RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS CHILDREN IN THE URALS AREA

I would like to say that we feel privileged to participate in

the international “Youth Support” conference on the adolescents’ health.

And we would like to thank its organizers for inviting us to it. 

The dreadful state of   contemporary society (decrease of standard of   life level,  growth of social tension, international conflicts, increasing rate of crimes,) cut down   social guarantees for children and adolescents, giving birth to the following tendencies:

1. The growth of psychoemotional overloads  both for children and adults in extreme situations; 

2. Growth of conflicts inside the families; 

3. Disability and unwillingness of schools to deal with child problems

4. Polarization of the society.

This inevitably leads to: 

1. The  increase of the  broad spectrum of deviation of children behavior: early alcohol addiction, other types of addiction, antimoral behaviour, illegal activities;

2. Rebirth and increase of number of homeless children as a significant social phenomenon;

3. Sharpening of the problem of “social” orphanhood;

4. Dangerous growth of children and adolescents’ crime rate;

5. Increasing number of children who became the victims of crimes, exploatation and sexual violence.

One of the biggest  disturbing tendencies which definitely needs special  attention is the growth of social disadaptation of children, becoming more and more crashing and dangerous both for the children themselves and for the society.

It can be traced if only by the problem of homeless children. The history of this issue says that to  the end of forties the problem was practically done away with in Russia, but unfortunately today it has come back with new  strength. Different official sources give different numbers of homeless children in Russia:  from one to  more than five million. 90% of them have their parents alive…Only in Moscow there are (officially) 50,000 homeless children. The majority of them escaped to a large city from province. Usually about 70 % of them are boys, but the rate of homeless girls increases very rapidly.

The rate of homeless was stated only twice  in the whole Russian history: 

-     after the October revolution, when there were 540,000 homeless children in asylums;

· and after the World War II, that figure was about 200,000 children.

Only now this problem has attracted  the Russian Parliament’s attention. According to some MP’s opinion the growth of children homeless is a real threat to the state’s national security.

What are the main reasons that make children and adolescents leave their homes?

One of the main- is dreadfully low financial level of their  families and strict business of the parents  even in  well-to-do families which does not allow the parents to pay much attention and devote much time  to children.

Among  other reasons are the following:

· 40 %- conflicts with own parents,

· 20 %- quarrels with coevals,

· 14 %- fear of the punishment for some faults,

· 14 %- yearning for the change of location,

· 4 %  - school problems.

The majority of Children Psychologists consider that the main reason for leaving home is CRUEL TREATMENT OF THE PARENTS OF THEIR OWN CHILDREN. Jobless, hard work for low wages, permanent  growth of prices, political and economical chaos- these are some of the  main reasons of parents’ irritability. Once coming back home with deep inner dissatisfaction they vent their anger on their own children, justifying themselves according to the principle:

“ It’s my child and I can do everything with him!”

Such families  can be grouped according to the following signs:

1. Families where children are real orphans because of the death of their parents.

2. Families where the parents were sentenced to prison or deprived of their rights for parenthood, or seriously sick or missing, living abroad etc.

3. Families where the parents are alcohol or drugs-addicts, or gave up from taking care of children, or cruelly treat them.

  THE SVERDLOVSK REGION.

The official rate of homeless children and adults this year is more than 14,000.

According to the formal data there  are 67  special institutions of Social Defense aimed at  solve their problems: 

· 17 asylums,

· 39 Centers for Social Rehabilitation,

· 11 Centers for Family and Child Assistance.

In reality it’s next to impossible for a street child to get to such center. And in 13 cities of the region there are not any asylums or other places so there is no way to help a street child. By the way according to the officials all these institutions can help only 15 % of those who need it. For instance: this year a special action named “The homeless children” was provided  by the local Ministry of Social Defense and Militia. Only in one city (Ekatherinburg) during three days they were found 1073 adults and children and…the officials faced a problem: how and where to locate them?! This problem was solved with difficulties because there are only two valid special Centers in the region: one for boys and one for girls.

For comparison: in Russia during last five years 220,000 of children and adults were taken in such Centers. Their number grows year by year: in 2001 growth was  27,000 . More than 17,000 escaped from the Centers and the cause of it- INCORRECT FORMS of education (means- PHYSICAL AND MORAL  VIOLENCE).
According to the data of the Sverdlovsk Regional Center for Temporary Isolation for Children and Adolescents (age of children is from 8 to 18 years):

                                                                1999     2000     2001     2002 
                                                                                                     (6 mn) 

Amount of the                                                     

Adolescents                                              1573    1379     1472      772

Homeless and                                            1186     946       935       421 

Runaway

Those who                                                    229    271      414        235

Made crimes                                                  15%   20%     30%    30% (for 6 months)
Those put in

the catering                                                  146    130        95           38

schools

The rate of diseases among the  children in the Center:

Infectious and                                                  567      851             600

Parazitar disease                         

Tuberculosis                                                        1         8

STD                                                                     3          2              5

Pediculosis                                                          510      680          473     

Scabies                                                                  54     156          473

Somatic (general)                                               699     2,649       2,485 

diseases

In conclusion we can say that  there is a serious tendency of rapid  growth of the  rate of the home-  and careless children in the region. All of them are sick and suffer from  hypotrophia, general and psychic diseases. 

We know that  the staff of the institutions dealing with the children problems has a strong desire to improve their professional skills, to broaden their knowledge in children and adolescents’ psychology and social rehabilitation techniques, but they have no possibilities to do it. 

That is why we provide free training for  the medical staff of the Center in the problems of the adolescents psychology and psychiatry. Besides it as a practical assistance we forced the officials to give the children about 60 doses of hepatites “B” injection free. 

 Still the level of medical and psychological assistance for this category of adolescents and their families needs serious improvement. They not only  have poor budget, but which is more serious  there is no any organizing and coordinating structure which could  provide the necessary assistance for the families,  train the  specialists and  help to improve  their qualification (it is true for all the adjacent professionals- psychotherapists, psychologists, teachers and social workers).

In connection with it we suggest that special training programs for the staff of such institutions dealing with rehabilitation programs should be elaborated.

The programme may help to deal with  the following issues:

1. Methodic assistance for both government and nongovernment structures in training and enhancing  professional skills of their staff in the part of adolescents’ and  family psychology and psychotherapy.

2. Elaboration and realization of the training programs for the students, physicians, psychologists and social workers.

3. Providing the work with deprived youth and families in the institutions of Health care and Social services.

4. Providing  the psychoprophylactic activities with the “risk families”.

5. Introduction of new practical and scientific achievements of the Russian and foreign specialists.

6. Participation in the work of international programs. 

Unfortunately we do not trust our officials , we hardly believe that they are eager to help us. On the other hand we would be glad to get assistance from such great experts as Diana Birch, Dick MacKenzie, Gail Slap, Robert Blum and  a lot of other respected  colleagues. 

I think we have the reasons for :

-Announcing  our region to be the  zone of  humanitarian disaster. (At least in terms of children and adolescents situation).

-Attracting an international attention to this problem. As the  poor situation in our region may cross the boarders and one day may have a negative influence on the society  in  any other place of the world.
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