children diverse nature of   their family 

problems compelled them to leave their home. The street children often faced a 

kind of family atmosphere which is without love, care and affection.  Many of 

them were the victim of frequent scolding and beating by their parents (often 

alcoholic). Perhaps many of them have earlier experiences of being scolded and 

that prompted them to go and stay in railway platform. It is also true that a 

section of street children are parentless and now staying on the street in uncared 

condition. About four per cent of the respondents were identified as orphan and 

have no other place to stay. They were parentless and no one was ready to take 

their responsibility and care for them.  So they were forced to choose this life (see 

Table 3.1). 

Among the street children 84 per cent came to city mainly in search of work and   

employment (see Table 3.1). Lack of care and protection in own family was an 

important contributing factor to push the children to the city. Some of such 

respondents had no prior idea about their destination. They by accident reached 

to the city as the terminus of the train was Howrah station. Only four per cent 

children decided to come to the city as their relatives and neighours were staying 

here and who could support them. 
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Family background and support 

The educational status of the parents of the street children was not good at all.   

The survey reveals that 87 per cent fathers were illiterate where as 96 per cent in 

the case of the mothers (see Table 3.1). So the educational level of the parents of 

the street children in general and their mothers in particular was very poor. 

Certainly it had a negative impact on the upbringing of their children. 

In the case of 77 per cent children, their fathers were alive. But on the question of 

parental company and support, for 88per cent children their fathers were not 

living with them and for 87 per cent children their fathers and did not support 

them financially. For 55 per cent children their fathers were engaged in unskilled 

labour. They work as daily labour, washer man, van puller, mason helper, bidi 

worker, rickshow puller, tailor, jari worker, mill worker, wood cutter, worker in 

leather factory, fishing.  All they were low paid workers. For 31 per cent street 

children their fathers were either dead or physically incapable to work due to age 

and another 33 per cent father had no monthly income. The fathers of nine per 

cent respondents were mainly engaged in pettyhawkery, business. For about 33 

per cent respondents, their fathers had no income. The fathers of street children 

mostly belong to the category of poor. For 37 per cent of them their monthly 

earning was below Rs 5000 and for another 25 per cent it was between Rs 5000 to 

less than Rs 8000(see Table 3.1). So financially they could not support their 

children as their income was low. As they are illiterate and mostly engaged in   

low paid unskilled jobs so they suffer from poor income. It brings economic crisis 

and associated problems in the family.   Most of the street children were staying 
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on the street without any economic support of their fathers. On the contrary, in 

many cases fathers were helped financially by their children. 

In case of majority (83%) of street children their mothers were alive. Even then 

for 76per cent children their mothers were not living with them. Majority of them 

(79%) were not financially supporting their children and 47 per cent of mothers 

were Jobless. Among the working mothers 33 per cent were engaged in activities 

like daily labour, maid servant, nailpolish worker, ragpicker, stone crasher etc.  

Some of them (5%) were vegetable sellers, hawkers, fruit sellers etc. On the 

whole most of the mothers of street children were either income less or engaged 

in petty jobs. For 37 per cent children their working mothers’ monthly income 

was below Rs 5000 and for another (9%) it was between Rs 5000 to Rs 8000 (see 

Table 3.1). For the street children as a whole though majority of them have 

mothers but they were mostly jobless or engaged in petty works. 

Table 3.1 

Distribution of respondents by family background and support 

1.Distribution of respondents by reasons of leaving native place 

(according to the first choice) 

N=75 

Poverty 52(69.33) 

Unemployment 11(14.67) 

Family problem 8(10.66) 

Others(lost, spent at observation home then ran away, lost, board 

into the wrong train) 

4(5.33) 
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2.Distribution of respondents by reasons of leaving native place  

(according to the second choice) 

 

Family problem 43(57.33) 

Unemployment 16(21.33) 

No second choice 11(14.66) 

Others(orphan) 3(4.00) 

3.Distribution of respondents by reasons for coming to the city 

(according to the first choice) 

 

Employment opportunities 63(84.00) 

Others(peer group influence, no other choice to go anywhere, as train 

reached to the Howrah station, lost, lack of care and protection at 

own home) 

7(9.33) 

Family relation 3(4.00) 

Not applicable 2 (2.67) 

4.Distribution of the respondents by their father’s survival status  

Alive 58(77.33) 

Dead 17(22.67) 

5.Distribution of the respondents by their living attachment with the 

parent(father) 

 

Living with the child 9(12.00) 

Not living with the child 66(88.00) 

6.Distribution of the respondents by parent’s(father) support  

Father supports the child 10(13.33) 

Father does not support the child 65(86.67) 
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7.Distribution of the respondents by father’s education  

Illiterate 65(86.67) 

Literate 10(13.33) 

8.Distribution of the respondents by father’s occupation  

Labour, Washerman, Van pulling, Mason, Biri Worker, Barbar, Farmer, 

Rickshow puller, Tailor, Jari worker, Mill worker, Wood cutter, Work in 

leather factory, Fishing 

41(54.66) 

Incompetent for work (dead, paralysis, could not work as he was old 

man.) 

23(30.67) 

Hawker, Liquor Selling, Cane sugar seller, Lemon seller, Business 7( 9.33) 

Service, Driver 4(5.33) 

9.Distribution of respondents by father’s income(monthly)  

Incomeless 25(33.33) 

Less than Rs 5000 28(37.33) 

Rs. 5000 to less than Rs 8000 19(25.33) 

Rs 8000 and above 3(4.00) 

10.Distribution of respondents by survival status of mother  

Alive 62(82.67) 

Dead 13(17.33) 

11.Distribution of respondents by contribution with mother  

Living with the Child 18(24.00) 

Not living with the child 57(76.00) 

12.Distribution of respondents by mother supports  

Supporting the child 16(21.33) 
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Not supporting the child 59(78.67) 

13.Distribution of the respondents by mother’s education  

Illiterate 72(96.00) 

Literate 3(4.00) 

14.Distribution if the respondents by mother’s occupation  

Incompetent for work(dead, jobless) 35(46.67) 

Labour, Washer woman, Maid servant, Nailpolish worker, Rag picker, 

Stone breaker 

25(33.33) 

Other(house wife, begging, sex worker) 11(14.66) 

Vegitable vendor, Hawker, Lemon seller 4( 5.33) 

15.Distribution of respondents by their mothers’ income  

Incomeless 40(53.33) 

Less than Rs 5000 28(37.33) 

Rs 5000-  Rs 8000 7(9.33) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 

The Siblings 

Despite many common understanding, each child is unique in context of their 

problem or issue. But many social accounts prove that their presence at the street 

arises from the interplay of two major factors-the individual personality of the 

child and the psycho-social family context. But there may be nuance of other 

concomitant factors like the challenges of education or peer influence at times 

which are more significant to understand the paradigm of the fact in particular. 
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Considering their number of siblings and their literacy, employment, financial 

support to the child and living with the child etc., it was observed that majority 

(29 %) of the respondents had one brother and among them 56 per cent were 

literate and 45 per cent were employed. On the other hand majority (40%) of the 

respondents had one sister and among them 43 per cent was literate and 10 per 

cent were employed. Among the street children 34 per cent are supported by 

their brothers and 10 per cent are supported by their sisters. Whereas 32 per cent 

respondents shared that their brothers are living with them and 13 per cent 

respondents shared that their sisters are living with them.  It indicates that they 

get support from their brothers and sisters to stay on the street. As there are few 

slums near Howrah station, some children from such slum families along with 

their brothers or sisters were also visible on the street. They help each other in 

crisis.  They were mostly engaged in collecting rags, begging or coin collection at 

the Ganga ghat. At the end of the day they deposit their entire earning to the 

family. But for majority of such children   their sisters mostly stayed at home or do 

the work as domestic help at outside. Those who are on the street and work with 

their brothers were very poor and helpless ( see Table 3.2 & 3.3).   
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Table 3.2 

Distribution of respondents by number of siblings( brothers) 

 

Number 

of 

Brother 

Respondents Literate Employed Financially 

supporting 

the child  

Living with the 

child 

1 22(29.33) 12(54.55) 10(45.45) 5(33.73) 7(31.82) 
 

2 18(24.00) 12(33.33) 18(50.00) 7(19.44) 10(27.78) 

3 13(17.33) 18(46.15) 25(64.10) 10(25.64) 9(23.08) 

4 7(9.33) 19(67.85) 23(82.14) 0(0.00) 4(14.29) 

5 1(1.33) 5(100.00) 

 

1(20.00) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 

6 1(1.33) 3(50.00) 3(50.00) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Table 3.3 

Distribution of respondents by number of siblings(sisters) 

Number of 

sister 

Respondents Literate Employed Financially 

supporting 

the child 

Living 

with the 

child 

1 30(40.00) 13(43.33) 3(10.00) 3(10.00) 4(13.33) 

2 12(16.00) 6(25.00) 2(8.33) 2(8.33) 2(8.33) 

3 10(13.33) 6(20.00) 10(33.33) 10(33.33) 9(33.67) 

4 2(2.67) 3(37.50) 3(37.50) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 
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Literacy and Access to Education 

Among the street children 55 per cent were illiterate, 43 per cent could read and 

write and three per cent could read only. The majority of street children who 

could read and write were in touch with non formal schools, night shelters, drop-

in-shelters of NGOs. They received non formal education from street educators. 

By gender 55 per cent boys and 50 per cent street girls were illiterate. The 

children those who could read and write, 43 per cent were boys and 33 per cent 

were girls. The street children who could read only attended the school for 

sometime but later discontinued.  So there is a possibility to send them to non 

formal school for education (see Table 3.4).  

Table 3.4 

Distribution of respondents by literacy 

Literacy status No. Male Female 

Illiterate 41(54.6) 38(55.07) 3(50.00) 

Can read only 2(2.6) 1(1.44) 1(16.66) 

Can read and 

write 

32(42.67) 30(43.47) 2(33.33) 

Total 75(100.00) 69(100.00) 6(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 

During the field survey only eight per cent of the respondents were found 

continuing their studies in the school. Majority (55%) of street children had never 

enrolled in the school and by sex 55 per cent  were boys and 45 per cent were 

girls. Of total 37 per cent street children who were dropped out, the proportion of 
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boys was higher (39%) compared to girls (17%). Of total eight per cent street 

children who were continuing their study, six per cent were boys and 33 per cent 

were girls. They go to those schools run by the NGOs on street. Those NGOs are 

also provide food and that was an attraction for a few street children to go to 

those non formal schools (see Table 3.5). 

Table 3.5 

Distribution of respondents by enrolment status 

Enrolment status No. Male Female 

Never enrolled 41(54.6) 38(55.07) 3(50.00) 

Dropped out 28(37.33) 27(39.13) 1(16.66) 

Continuing 6(8.00) 4(5.79) 2((33.33) 

Total 75(100.00) 69(100.00) 6(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentage 

By level of education, among the literate street children 55 per cent  were literate 

without any formal educational standard, 29 per cent were literate up to  primary 

standard (class I-IV) and 16 per cent were literate and had education above 

primary  but below junior high standard (class V to VII).  

The street children especially those who were with middle standard (Class VII-VII) 

got their education when they were picked up by the NGOs from the street and 

later put in their schools. But eventually when they left Homes, their education 

got discontinued. They again join in the band of street children. The street 

children studied up to primary level were mostly attended schools from their 

family and afterwards discontinued it due to certain reasons (see Table 3.6). 
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Table 3.6 

Distribution of respondents by level  of education 

Level   of education No. 

Literate without any educational status 41(54.67) 

Class I 7(9.33) 

Class II 8(10.67) 

Class III 5(6.67) 

Class IV 2(2.67) 

Class V 4(5.33) 

Class VI 2(2.67) 

Class VII 6(8.00) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 

Let us look into the salient causes of non admitting the children in school.  For 85 

per cent of street children it was the poverty. Another seven per cent did not get 

any encouragement from their parents and do not like to study any more. They 

also mentioned about certain family problems for which they were denied getting 

admission in the school.  Often their addicted parent discouraged them to go to 

school.    

There were many other reasons behind thenon enrolment of the children in the 

school. Of total 41 street children, 44 per cent said that they did not find any time 

to go to school as they were asked to assist the family. As their parents work 

outside, they were confined to homes and kept them engaged in domestic works. 

Similarly some of them forgo in taking admission in the school for helping their 
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family financially through different means.  So engaging the children in domestic 

work and assisting the family financially were identified as important factors 

behind non enrolment of street children in school in their family setting. 

For majority (85%) of the street children the principal cause for their non 

enrolment in school was poverty. So they were compelled to engage themselves 

in diverse activities for earning. Moreover as they did not get any encouragement 

or pressure from their parents to go to school, they felt less interest to studies or 

even to enroll their names in the school (see Table 3.7). 

 

Table 3.7 

Distribution of respondents by causes of non enrolment in school 

First priority N=41 

Causes  

Poverty 35(85.37) 

Disinterest 3(7.00) 

Others (family problem, orphan, assisting family) 3(7.00) 

Second priority  

Assisting family 18(43.9) 

Disinterest  11(26.82) 

Other(orphan, mother’s death, family problem, ran away from 

Home, non availability) 

7(17.07) 

No second choice and chosen first choice as their only choice 

(poverty) 

5(12.19) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 
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Poverty, assisting family, family problem, unfriendly school environment were the 

factors that pushed the street children towards non enrolment in the school and 

have made them disinterested to studies. They prefer to earn money from petty 

jobs and financially assist their family. The survey reveals that 28 children did not 

continue their studies. They were not interested to study anymore due to poverty 

and their proportion was 57 per cent (see Table 3.8).  

Table 3.8 

Distribution of dropped out respondents by reasons of discontinuing studies 

Causes N=28 

Poverty 16(57.14) 

Disinterest 13(46.42) 

Total 28(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

But another 43per cent street children expressed their interest to study (see 

Table 3.9). They were interested to study because they think that after finishing 

their school education they could get better job and earn better.  So they would 

be in a position to lead a better life.  Also they could support their family 

financially (see Table 3.10).  

On the whole, the street children were deprived of their right to education. Thus 

educationally they remain backward. That enhanced their misery in life. 
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Table 3.9 

Distribution of respondents interested in continuing their study 

Nature of interest in study Numbers 

Not interested in study 43(57.33) 

Interested in study 32(42.67) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Table 3.10 

Distribution of respondents by reasons of continuing their study 

Reasons N=32 

Want to get Job 22(68.75) 

Want to study further 5(15.62) 

Good future 5(15.62) 

Total 32(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Economic Activities 

The employment avenues to the street children in the Howrah city were rather 

limited. The economic opportunities that are available in the city for the street 

children do not provide any occupational choice. So they were free to get 

involved in any job available to them. However, their options and alternatives 

were limited.  In a state where skills and education are required for a better job 

and in absence of that they had to rely on different floating jobs including 

hazardous ones.    
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Economically the street children were mostly (89%) engaged in diverse activities 

like rag picking, hotel boy, van pulling, begging, collection of old newspapers and 

empty disposable water bottles. Selling of chop, ghutka, lemmon in the station 

were another field of major engagement of five per cent children. There were 

some other miscellaneous activities in which a small (3%) per cent of children 

were involved. The types of jobs in which the street children were engaged did 

not involve any investment. So they always prefer these types of jobs (see table 

3.11). Similarly among the female street children there were rag pickers (50%), 

beggars (33%) and lemon sellers (17%). A few of them (33%) who were engaged 

in begging had done this job individually or jointly with one or two disable or old 

members of their family. Few children do not like to limit themselves in one job 

only (see Table 3.12).  They prefer to do several types of jobs at a time if available 

to them with an aim to earn more (see Table 3.13 ).  

Table 3.11 

Distribution of respondents by types of employment 

Type of employment No. 

Chop selling, Ghutka selling, Lemon selling 4(5.33) 

Rag picking, Labour, Van pulling, Begging, Collection of old 

news paper, Hotel boy 

67(89.33) 

Other( magic show in the train, no employment: as child 

depends on family and small in age) 

2(2.67) 

Combined( rag picking, train checking, hotel boy) 2(2.67) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 
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Table 3.12 

Distribution of respondents by number of jobs changed 

Number of times jobs changed No 

No change 55(73.33) 

One time changed 14(18.67) 

More than one time changed(two times changed, five times, six 

times) 

6(8.00) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages  

Table 3.13 

Distribution of respondents by reason of changing the job 

Reason for job changed N=20 

Extra income, Financial problem 13(65.00) 

Peer influence, Father’s occupation, Does not want to go back 

home, Family problem, Beaten by employer 

7(35.00) 

Total 20(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 On the question of number of days the street children work in a month it has 

been observed that 87per cent of them worked for 15 to 25 days in a month. 

Another 11per cent for more than 25 days and up to 30 days. Only three per cent 

of street children reported that they worked for less than 15 days in a month.  

The children who worked for 25 to 30 days in a month were senior in age and 

regularly engaged in specific economic activities. It was their main source of 
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income. Sometimes their parents also work with them or assist them.  The street 

children who worked for less than 15 days in a month were minors by age.  They 

were involved in less hazardous work (see Table 3.14).  

Table 3.14 

Distribution of respondents by monthly employment opportunity 

No of days No. 

0>15 2(2.66) 

15-25  65(86.67) 

25, but=30 8(10.67) 

Total 75(100..00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Among the street children 37 per cent of them worked for less than eight hours in 

a day. For another 25 per cent children it was between 8 to 10 hours. About 20 

per cent children were kept them engaged in work for more than 10 hours to 12 

hours in a day and 17 per cent worked for more than 12 hours. On an average 

majority of the street children work for less than eight hours in a day (see Table 

3.15).   
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Table 3.15 

Distribution of working respondents by hours of work in a day 

No of hours in a 

day 

No. Male Female 

Less than 8 hours 28(37.33) 24(34.78) 4(66.66) 

8 hours- 10 hours 19(25.33) 18(26.08) 1(16.66) 

More than 10 

hours-12 hours 

15(20.00) 14(20.08) 1(16.66) 

More than 12 

hours 

13(17.33) 13(18.84) 0(0.00) 

Total 75(100.00) 69(100.00) 6(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Rag picking was the major economic activity of the street children. About 63 per 

cent of them were engaged in rag picking on their own or for their employer. 

Collection of used empty mineral water bottles in the trains, railway tracks and 

platforms was their daily activity. Among the street children 15 per cent were 

assisting their families in this work. 11 per cent street children had employer, five 

per cent street children worked with others like foster mother, with friends etc. 

The street children who used to collect empty disposable water bottles from 

station/ trains sell those to agents who purchase such waste articles against cash. 

Interestingly there were also some employers in the area who were engaging 

street children for collecting disposed water bottles and thus running their 

business. The proportion of such children was 11 per cent. Another five per cent 

street children were engaged in the same job by their foster mother, friends and 
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brothers. Six per cent street children did not work alone and they used to work 

together with their family members, employers, group leaders and other street 

children. A small percentage of them did not work and they were dependent (see 

Table 3.16). 

Table 3.16 

Distribution of respondents by nature of employment 

Nature of employment No. 

Rag picking for their own/employer 47(62.67) 

With family 11(14.67) 

With employer 8(10.67) 

Others(foster mother, with friend, with brother, not 

working) 

4(5.33) 

Combined (self, with family, self: with employer, self: 

others; group leaders, street child as employer) 

5(6.67) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

The earning of 51 per cent children was between Rs 1000 to Rs 2000 in a month. 

For another 29 per cent the range was between Rs. 2000 to Rs 5000.  Eight per 

cent street children earned more than Rs. 5000 in a month. However for 12 per 

cent street children their earning was less than Rs 1000 per month. 

 It has been observed that about 51 per cent of the street children had an average 

earning between Rs 1000 to Rs 2000 in a month and it had gone to a maximum of 

Rs 5000. The children engaged in petty jobs had relatively better earning. It was 
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reported that the children were involved in pick pocketing, snatching, stealing and 

such activities obviously had better income (see Table 3.17). 

Table 3.17 

Distribution of respondents by monthly income 

Monthly income range No. 

Less than Rs 1000 9(12.00) 

Rs.1000 to Rs. 2000 38(50.67) 

More than Rs. 2000 –Rs 5000 22(29.33) 

More than Rs. 5000 6(8.00) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 

Majority (92%) of the street children used to receive their payment in cash.  Only 

four per cent children agreed to do their job only against breakfast, lunch and 

other emoluments from their employers, family members, group leaders etc. 

They were denied of any cash payment (see Table 3.18) .    
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Table 3.18 

Distribution of respondents by mode of payment 

Parameter Respondents 

Kind 3(4.00) 

Cash 69(92.00) 

Other(both, could not tell) 3(4.00) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 
On the question of the benefits received from the employers, this is to note that 

the type of employment in which the street children are engaged has no legal 

validity. A Child who is working in any establishment is not legally approved by the 

Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2000 and Child 

Labour(Prohibition and Regulation) Act 1986.  The street children normally do not 

get any special benefit from anywhere against their service. Their employers were 

also very poor and engaged in petty business like vendors, selling of chattu (dust 

of garms), chap (Fried cake), tobaco etc. on the street as vendors. In case the 

children fall sick, the employer may grant them leave and nothing else. However 

only one per cent children reported that they got leave from their employer when 

asked for it. The children working in the roadside hotels were getting monthly/ 

weekly payment at a stipulated rate but no other emoluments. Nobody gets 

benefits like holiday, medial etc. from their employers(see Table 3.19).  
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Table 3.19 

Distribution of respondents by other benefits received from employers 

Benefit received No. 

Leave 1(1.33) 

No other benefit 74(98.67) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 
The street children faced different problems in their work place. Normally the 

police do not allow them to work in or outside the station premises. The works in 

the fish or vegetable markets involved many types of hazards.  Collection of 

empty package bottles from different train compartments and tracks were not all 

that a safe job for the street children. Infighting among the children in getting 

hold over the collected bottles was a regular incident. Sometimes when they work 

alone in the station premises they feel insecure. The children who are new 

comers often encountered with different problems in their working place. The 

brokers or middle men often exploit these street children in multiple ways. 

There were other problems too. The children who were illegal migrants always 

feel insecure. They were scared of police. The passengers do not accept the street 

children cordially and accused them as thieves, snatchers etc.  About 89 per cent 

of street children reported that they were the victims of exploitation at their work 

place. Cheating by the group leaders, agents or employers were common in their 
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life( see Table 3.20).  Despite all these odds 45 per cent of street children were 

identified as working children for a long time (see Table 3.21). 

Table 3.20 

Distribution of respondents by problems encountered with work 

Nature of problems encountered No. 

Work related problem: cut money taken by police, hazardous, 

laborious, snatching of bottles by other children, not 

permanent, work alone, not regular, new at work, work not 

done due to addiction, exploitation by male, less collection, 

fighting with friends 

67(89.33) 

Other (non Indian identity, not accepted by passenger, no 

response: influence of addiction, does not work.) 

8(10.67) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Table 3.21 

Distribution of respondents by duration of work in a year 

Duration   No. 

0 to > .6year 4(5.33) 

.6 year to 1 year 17(22.67) 

<1year to 2 years 20(26.67) 

Above 2 years 34(45.33) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 
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The street children prefer not to change their job frequently. About 73per cent 

street children did not change their original job so far. It has been observed that 

collection of empty package water bottles, old newspapers, begging, collection of 

coins near Gangaghat, loading and unloading of goods are main jobs available to 

street children in Howrah station area. It was their source of earning. They 

normally prefer to keep them engaged in those activities only and on regular 

basis. So they did not wish to change their job so far (see Table 3.22 ). 

Table 3.22 

Distribution of respondents by number of jobs changed 

Number of times jobs changed No. 

No change 55(73.33) 

One time changed 14(18.67) 

More than one time changed(two times changed, five times, 

six times) 

6(8.00) 

Total 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages  

However of total 20 street children, 65 per cent street children changed their job 

for once to earn more as they were in need of earn more to solve certain financial 

problem of their family. Another 35per cent street children changed it out of their 

influence of their peers. They do not always stick to one job. They start their 

income by rag picking activity but after few days they join with the family business 

like hakary near Howrah station. Some of them do not want to go back their own 

home and they frequently change their jobs to avoid their parents’ chasing. Some 
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of them are beaten up by their employer so they have changed their jobs (See 

Table 3.23 ). 

Table 3.23 

Distribution of respondents by reason of changing the job 

Reason for job changed N=20 

Extra income, Financial problem 13(65.00) 

Peer influence, Father’s occupation, 

Does not want to go back home, 

Family problem, Beaten by employer 

7(35.00) 

Total 20(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

By occupation among the street children with a monthly income between Rs.1000 

to Rs. 2000, 38 per cent beggars, 25 per cent were vendors, 60 per cent  were rag 

pickers,  67 per cent  were  labourers and another 17 per cent were engaged in 

other activities like coin collection van pulling etc. And about 44 per cent of them 

were engaged in more than one job(see Table 3.24 ). 
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Table 3.24 

Distribution of respondents by occupation and income 

Occupation Income range Total 

 

Less 
than Rs 

1000 

Rs 1000 t0 Rs 
2000 

Above  Rs 2000 
to Rs 5000 

<Rs 
5000  

Begging 3(37.50) 3(37.50) 1(12.50) 1(12.50) 8(100.00) 

Sell things 1(25.00) 1(25.00) 1(25.00) 1(25.00) 4(100.00) 

Rag picking 3(6.67) 27(60.00) 13(28.88) 2(4.44) 45(100.00) 

Labour in shop 0(0.00) 2(66.66) 1(33.33) 0(0.00) 3(100.00) 

Any other work 
( no work, 

magic, 
collection of 

coin at Ganga 
river, van 

pulling, labour 
in hotel) 

1(16.66) 1(16.66) 3(50.00) 1(16.66) 6(100.00) 

Combined(beg, 
rag picking, 

selling things, 
labour in shop, 
doors-windows 
closing of train) 

1(11.11) 4(44.44) 3(33.33) 1(11.11) 9(100.00) 

Total 9(12.00) 38(50.66) 25(33.33) 6(8.00) 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

It is true that street children in Howrah worked for long hours against less 

payment. So there was a little chance to save much or in developing the habit of 

savings for future. Of the total street children, only 41 per cent of them had been 

able to save a little portion of their earnings (see table 3.25). 
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Table 3.25 

Distribution of respondents by income and savings 

Income Savings No Savings Total 

Less than  Rs 1000 2(22.22) 7(77.77) 9(100.00) 

Rs. 1000-Rs 2000 18(47.36) 20(52.63) 38(100.00) 

above Rs 2000 to less than Rs 5000 8(36.37) 14(63.63) 22(100.00) 

Above  Rs. 5000 3(50.00) 3(50.00) 6(100.00) 

Total 31(41.33) 44(58.67) 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

Male street children in the age group of 9 to 12 years liked rag picking, van 

pulling, begging, and the job as road side hotel boy. For another section of the 

same age group they were vendors by choice and engaged in chop, ghutka and 

lemon selling. The small street children kept them engaged in rag picking, begging 

and as helper in magic show activities. Female street children were mostly 

vendors (see Table 3.26).  
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Table 3.26 

Distribution of respondents by employment and age 

Type of employment Age Total 

  6 years to 
less than 9 
years 

9 years to 12 
Years 

above  12 
years 15 
years 

  

Sell things(chop selling, 
ghutka selling, lemon 
selling) 

1(25.00) 3(75.00)           0(0.00) 4(100.00) 

Rag picking,  Labour, 
Van pulling, Begging, 
Collection of old news 
paper, Hotel boy 

15 (22.38) 38(56.71) 14(20.89) 67όмллΦллύ 
 

Other(magic show in 
the train, no 
employment: as child 
depends on family and 
small in age) 

1(50.00) 1 (50.00)             0(0.00) 2(100.00) 

Combined(rag picking, 
train checking, hotel 
boy) 

0(0.00) 2(100.00) 0(0.00) 2(100.00) 

Total 17(22.66) 44(58.66) 14(18.66) 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

From the analysis of expenditure by heads it appears 86 per cent of male street 

children did not spend  any amount on account of sickness , 94 per cent  spent 

money  for their family, and mainly on food, and cloths, 89 per cent had some 

spending on movies, gambling, drinking, smoking, drugs and others.  Whereas 

none of the female street children spent money in case of their sickness. They  all 

spent the major part of their income for their family, food and clothes.   
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 Abuses Encountered 

UNICEF reported children living on the streets are mostly vulnerable to abuse and 

exploitation even if they live with their families because for poverty and lack of 

services parents are not in a position to provide appropriate care to their child 

(UNICEF, 2009:2). These children on the street grow up without suitable 

education, health care, food, accommodation, safe drinking water, security, 

protection, supervision, recreation and guidance. As these children are highly 

vulnerable on the street , many people take advantage of their vulnerability. 

In Howrah station premises, children were found living with their families on the 

abandoned platform no. 1. While the children were there all over the station 

area, they mostly slept on platforms, near the ticket counters, subway, under the 

railway over bridge and in the freight unloading area. The corridor between the 

new complex and old complex (between platform number 15 and 17) was their 

favourite spot for gambling, substance abuse etc.  

Almost all the street children said that the biggest threat to them was the police 

and who treat them with disdain and hate. Many of them had the experience of 

getting picked up from the street/ platform and taken to custody as the police 

suspect them involved in snatching, stealing and many other anti social activities.  

These children had bitter experience with the physical abuse of  the police. The 

police often beat and scold the children in the place where they sleep at night. 

Out of this fear, they had to shift their sleeping places quite often. Some 

policemen also engage a few platform children as informers to keep a watch on 

the activities of the other children to find out how much such children earn 

through illegal means and are involved in antisocial activities.   
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There are children who mostly build a rapport with the police so that their risks 

can be minimized. These children prefer facing the police rather than hiding from 

them. Rajdhani, a boy of Howrah station, says ‘I know most of the policemen. I 

have identified some of them who take bribes and ignore me even if they find me 

involved in illegal work’. There are others who avoid the police irrespective of 

whether they take bribes or not. Rani, a girl of Howrah station, says ‘I stay far 

away from the police. I feel very scared of them. I feel they will arrest and kill me’. 

These children are also afraid of being sexually harassed by  the police. 

The platform children reported that they are often abused by the coolies, cart 

pullers, vendors and shopkeepers. Such people pay little against the service they 

received from the street children and sometimes nothing. For instance when a 

cart puller who engages two street children from Howrah station to pull a cart, he 

pays them a sum of Rs.10, while he charges the vegetable vendor Rs. 70 for 

transportation. Many cart pullers in Howrah station are from veteran platform 

children. In their childhood they were assistants (pushers) of the cart pullers and 

have now turned as a fully fledged cart pullers.   

A shopkeeper who has engaged a street child in his tea stall near Howrah subway 

said that police is the main perpetrators of child abuse. Because often police 

conducts raid and put this child behind bar against some petty cases. In such a 

situation he (the shopkeeper) came forward to help him to get a bail from the 

court.  Another form of abuse of the street children is perpetrated by their 

employers. The children who earned money from different sources, some of them 

kept their small savings with their employers who promised them to offer higher 

returns. But in reality, many of these poor children did not even get their principal 

back. In most cases, the figures are juggled to fool the uneducated street children. 
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Instances are not rare when the shopkeepers openly deny any such allegation. 

Children who were hard-core drug addicts were more susceptible to such 

deception/ cheating.  

 The attitude towards saving money is another factor. Sanjoy, a station boy, says ‘I 

ignore those who advise me about saving money. I never think of saving as I am 

confident enough because I can earn money at any time’. Surjo, another station 

boy, feels very differently and says ‘I feel secure if I have saved money as it can 

help in the future. But we cannot save due to lack of safe places. We keep 

searching for secret places’. 

In Howrah station the street children often become the victims of sexual abuse. 

These abuses mostly remain unknown as children rarely disclose them. Some 

incidents have, however, come to the fore and have been described to illustrate 

the problems they face in this respect. Few children were forced to get involve in 

homosexual relationship. Quite often the older boys sexually assault the juniors 

and newcomers. They coined their own slang to describe these incidents.  

The survey reveals that 81per cent male and 83 per cent female street children 

were abused by persons like parents, employer, friends, police, relatives and anti 

socials. Female street children had experience of getting abused more by their 

parents than that of the boys. Male children on the other hand were more 

exposed to abuse from multiple sources. The street children in general were liable 

to abuse by anyone in the street. The street children including girls were quite 

susceptible to substances abuse that include cigarettes, glue and tablets (Nitrogen 

Ten). They explained that substance abuse is intimately associated with street life. 

And under peer pressure and out of fun they got exposed to abuse (see table 

3.27).    
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Table 3.27 

Distribution of respondents by exposure to abuse and sex 

Sex Types abuse faced 

 

Parents Police 

Other( 

friend, 

relative) 

Combined(parents, 

employer, friends, 

police, relatives, 

anti social) Total 

Male 4(5.79) 7(10.14) 2(2.89) 56(81.15) 69(100.00) 

Female 1(16.66) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 5(83.33) 6(100.00) 

Total 5(6.66) 7(9.33) 2(2.66) 61(81.33) 75(100.00) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

The children staying on the street for a year or little less than it, 50per cent of 

them were harassed by police. 10 per cent by their employers and 40per cent 

were sexually harassed by local people. Those who were staying on the street for 

longer period had more experiences with police harassment.  The majority of the 

street children alleged that they were mostly harassed both by the police and 

often by others in different capacities (see table 3.28). 
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Table 3.28 

Distribution of respondents by their duration of stay on the street and 

nature to exposure to main harassments 

Period of stay Other difficulties 

 Harassment 
by police 

Sexual 
harassment 

Any other 
harassment 

by 
employer, 

local people 
etc) 

Harassment 
by police, 

sexual 
harassment 

Harassment 
by police 
any other 

6 months to 
less than 12 
months 

5(50.00) 0(0.00) 1(10.00) 4(40.00) 0(0.00) 

12 months to  
less than 18 
months 

1(100.00) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 

18 months to 
24 months 

20(31.25) 2(3.12) 1(1.56) 37(57.81) 2(3.12) 

Total 26(34.66) 2(2.67) 2(2.67) 41(54.66) 2(2.67) 

Figures in parenthesis are percentages 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




