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Executive Summary
In the last decade, there has been a tremendous increase in the number of street children in
Calabar. These kids are exposed to the most horrendous conditions of existence, conditions
that can only be described as atrocious. To survive each day, they depend only on what they
can scavenge from refuse dumps, leftovers at restaurants, what they can steal and the
occasional goodwill of a few individuals and organizations.
They are condescendingly called Skolombo and the girls are sneeringly referred to as 'Lacasera
girls'. In reality, these are kids whom our society- with its laws, institutions, cultures and
religion- have left behind. They have been hardened by suffering, abuses and narcotics to
loath the society that has failed them and left them no future.
This research by We the People set out to understand the cruel phenomenon of children on the
street of Calabar. It aimed at understanding how something so vicious against children could
happen so openly despite the laws, religious and cultural traditions that should forbid it.
Our findings indicate that the inability of the Cross River state government to implement its
own Child Rights Law is the single most important reason the street child phenomenon
continues and escalates. Similarly, there is a mood of inertia surrounding street children in
Calabar. Many persons and institution with the capacity to champion the cause of addressing
this issue, are lethargic towards it. In a bizarre irony, the victims- sometimes children less
than 10 years old- are blamed for the abuses they suffer and the fact that their society has
failed to protect them. They are regarded as vermin, parasites and pollutants of social good
that need to be eliminated, not helped or supported. Exposed in this manner, they have
become victims of criminals who specialize in converting them to a life of violence and crime.
Unfortunately, the responses of the government has mostly been punitive, the key one being
the formation of 'Operation Skolombo'. These approaches do not take into consideration the
deeper and more far reaching issues including how the kids got on the street in the first place,
and what needs to be done to reverse the trend.
Only the government can effect the changes wish are required to address the problem in a farreaching manner. Accordingly, we recommend the following measures;
1.
The government must establish frameworks to ensure the full implementation
of the state's Child Rights Law. Implementation should include creating the institutions
necessary to ensure that children enjoy the rights contained in the law, as well as prosecuting
violators of those rights.
2.

The government must establish centres for the rehabilitation of street
children. These centres should include counselling services as well as drug
recovery and rehabilitation services.

3.

The government must ensure that it takes punitive actions against religious
bodies and traditional institutions that promote the labeling and
stigmatization of children.

To realize these recommendations, it is important that civil society organizations continue to
campaign for the implementation of the state's Child Rights Law as well as counter the
narratives of organizations and persons that specialize in negative branding of children.
Children are growing-up on the streets of Calabar without any support from family, society or
government; without morals, care or concern and without skills, learning or
opportunities.
Their vengeance on society in the future can only be imagined.
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Methodology
This report is the product of field and desk study by the research team of We the
People. It focuses on understanding the issues that have led to the phenomenon of
children living on the streets of Calabar without any adult care or supervision; and
weakened the response of the state government.
Information for this research has been secured from three sources; Oral interviews
have been conducted with victims, civil society actors, government officials,
journalists and residents of Calabar, the Cross River state capital. Interviews were
structured as key informant consultations and focus group discussions.
Other information for this research was gathered through review of relevant
literature especially those related to the issue of street children especially in Calabar.
Specifically, the research reviewed literature on the security architecture of Cross
River state and how it connects with street children, the responses of past and present
governments to the problem, the contribution of the Cross River state Child Rights
Law and the establishment of a Commission on child protection.
This research also utilized field visits to locations where children live on the streets to
determine the conditions of their existence, and what is required to change those
situations. Findings were thoroughly analyzed by a team of experts in a validation
workshop, and verified by persons who are very familiar and knowledgeable on the
issues.
Recommendations contained in this report derive from three principal sources;
?
Suggestions by critical stakeholders through interviews and focus group

discussions
?
Analysis of the Cross River state Child Rights Law
?
Internationally accepted best practices
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Introduction
Calabar, the capital of Nigeria's Cross River state is one of the oldest cities in Nigeria
and perhaps in West Africa. Located on the banks of the great Kwa River which
traverses most of Cross River state, Calabar enjoys a rich history and cultural
heritage. In contemporary times, the modern city of Calabar comprises Calabar South
and Calabar Municipality local government areas. The city sits on a tripod ethnic
heritage of Efik, Quaand Efut extraction who together occupy the 406 square
kilometer area of the city. In the 2006 National Population and Housing Census,
Calabar had a population of 371,022. According to projections derived from the
United Nations World Urbanization Prospects, Calabar's 2020 population was
estimated at 579,273.
Calabar derives its name from the Efik phrase AkwaAkpa, roughly translating 'the big
river'. It is believed that it was European traders who first pronounced 'AkwaAkpa' as
Calabah. A good portion of the city sits on highlands overlooking the river. This
positioning of the city contributed to Calabar becoming one of the oldest pre-colonial
trading centres in Nigeria. In the 17th Century, Calabar was a major hub of the slave
trade until the practice declined and finally ended between 1808 and 1842. Slave
trading was replaced by trade in palm oil and other commodities from the region,
including Nigeria's south east. Between the 18th century and the early parts of
the20th century, Calabar was an important centre of colonial administration in
Nigeria. The city became the Capital of the Oil Rivers Protectorate which was
established by the British in 1885. It remained the capital when it was renamed the
Niger Coast Protectorate in 1893. Calabar was also the Capital of Southern Nigeria
between 1900 and 1906 before the administrative headquarters of British colonial rule
i
was moved to Lagos . It is widely held that Calabar was the first capital of Nigeria.
In contemporary times, at least in the last 2 decades, Calabar has gained repute as the
tourism capital of Nigeria, hosting the annual Calabar Carnival- considered Africa's
biggest street party- among other notable entertainment events during the end of
year festive period. The rich cultural heritage, the natural serenity and the famous
hospitality of the people has transformed the city to a destination that welcomes
thousands of tourists annually.
However, beneath the grandeur and splendor of Calabar lies a menacing and obscene
reality. Hundreds of children, some of them younger than 8 years old, live on the
streets without any adult supervision and care, fending for themselves in any manner
they see possible, with any means available. These kids dot the Calabar landscape.
They band together at recreation parks, street corners, shopping malls, fast food
outlets, ATM cashpoints and anywhere they believe they can extract a bit of charity
from members of the public. The number of these kids have continued to increase
without any apparent government backed efforts to check the situation. Their
tattered clothing, haggard looks and unkempt appearance stands them out easily
from the more sophisticated Calabar ambience. On the stretch of NdidemUsang Iso
road, they take up positions by the First Bank ATM and at the fast food opposite
the Mobil Petrol Station where they beg for pocket change and scavenge
dumpsters for leftover food. At night, they move to Atekong Drive where
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they freely mix with the red-light district crowd, gulping leftover beer and food,
washing plates for a fee and generally mingling with the adult crowd. They also hang
around the Mary Slessor roundabout, where they offer to watch parked cars for a small
fee, or walk towards the 'Bogobiri' quarters, begging to do menial services including
washing cars, watching over them and breaking into them, whichever has a better
prospect for providing the next meal. In the early hours of the morning, between 3 and
4 am, they retire to sheds in dark alleyways, bus stops, pavement of roadside shops,
under the stairs of the Cross River Cultural Centre, etc. Many of them walk over an
hour to southern Calabar where other makeshift sleepover options exist.
A good number of the kids have taken up permanent residence at the dump site
located at Lemna in the outskirts of the Calabar main town. With every useful item
they can scavenge from the huge smelly refuse dump, they construct tiny cluster of
rooms, not more than 5 feet in height, made from torn carton boxes, old zinc roofing
sheet, old plastic sheet, pieces of wood, old printed banners, and generally anything
that can keep the warmth in and the elements out.
As early as 7am, they are up and about, searching for the next meal fix. Baths and any
kind of daily hygiene rituals are rare, sometimes as rare as once a week or once a
month. All the kids have glaring signs of diseases of the epidermis, some in advanced
stages of decay and permanent skin damage. Almost all of them have visible
indications of malnourishment. Before they commence their daily routine of digging
into the refuse in search of scrap materials including metals and plastic bottles, which
they sell by the weight, most of them must take a fix of narcotics which they insist
helps them function better. The top choices for 'highness' range from marijuana,
codeine, tramadol and down the ladder, adhesive glue which is sniffed intermittently.
Their sunken eyes reflect their level of addiction, a result of years of substance abuse.
With their senses deadened by drugs, they only need a small meal, a piece of bread
perhaps, before they dive into the dump and get lost in the mountain of refuse.
During the annual carnival and street party in Calabar, arguable the most iconic event
in the state, the kids find a way to also share in the fun. At the Christmas Village park,
they rove in gangs, begging for alms, eating leftovers and occasionally picking
pockets. At the mass street parties, dressed in their rags, they join the dancing and
fun, much to the displeasure of the organizers and the public. The presence of street
kids causes discomfort at these events. The government and its law enforcement
apparatus respond by setting up stern deterrence against them; armed men patrol the
Christmas Village and brutally dislodge every homeless child they find. But they still
find a way in, the chance of some charity and warm food to scavenge is too much of an
allure.
Among the street kids, disagreements are quite common and fights break out easily.
These are hardly mild and occasional altercations often expected among kids. They
are vicious bloodletting episodes that result in permanent bodily harm. On a few
occasions, street kids are known to have seriously harmed themselves in fights that
have led to death. Criminality is also common. The kids have developed
strategies for survival which include the use of organized violence, stealing,
deception, etc. The lack of care, supervision, support system and any
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kind of moral and positive behavioral guidance, coupled with alarming exposure to
and interaction with adult criminals has goaded them to extremes of criminal
behaviors. Unfortunately, this particular reality of street kids has shaped the rather
narrow public perception of them. To most residents of Calabar, these kids are social
vermin that need to be expunged from society by any means necessary. They are
treated with disdain and often abuse. When possible, they are exploited through
forced and unfair labour, through sexual abuse or just beaten for the 'crime' of their
existence. There is a mood of lethargy surrounding street children in Calabar despite
the mind-boggling realities that surround their existence. Many persons and
institution with the capacity to champion the cause of addressing the issue, are
lackluster towards it. In bizarre irony, the victims- children as young as nine years oldare blamed for the abuses they suffer and the fact that their society has consistently
failed to protect them. They are regarded as pests, parasites and pollutants of social
good that need to be eliminated, definitely not helped or supported. Exposed in this
manner, and driven farther away from any kind of social care or support, they have
become victims of a growing mob of abusers including criminal masterminds, serial
physical abusers and pedophiles; including a cartel of middlemen and women whose
enterprise is the abuse and exploitation of children.
While the weird response of society and its institutions to children on the street
continues, the systems and practices that support the emergence of this phenomenon
remains intact, often without much public condemnation or reproach. The result is
that despite the decent interventions of several civil society organizations, the
number of kids growing up on the street of Calabar without any support from family,
society or government; without morals, care or concern and without skills, education
or opportunities, continues to increase.
How Children got to the Streets
Depending on the social, economic and political context which the phenomenon of
children living or surviving on streets occur, various definitions have been put across to
capture the full gamut of the phenomenon. However, the most expansive and detailed
is that provided by the Inter-NGO Programme on Street Children. It says that a street
child is
“...any girl or boy... for whom the street (in the widest sense of the word,
including unoccupied dwellings, wasteland, etc.) has become his or her habitual
abode and/or source of livelihood; and who is inadequately protected, supervised, or
directed by responsible adults”.ii
UNICEF classifies street children into two broad categories. The first is children 'on the
street', referring to kids who depend on the street to earn a living through begging,
performing odd jobs or scavenging, and return to their homes periodically more likely
at nights. The main distinction of this category of street children is that they maintain
contact with their homes and return there. 'Children of the street' on the other hand
live exclusively on the streets and depend on whatever they can garner from the
street for their survival. Essentially, they lack the care of parents and the
emotional and psychological support of a home. Both category of street
children exists in the Calabar context, however, the presence of 'children
of the street' outweighs those with links to homes and parents.
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Scavenging dumps
The presence of street children in Calabar has been one of the most enduring and
pervasive social phenomena in Cross River state. According to experts, it is difficult to
identify an exact period children began to live on the streets of the city. However, a
child rights expert with extensive work with street children says the problem began
immediately after the Nigerian civil war, occasioned by the mass destruction,
iii
displacement and disruption of families. The poverty engendered by the war and the
near absence of a post war resettlement plans resulted in a situation where an
increased number of families were forced into the street in search of shelter in
Nigeria's urban areas including Calabar. Inadvertently, more kids- with or without their
parents- joined this mass of the urban homeless.
Another expert and long-standing advocate for street children says she first became
aware of the problem through a researcher who conducted a census of street kids in
Calabar in 2007 . Escorted by the Police, she identified different clusters where street
children spend the night and visited them in the mornings to conduct the counting.
According to her, when she counted up to 300 homeless kids, she got alarmed and
organized a meeting to discuss solutions. Clearly, the emergence and
escalation of the street children phenomenon went unnoticed by the
government and its social service structures.
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Mr. Williams Arikpo who has worked with street children since 2003 supports the
argument that the problem has been in existence longer than most people care to
admit. According to him, as at 2003, he was already meeting kids who had lived on the
streets of Calabar for at least 10 years already. He believes that attempting to situate
the emergence of the problem within any particular timeframe and thereby make it
the responsibility or otherwise of any particular government administration, misses
the point and deflects from finding lasting solutions to the problem. According to him,
“…there were not much girls as we have now. There were few fake blind
beggars and more boys. I'm trying to establish that street kids' menace is a
reoccurring problem happening on a daily basis. I can say that every day (not
categorically), a child is thrown into the street of Calabar and it means that in a
year, there are 365 new children on the streets. If you go around, you'll meet
new faces”v
There are at least 4 factors chiefly responsible for the fact that so many children live
on the streets of Calabar, disconnected from any family or support system. These
factors have been key in ensuring that there is a ready supply of children into the
street, and exacerbating an already alarming problem.

Witchcraft Branding
In Cross River and Akwa Ibom statesvi, a brand of Pentecostal Christianity mixed with
traditional religious practices and spiritualism emerged in the 1980s. Some of the high
points of this variety of Christianity include belief in the power of witchcraft and
demons to possess human bodies and through them, bring misfortune to loved ones
and family members. The other is that those possessed can be 'saved' through extreme
exorcism which most times involves physical torture including flogging, branding with
hot metals, burning, starvation, restraint through chaining, exposure to extreme
weather, denial of sleep and prolonged incarceration. Witchcraft and the practice of
exorcism has been significantly fueled and amplified through the Nigeria movie
industry. Typically, Nigerian 'Nollywood' movies revolve around themes of romance,
action, and the potency of witchcraft, sorcery and other religious practices. By
depicting these practices as widespread and common, the movie industry
inadvertently promotes responses that result in harmful practices.
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Targeting the weak and vulnerable

For churches that expound the existence of witchcraft and sorcery, there is a constant
need to validate their doctrine through regularly 'manufacturing' witches and wizards
for their adherents. For them, no negative occurrence, no matter how routine,
natural or expected, happens by accident. The crux of their demagogy and practice
lies in being able to 'uncover' the source of every perceived misfortune, and fixing it
through extracting a confession using, shaming, blackmail and torture. It is common
practice for church leaders to go into séance where they pronounce people witches
and wizards. It is however interesting to note that it is very often young children, the
very elderly and people with debilitating illnesses that are branded witches and
wizards. The reason is strategic, these are the weak and vulnerable who cannot
defend themselves. This accounts for the fact that the majority of those branded are
the old- mostly women, and children. It is held that about 15,000 children have been
vii
branded witches and wizards in Cross River and Akwa Ibom states . A 2010 survey
revealed that in some areas, up to 85% of street children were out of their homes on
account of witchcraft branding.viii
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“I have been placing bets for over two years, I
have never won anything. All my friends who
place bets with me win fortunes periodically,
but not me. I only invest, I don't get anything
out. It is not only in sports betting, everything
I do to get money does not work. When I went
to see my Pastor, it was revealed that my two
boys have witchcraft spirit in them. We tried
to pray for their deliverance, but they refused
to confess. So I sent them out of the house, I
don't want them to kill me”.

Finding and delivering witches
is big business. Thousands of
prayer houses and churches
litter the landscape of southern
Nigeria. Large open-air
charismatic meetings ironically
called 'crusades' are routinely
advertised and attended by
hundreds with a promise to
effect deliverance from
witchcraft. All it takes to find a
witch is to identify anyone in
Father of 12& 14 year old Calabar street
the audience with any
children.
misfortune or unmet need. (This
is actually easy since everyone
in the gathering responded to an
advertisement promising to
solve their problem!). The next move is for the Prophet, Prophetess or Pastor to
pinpoint a member or members of the family or other close associates and declare
them witches or wizards responsible for the misfortune.
A 'deliverance' is organized to exorcise the 'spirits' possessing those branded. A
confession-where they admit to being responsible for all they have been accused of- is
forcefully extracted from the victims. Those who survive the excruciating torture that
leads to 'confession', go into the second phase which is the exorcism. A key feature of
all exorcisms is that the victims are starved and made to 'fast' for long periods. This
deliberate denial of sustenance causes victims to become delusional; they see things,
make outrageous confessions and generally hallucinate. For the exorcists, this
indicates the potency of their art, and they push even more, driving their victims to
the brink of madness- and sometimes death.
If the young victims of witchcraft branding do not break and confess, they are more
severely tortured in the obscenest form. Kids are known to have been brand with hot
metals, chained to trees for days, stripped and marinated in hot chili or whipped
continually until they break. Many street children in Calabar carry scars of their
torture and horrific tales of their experience at the hands of exorcists.
Witchcraft deliverance sessions are not cheap. To effectively conduct a deliverance,
the proprietor of the church presents a list of items needed for the exercise. Indigent
families living on the edge of poverty have to pull together large sums of money and
other valuables to pay for these sessions.
ix

A 2008, a documentary titled Dispatches: Saving Africa's Witch Children shows a selfstyled Bishop who claims he specializes in delivering children from witchcraft.
According to him, he has killed 110 persons since he began his trade, and charges as
much as 400,000 naira for what he refers to as 'serious cases of possession'.
There are no guarantees that the first deliverance session will suffice to
x
expel the evil spirits, sometimes 2 or 3 sessions are required . Even at
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that, there is still no guarantee that the spirits will not return to the same body after a
while. The only evidence needed to indicate that the evil spirit has returned to the
child, is for any other misfortune to befall a member of the family. It could be as
ordinary as a flu or a nightmare. Exposed in this manner, a child branded with
witchcraft goes around with a target on the back; they are scorned by neighbors,
avoided by friends and abused by religious adherents. The final destination of these
kids lies in two options; leave home and live on the streets, or get killed by religious
fanatics.
Relying on a portion of the King James Bible in Exodus, chapter 22 and verse 18 which
seems to mandate adherent to kill witches, kids have in fact been killed.
Unfortunately, the full scale of these murders are not in the public domain. A child
rights activist, Mr.Sam Ikpe-Itauma believes that for every 5 kids abandoned on the
streets of neighboring Akwa Ibom state, at least 1 have been killedxi. He also says
bodies of branded kids are sometimes found floating on rivers or abandoned in the
forests.
Since the mid 1990s, there has been increased scrutiny and outcry by civil society
organizations against the practice of branding children with witchcraft and murdering
them. For this reason, the killings are more clandestine and sometimes presented as
natural deaths. Currently, the more common practice is to push the children away
from homes and into the streets. However, the public lynching and murders of people
xii
suspected of witchcraft is still common practice in Cross River and Akwa Ibom states .
In May 2020, 15 persons were publicly burnt to death on suspicion of being witches and
xiii
wizards in Boki local government of Cross River state. In 2021, a 10-year-old boy in
Akwa Ibom state was poisoned and killed by his father and step mother, accused of
bringing misfortune to the family through witchcraft.xiv

Disowned and Disinherited
A major driver of the street children phenomenon in Calabar is the practice of
disowning. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines disowning as refusing to
acknowledge as one's own, or to repudiate any connection or identification with (a
person). Culturally, disowning and disinheriting is a common practice in Cross River
state. It involves the parent (chiefly the father) declaring publicly that a child is no
longer his, and severing all ties to the child. By disowning the child, the parent does
not only alienate the child from himself, but also estranges the child from other
members of the immediate and distant family who could have taken some
responsibility for supporting the child in the absence of the father. A significant
number of kids living on the streets of Calabar encountered their fate through this
practice. The reasons for child disowning are as varied as the temperament of each
parent. Kids are known to have been cut loose on grounds as flimsy as being 'stubborn'
or bed wetting. Other reasons encountered for disownment include for losing money
while on an errand!
Interestingly, the practice of polygamy and dysfunctional parenting also
account for a significant number of childing on the street. Sometimes,
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the presence of a stepmother or father in a home creates substantial tension in the
family, with stepkids caught in the middle of very bellicose situations. Sadly, in many
cases, resolution is found by excusing the kids from home. The gory tales of street kids
is full of these stepmother or stepfathers induced abandonment.
Poverty plays a critical role in child abandonment and the exacerbation of the street
child phenomenon in Calabar. On account of the inability of parents to adequately
provide the basic needs of their children including food, children develop strategies
for fending for themselves through performing menial tasks, paid employments,
begging or stealing. Slowly, the kids drift away from home and take up permanent
residence on the streets with their peers. Perhaps the most shocking part of this
particular occurrence is that the parents do not bother looking for their kids, or report
them missing to the police. Seemingly, they are content with one less mouth to feed.

Baby Dumping
Another significant contributor to the street child situation in Calabar is the practice
of child abandonment and baby
dumping. Child abandonment is
“My first experience was when one of my staff
defined as the practice of
said
they just found a baby in the trash can. I
resigning care and claims over
was a bit confused. I had never experienced
one's child in an illegal and
that
before. And I said bring the baby to my
clandestine manner, with the
house. She called me back and said the baby
intent of never resuming that
xv
was
dead. I made investigations and found out
parental role again . Baby
that it was something that was common and
dumping refers to the act of a
that
some of the girls that got pregnant hide it
parent leaving a child younger
from their parents for fear of being kicked
than 12 months in a public or
out.
So, once they have those babies, they
private place with the intent of
throw them away so that nobody knows. I
terminating their care for the
don't
think that any child is a mistake. I don't
child.
believe that God made a mistake by bringing a
child
into the world. So I thought of how to
Child abandonment and baby
stop people from killing children because if
dumping is driven largely by
you
don't get to the children in time, they
teenage pregnancy which is a
die.”
common occurrence in Calabar.
The social, cultural and religious
Mrs. Imoke, Former First Lady, Cross River
frown at teenage pregnancy finds
state
expression in shaming and other
forms of abuses. The fear of social
scorn drives young mothers to give
up ownership of their infants and sometimes kill them. In 2012, a charity dedicated to
rescuing abandoned infants claims it had rescued as much as 150 children abandoned
xvixviiviii
by their parents.
Unfortunately, not all the kids abandoned or dumped are lucky
to be found alive. Media reportsxix indicate that child abandonment and baby
dumping continues to be a major problem. With a social service system ill
equipped to handle this type of challenge, a high number of the kids end up
on the streets further entrenching the problem of street children.
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Trafficked from Neighboring States and Rural Communities
The practice of handing children over to relatives or total strangers for the purpose of
serving as 'houseboys' and 'house-girls' in exchange for apprenticeship or formal
education, is widespread in Cross River state as well as in
most of Nigeria. Parents willingly enter into verbal contracts with people they hardly
know, and give away their kids to a life of servitude in exchange for an education and
occasional financial payments. Exposed in this manner, kids end up in homes where
they are abused and exploited with no formal or informal systems in place to protect
them. Sometimes, faced with intense life-threatening abuses, they run away. Unable
to trace their villages and parents, they inadvertently end up on the streets.

Living on the Streets- Tales of Hardship, Abuse, Sexual Exploitation and Drugs
Every child encountered in the course of this research emphasized how horrible it is to
live on the streets. A peep into the level of hardship was observed firsthand by
researchers who watched two groups of street children for a period of 3 months.
In their quest to survive, street children are subjected to despicable jobs with
debilitating and exploitative conditions. One of the worst forms of job exploitation is
by owners of restaurants who regularly employ street kids to wash plates and pans in
return for a meal. These kids engage in the service of washing utensils from about 9am
till late at night and in return receive two meals a day only. No salaries are paid. For
restaurant owners, this exploitation is much cheaper than employing adult workers
who will demand three meals and a salary. This practice continues unchecked by any
agency of the government.
Street children are also used as private security watchmen. Researchers discovered
businesses around the Calabar metropolis that employ children to watch over their
shops at night against thieves. When the owner of one such business was approached
and asked why he gave the job to a 15-year-old, he claimed that it was not only cost
effective to use street kids as watchmen, but that it was also a smart business
decision. According to him, the majority of burglaries are perpetrated by street
children, therefore it made perfect sense to him giving one of them the responsibility
to protect the business. However, he does not pay a salary to his 'watchman', he hands
him pocket change intermittently. Other exploitative labour services performed by
children include as farm hands, as gardeners and as trash collectors. In all these job
tasks, the children are terribly exploited and routinely suffer physical abuse.
One of the tasks street children perform to make a living is gathering recyclable
materials including plastic soda bottles and scrap metals. They sometimes spend their
entire day digging through the central dump site at Lemna and other trash deposits to
gather these materials. At the end of the day, the items are taken to a collector or
dealer who pays for them by the weight. Research reveals that for the street kids, the
cost per weight of the materials is significantly lower compared to when an adult is
selling. The business strategy is to manipulate the kids by giving them the
impression that they are being helped and supported when the materials are
bought from them. In actual fact, the kids are the chief suppliers of these
Page
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scraps, but are paid far less for them. By buying from kids who scavenge the dumps, a
lot more profit is made. It is for the sake of the enterprise in recyclable materials and
the opportunity it holds for street children to generate a modest living from it, that
the majority of them have taken up residence at the Lemna dumpsite, constructing
makeshift house on the mountain of refuse.

Substance Abuse and Drugs

Glue Sniffed by Street Kids

Majority of street kids in Calabar are at stage 3 and 4 of drug addiction. The 3rd stage
of addiction is that phase where the drug user begins to prioritize a drug fix over and
above other more important needs including food. This is also the stage where the
cravings become intense and dependency has set in. In the 4th stage, substance
addiction is complete, and the victim continues using drugs despite the negative
consequences. At this stage, there is significant and visible impacts of the substance
on the physical and mental health of the victim and withdrawal is very difficult.
For street children, the substances of choice include marijuana which the kids either
smoke or mix in food, codeine and tramadol, which they dissolve in soda and sip. They
also abuse glue which they pour into empty sachet water packs that they
intermittently inhale from. According to the kids, the substances are sold to them by
adults who know they will be abused. In fact, licensed medicine shops dispense
prescription drugs to these kids across the counter, with the full knowledge that they
will be abused to fuel their addictions. For the kids interviewed in the course of this
research, the pull to drugs is the need to generate what they consider the energy to
carry out the very difficult tasks they have to perform to make a living. But in actual
fact, the use of drugs is their escape from a reality that is worse than nightmare. Drugs
deaden their senses and provides them temporary respite from their reality.
Unfortunately, the drugs also destroy their health, causing possible long-term mental
damage. Psychologically, it drowns their emotions and any remaining sense of
morality or restraint, partly accounting for the increasing spate of violent
crimes in Calabar attributed to street kids.
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Sexual Abuse and Child Prostitution
The 'Lacasera' Girls
Child prostitution is the commercial sexual exploitation of minors or persons under
the legal age of consent who offer themselves or are otherwise offered by others for
the performance of sexual acts, often in return for money, protection, drugs, shelter
or any other material or in kind remuneration.
'Lacasera Girls' is an expression used abusively and condescendingly to describe
female street kids principally within the context of their availability to be exploited
sexually. For the female street children, this is the principal occupation, and there is a
great number of them between the ages of 9 and 117, roaming the streets of Calabar.
At night, they frequent the street corners around Atekong Drive, sit on the lawns of
the Margaret Ekpo Airport, loiter along the stretch of road from Mary Slessor to
Calabar Road, and flood the Flour Mill Junction beside Murtala Mohammed Highway. In
short, they frequent everywhere there is a possibility of finding willing male
customers. They can be easily identified by their age, their small body frames, their
sordid attempt to wear shabby revealing clothes and their drug deadened eyes.
Lacasera girls trade sexual favors for money. For them, it doesn't matter how obscene
the sexual appetite of the customer is, for the right fee, any act can be performed.

Lemna Refuse Dump Site
Page

15

Some of the girls take up employment as sex workers in many of Calabar's brothels
where they hire bed spaces in dimly lit, damp and putrid rooms. In these rooms, they
offer 'short-time' sex (lasting anything between 30 minutes and 1 hour) for as low as
N500. For more regular clients, discounts are available on request. In the brothels,
they are sexually exploited by an average of 11 male clients every day. Much of that
income is paid to the brothel owners for accommodation.
By 2015, the problem of child prostitution had already gained notoriety and become a
source of concern for the government of Cross River State. In October of that year, the
government in collaboration with security agencies in the state began a process of
disrupting facilities and locations where street children gather to offer sex. One of the
first locations raided was the Flour Mill Junction, perhaps the most notorious spot for
open child prostitution. According to a government official who led the raid, “each
time you pass here at night, you find under-aged girls of about 13 and 14 years
standing by and waiting for men”. In one such raid, 54 prostitutes were arrested, many
of them kids. The facility was sealed off by the National Agency for the Prohibition of
Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP) and prosecution commenced. However, in an expected
twist, all the facilities sealed off were again open to the public in a matter of month.
Not much more has heard about the raids. Those facilities have been raided and closed
down at least 3 times in the past. For some reason, these places known for prostituting
kids keep opening after a few months. Recently, the government of Cross River state
demolished the facilities, not for child prostitution, but for suspicion of harboring
hardened criminals.
The Lemna collective has the allure of being far away from the prying eyes of the city.
This attraction also provides cover for a black market in the sexual exploitation of
children. Lemna has at least 2 makeshift brothels with mostly kid occupants. One of
them is a wooden contraption made from pieces of plank and roofing sheets
partitioned into tiny rooms of not more than 6 feet square. Mercy (not real name), a
15-year-old girl leads a researcher through a creaky wooden door with several holes
into her room. She explains that she has sex with between 4 and 8 men in a day
depending largely on the day of the week. Weekends are busier for her. According to
her, 'short time'xx costs N500 while staying over all night with her in the tiny room costs
N3000. She also offers escort services which costs N5000 if it lasts all night. She tells
researchers that she makes a payment of N1000 to a man she refers to as Oga Sunny
who owns the brothel and runs the business with his wife who is a retired commercial
sex worker. She claims Oga Sunny is a law enforcement officer with high connections.
His wife is responsible for identifying and recruiting prospects for the illicit business.
Mercy lost both parents, and began living on the streets 3 years earlier when she was
12 years. She is highly addicted to drugs and intoxicants. She regularly consumes an
unnamed liquid substance she calls 'shak' as well as marijuana, alcohol and cigarettes.
She says these help her to endure and survive the long nights with strange men. There
are at least 12 underage girls in the Lemna brothel.
Another brothel which specializes in the prostitution of minors, especially street
children is located close to the Nigeria Port Authority. The Habour road
terminates at the gate of the NPA with heavy security presence. Beside and
in close proximity to it however, lies a vast community of sex workers and
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brothels. Behind the shops, restaurants and bars are at least 30 tiny rooms housing sex
workers, many of whom are underaged girls. This is the community that 15-year-old
Victoria (not her real name) calls home. Her room is tiny and bare, without a window
or any ventilation. Her only possession is a worn-out flat matrass spread on the floor.
Her few clothes hang on a rope suspended on nails drilled into the wall. A basket
beside the matrass contains used condom wraps, toilet paper and a plastic bottle of
lubricant. The stench in the room is strong and offensive. Victoria seems used to it.
She negotiates an all-night engagement in her room for N5000 and 'short time' (which
she insists must not exceed 30 minutes) for N500. Outside and along the street,
several girls between the ages of 12 and 17 walk around freely, making inviting
gestures at men. Even more shocking is the seeming normalcy of the entire affair.
Child prostitution seems an integral and acceptable part of this community. The
Lemna and Habour road brothels have something in common; there is a large presence
of truck tanker drivers. A good percentage of the patronage of child prostitutes
emanates from this source.
Atekong Driveis the major red-light district in Calabar. Like most red-light districts, a
key feature of the night life is the availability of commercial sex workers. In the mix of
them are the so called Lacasera girls- underage homeless girls- who readily mix with
the crowd and offer themselves for sexual activities for a price. This seems like a
regular feature of the neighborhood; there is no shock or outrage, the night crowd do
not even pay the atrocious sight a second glance. Surprisingly, the presence of law
enforcement officials where children are being solicited for sex, does not deter the
activity.
13-year-oldSandra (another real name) and a friend inform researchers that there is a
place hidden away from prying eyes where clients can have sex with them. She leads
researchers to a building in a compound by the road. It is a 3-bedroom apartment that
has been converted to a brothel. Sandra informs researchers that it is owned by a
retired soldier who runs it with his wife. She says he is very influential and
untouchable. N1000 is paid to the man for 'short time' and he hands over a single key to
Sandra. Before going into the room, Sandra and her friend hand over their mobile
phones and a few other valuables to a woman they call mummy, believed to be the
brothel owner's wife. She clarifies that it is necessary for safe keeping because some
clients could also be thieves. Sandra tells researchers that some nights are better than
others. She narrates how the previous night the proprietor of the facility had
'organized' a 'big man' for she and her friend. The client had taken them to a hotel in
town and paid far above the regular amount. Sandra informs researchers that as far as
she knows, all female street kids sell sex. Sometime, clients come from other states
exclusively for the purpose of having sex with underage girls. The younger the girls,
the more they are desired by clients. There are many other discreet pick-up points
where pedophiles frequent to find female street children to exploit sexually.
With the high exposure to sexual activities comes the threat of infections and
pregnancy. Civil society organizations working with Calabar street children report
a worrying trend of HIV infections among females. Teenage pregnancies are also
routine occurrence.

Page

17

The 'Skolombo Boys’
About 2013, the street children phenomenon in Calabar took a criminal and violent
turn. Influenced and recruited by notorious violent gangs often called 'cults', in
Calabar, some of the kids took the path of criminality and violence. They were
nicknamed the 'Skolombo Boys', roughly translated crackheads or psychopaths. A life
of crime came naturally, after spending several years on the streets and on drugs.
'Skolombo boys' are known to rob and rape. They were even involved in the 2015
electoral violence in Calabar. Currently, some street children collaborate closely with
criminals belonging to notorious gangs in the state and have become a ready pool of
recruits.
Many residents of Calabar who have encountered the Skolombo Boys narrate stories of
their unflinching brutality. They operate in large groups, armed with knives,
machetes, axes and guns. Their common strategy is to overwhelm their victim in large
numbers. What they lack in size, they make up for in numbers and viciousness.

Blaming the Victims: A Society in Denial
It is remarkable to note that the perception of majority of people towards street
children has been shaped principally by the activities the kids have become involved
in as a result of the need to survive, or other factors they are exposed to. A poll
conducted by We the People indicates that up to 70% of Calabar residents see the kids
first as a security threat poisoning social values than anything else. Perceptions range
from cold indifference to extreme loath. Their involvement in crime has not endeared
them to residents of the state in the least. Security operatives tend to see them as a
key security threat. This has shaped the attitude of law enforcement agencies to them
especially in responding to cases of public complaints. In some instances, law
enforcement officers have subjected these minors to the same standard of law
enforcement as adults. Indeed, some have been processed through the system and
detained in the same facility as adults. This rather narrow view of kids living on the
streets has largely contributed to entrenching the problem and inhibiting any serious
attempt at addressing it. The idea of hundreds of children as young as 9 years, roaming
the streets and living in dumps, eating from trash, without care or supervision,
exposed to an array of threats including illness and death, should frighten anyone to
outrage and action. But this has not been the case. On the contrary, the response of
society has chiefly been to blame the children for fates they did not choose. In reality,
the phenomenon and the dangers it poses are a reflection of the failure of
governance, including public and private social institutions. No matter what they have
become, they are the victims of failures out of their control.
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Government Responses to the Street Child Phenomenon
Ineffective Laws and Regulations
A global understanding emerged in the 1980s that while various frameworks have been
put in place to safeguard the rights of people and ensure the maximum enjoyment of
those rights by all, children have other peculiar needs that should be articulated
differently and protected. It was for this reason that the United Nations General
Assembly in November 1989 adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).
Beyond being another human rights framework, the Convention on the Rights of the
Child carries a radical notion that children are not the exclusive property of their
parents for whom every parental decision made is suitable, but that they are human
beings and entitled to rights which must be progressively realized and protected by
law. The Convention sets certain minimum entitlements and freedoms of the child
that should be respected and acted upon by all governments. More concretely, the
Convention is founded on four core principles:
* Non-discrimination
* Devotion to the best interests of the child
* The right to life, survival and development
* Respect for the views of the child
In July 1990, the OAU (now African Union) Assembly of Heads of States and
Governments adopted the African Union Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
(ACRWC). Member states of the OAU believed that the CRC did not adequately reflect
important socio-cultural and economic realities particular to Africa and relevant to
articulating the rights of the Child. These peculiarities include traditional and cultural
practices that could be harmful to children including early marriages, betrothal, the
use of children as beggars, the right of children born outside wedlock, discrimination
on religious grounds, etc. More specifically, the ACRWC expanded the rights and
provisions of the CRC and made it more relevant and effective in addressing child right
issues and their complexities in the Africa socio cultural context. Nigeria has ratified
both the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights
and Welfare of the Child in 1991 and 2000 respectively.
After a lapse of several years, Nigeria in 2003 enacted the Child Rights Act, essentially
drawing from the provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child. The Nigeria Child Rights Act
integrates existing legislations on the rights and responsibilities of children, as well as
those stipulating the duties and obligations of government, parents and other
agencies in that regard.
To make the Child Right Act effective in Cross River State, the state House of Assembly
in 2009 passed its version of the child protection framework called a 'A Law to
Protect the Rights of a Child and for other Related Matters, 2009', largely
'domesticating' the provisions of the Nigeria Child Rights Act.
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The Cross River State Child Rights Law prioritizes the best interest of the child as the
paramount consideration in all actions. To realize this, it states;
1. In every action concerning a child, whether undertaken by an individual, public
or private body, institutions or services, court of law, or administrative or
legislative authority, the best interest of the child shall be the primary
consideration.
2. (1) A child shall be given such protection and care as is necessary for the wellbeing of the child, taking into account the rights and duties of the child's
parents, legal guardians, or other individuals, institutions, services, agencies,
organizations or bodies legally responsible for the child.
3. (2) Every person, institution, service, agency, organization and body
responsible for the care or protection of children shall conform with the
standards established by the appropriate authorities, particularly in the areas
of safety, health, welfare, number and suitability of their staff and competent
supervision.
More specifically, the Law provides important protections for the child, especially
within the context of the street child phenomenon in Cross River state. Part II
Subsection 11 provides for the dignity of person of the child. It expressly prohibits the
subjection of the child to physical, mental or emotional injury, abuse, neglect or
maltreatment, including sexual abuse, torture, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment. It goes further to charge the state, parents, guardians, institutions,
services, agencies, organizations or bodies responsible for the care of a child to ensure
adequate opportunities for the child to enjoy these rights.
Section 31 of the Law prohibits the sale, hire, let, disposal of or obtaining or
possession of a child. It goes further to state in detail that a child shall not be used in
Cross River State for the purposes of begging alms, guiding beggars, prostitution,
domestic or sexual labour. It further prohibits forced or compulsory labour of the child
as well as serfdom and debt bondage. It also forbids the use of kids for hawking of
goods or services on main city streets, brothels or highways; and the procurement or
offering of a child for prostitution or for the production of pornography.
Section 32 of the Law state that no person, shall have sexual intercourse with a child
and further imposes a punishment of life imprisonment on those who do so.
The law goes further to make provisions entitling the child to enjoy the best attainable
state of physical, mental and spiritual health, good environment, adequate nutrition,
free and compulsory basic education, etc.
The availability of robust international, national and local frameworks to protect
children from different category of abuses, has not amounted to much. The
protection which these frameworks offer for children, as well articulated and brave as
they are, have turned out to be practically ineffectual at best and non-existent at
worse in protecting children. In Cross River state, the degrading conditions children
are exposed to remains unchecked and unmitigated irrespective of the policies and
laws. It is safe to say that the reason the phenomenon of street children
continues in the state is not the absence of laws, but because of the
weakness or unwillingness of the government in implementing its own
laws to protect the child.
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Government to the Rescue?
In 2009, Mrs. Imoke, the wife of the then governor of Cross River state founded the
Destiny's Child Centre as a resettlement home for the rehabilitation and reintegration
of vulnerable children taken off the streets of Calabar. Located in Anantigha in
Calabar South local government area, the Centre was created with the mission of
ensuring that “all children in Cross River regardless of social class and circumstances
have timely access to the basic comfort of life necessary for their rapid and enduring
positive development”.The Centre also aimed to “provide a comfortable shelter for
vulnerable children in a clean and well-kept environment with strong Christian
influence or principles”. Between 2009 and 2015, the Centre reported that a total of
201 children had been enrolled. Of this number, 153 had passed through formal
education while 36 had earned vocational skills at the instance of the Centre. 56 of the
kids left the programme and returned to the streets.
It is important to note that as plausible as it was, the Destiny's Child Centre initiative
may have inadvertently contributed to the exacerbation of the street child
phenomenon in Calabar. Between the years the facility was functional, the city of
Calabar become the regional destination for homeless children. Word quickly spread
about the Destiny Child Centre it, and children from neighboring states flocked in
search of a future. When the centre closed its doors, the kids returned to the streets of
Calabar. The former Commissioner for Social Welfare and Community Development, in
Cross River state argues that some children were actually clandestinely dumped in
Cross River from neighboring states. According to Mrs. Imoke, 90% of the street
children in Calabar are originally from Akwa Ibom state .“They bring them in at night
and dump them at '8 miles' and disappear”.
Despite the impressive efforts of the Destiny's Child Centre, the intervention did not
go beyond the span of the Liyel Imoke administration. In 2015, the Centre ceased to
exist for the purpose of catering for homeless children. The buildings have been taken
over by unknown persons and is now habited by families. Facilities that were once
used by the kids are now the property of individuals.

Operation 'Skolombo: Missing the Point
The most notable response of the current government of Cross River state to the
problem of street children in Calabar has been punitive. In 2015, the state
government in a bid to check the spate of crime attributed to street children set up a
security outfit named Operation Skolombo- following the derogatory title given to
street kids. The outfit comprises operatives from the Army, Navy, Air Force, Police and
the Civil Defense Corps. The punitive disposition of the government to the issue misses
the point of the deeper underling social factors driving and sustaining the street child
phenomenon. For instance, 'Operation Skolombo' does not in any way address
concerns over how the kids got on the streets in the first place, and how they survive
on those streets. On the other hand, the punitive approach has provided
opportunity for the continued abuse of street children by law enforcement
officers, and their criminalization. In turn, this has reinforced the negative
social perception of these kids who are in actual fact, the product of a
dysfunctional society and failed social welfare system.
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Ending Child Prostitution: Half Hearted Efforts

Child Prostitution Facility Sealed by NAPTIC

The major strategy of the government and security agencies in tackling the problem of
child prostitution has been regular raid of brothels that house underaged girls.
Unfortunately, this has not sufficed. Recently, the Department of State Services
raided two notorious spots that have previously been raided by law enforcement
officers- De Papes Hotel and Peace Garden Hotel on the Murtala Mohammed Highway.
59 girls aged between 13 and 15 suspected to be engaged in child prostitution were
arrested. Following the raid, the National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in
Persons (NAPTIP) proceeded to secure an order of the Federal High Court in Calabar to
seal the facilities in the interim. Interestingly, Peace Garden Hotel which was also
raided and found to be harboring underage girls was open for business the very next
day! Similarly, the hotspots of child prostitution at the Flour Mill area all returned to
business shortly before the state government demolished the structures for harboring
kidnappers and armed robbers. Conversations between We the People researchers
and the management of the hotels revealed that they had perfected a system of
remittances to law enforcement officers that ensures they remain in business no
matter the offence. Clearly, the difficulty at ending child prostitution stems from
the unwillingness of the government to enforce sanctions adequately.
Somehow, offenders who openly profit from abusing minors, end up always
winning.
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Where is the Child Protection Commission?
In June 2018, the Cross River State Government announced plans to rehabilitate over
1000 street children in Calabar. To drive this effort, the state established the Child
Protection Commission. The leadership of the Commission embarked on visits to the
various locations with the presence of street children, and made promises of
immediate rehabilitation, resettlement and restoration to normal life. Beyond these
visits and promises, no significant intervention has been initiated to address the plight
of kids on the streets.

Conclusion: A Peep at the Future
Children are growing-up on the streets of Calabar without any support from family,
society or government; without morals, care or concern and without skills, learning or
opportunities. This is a fact. Faced with circumstances beyond their making and
control, many of them have adopted lives of drugs and crime. Without any
government supported effort to take them off the streets, ween them off drugs and
provide them an education, they face an uncertain future full of challenges and a
resort to hate and crime. There is a correspondence between the first significant wave
of street children in Calabar between the late 1990s and 2009, and the increased spate
of violent crimes currently being experienced in the state. It is plausible to argue that
former street children who have now become adults are partly responsible for this
increased criminality around Calabar. It follows that the violent crime rating of the
state could remain on the increase given the fact that their ranks are continually
swelled by street children including those that have attained adulthood. The future of
Cross River state in terms of security, is worrying.
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Recommendations
A number of civil society organizations continue to initiate important interventions
aimed at ending the sad occurrence of children living on the streets, or making their
plight a little more bearable. These efforts include initiating processes to reunite kids
with their families, campaigning against witchcraft branding, providing foster homes
for some of the kids, enrolling them in trade trainings, providing meals, etc. These
interventions have not only been instrumental in supporting the kids, but it could be
the only thing that has prevented mass deaths of street kids. However, ending the
scourge of street children can only be achieved by the state government, acting in a
manner that shows commitment, determination and disdain for the abuse of children.
A good strategy is to develop a holistic perspective towards addressing the different
dimensions and manifestations of the problem. A step in the right direction was the
passing into law of the Cross River State Child Rights Law. Unfortunately, its continued
non implementation has meant that the robust protections which it promises
children, are ineffective.

Recommendations to Government
We consider the appropriate response of the Cross River state government to the
street children phenomenon to be the following;
1. The government must establish frameworks to ensure the full implementation
of the state's Child Rights Law. Implementation should include creating the
institutions necessary to ensure that children enjoy the rights contained in the
law, as well as prosecuting violators of those rights.
2. The government must establish centres for the rehabilitation of street
children. These centres should include counselling services as well as drug
recovery and rehabilitation services.
3. The government must ensure that it takes punitive actions against religious
bodies and traditional institutions that promote the labeling and
stigmatization of children.
To realize these recommendations, it is important that civil society organizations
continue to campaign for the implementation of the state's Child Rights Law as well as
counter the narratives of organizations and persons that specialize in negative
branding of children.
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About We the People
We the People (registered as Centre for Social Studies and
Development) provides spaces for people, especially those at
vulnerable ends of government and private sector policies, to
protect their social, political, economic and ecological rights.
We the People supports people with tools, skills and networks to
project their voices and protect their rights. We work to identify
best practices and alternatives that respect people's rights,
protect their livelihoods, conserves their environment and
promote their existence. Our goal is to create an open and free
society founded on a modern social contract.
Based in the Niger Delta cities of Port Harcourt and Calabar, We
the People is engaged in important campaigns around human
rights promotion, governance, climate change, environment and
public accountability. Our approach comes from a well-reasoned
strategy focused on strengthening the capacity of passionate
people to lead interventions that result in addressing their own
issues. We believe that the best results come from strengthening
the voice and agency of all citizens to demand their social
contract from those who govern them and their agents.
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