




























































































Another international NGO, Save the Children, defines a “street child’ as “a minor
without a permanent home or adequate protection. They live in extreme poverty. They are
homeless. Survival on the street, both day and night, is the only option open to them”
(UNESCO, 1995:287). Parker-Lewis (2001:17) defines a ‘street child’ as “someone under
18, who has decided to leave home to care for himself on the streets, unassisted by an adult.

(...) They give up any form of adult control, care and supervision and make it on their own”.

These definitions are too narrow for the reality [ found during fieldwork and do not
cover all the individuals that permeate the definitions. After completing the internship at
Street Universe, and having chosen to stay on as a parf~time volunteer, | understand a Cape
Town ‘street kid’ to be a male or a female up to the age of 30, who left his/her previous
environment part time or permanently and who spends most of his/her time Linsuperviscd on
the street as part of a subculture of children who live an unprotected communal life and who
depend on themselves and each other for the provision of physical and emotional needs such
as food, clothing, nurturing, direction and socialisation. This is my broad understanding,
based on my experiences and not a definition per se. As a definition it would be
problematic, partly because social reality is so fluid and porous that an individual
continuously falls in and out of categories and definitions, and partly because of the age

group it encompasses.

The first day I came to the office, I asked Noel, the senior youth co-ordinator what
age groups they worked with at Street Universe. He told me that the ‘kids’ are mostly
between six and twenty-six, but that they get older ones as well. Indeed, he added that that
same day a 45-year old man had come in to ask for help, and that he was as much a kid as
younger people because “people like him need the same kind of support, care and guidance
that a child does”. Noel added that Street Universe did not have an exclusive age restriction.
It was surprising for me to hear him talking like that about the older tattoo-ridden ‘kids’,
whom I perceived as gangsters'' more than ‘kids’ but I could understand what he~meant.

However, a week later I heard him expressing his frustration with some of the older people

" In order to understand the relationship between street gangs in Cape Town and ‘street children’ as
individuals it is necessary to have some knowledge of the formation and activities of Cape Town'’s extensive
street-prison-gang networks. In The Brotherhoods (1984) Pinnock provides useful insights that facilitate that
understanding.
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who came into the office all the time, demanding things from Street Universe. He said that
Street Universe ended up being so caught up with the older kids® “nonsense and spoiit
behaviour”, that they ended up not having time for the young ones, who Street Universe
should really provide for. Other staff members agreed with him and one youth worker noted
that some of the older kids ‘claim’ the young ones who ‘work’ for them (that is, collect
money for them), but do not always share the money from their effort with the kids. This
was the reason for Noel not wanting to have anything to do with the older ones. He voiced
his concern about them still coming to the office, pretending they are “good” and taking care

of the youngsters, and some staff members “falling for it” and “wasting time” with them.

Many older ‘kids’, I was told, have homes and families in Cape Flats areas such as
Mitchells’ Plain, Elsies River, Valhalla Park, Lotus River and Manenberg .amongst other
places. They commit crimes, go to Pollsmoor prison and come to the streets instead of
going back to their original areas, because they have things to patch up (debts, fear and
anger, rival gangsters’ revenge, etc.) and going back home after prison can be a risky
business. In such instances many they choose to withdraw from the home environment and
adopt a communal lifestyle on the street that provides some protection from potential danger
and at the same time they get caught in a contagious crime environment where survival of
the fittest is what counts. These youngsters, together with younger people who escape from
extremely poverty ridden homes (in previously disadvantaged areas) where alcoholism and
domestic violence are the order of the day, constitute the street kids’ that have adopted the

streets of Cape Town.

Despite the fact that these children and youth share the common factor of street life,
there can be a world of difference between the characteristics of each individual. Many
‘street children” are well aware of categories and definitions, which they conveniently fall
into, adopt as an identity, and negotiate. For example, a group of ‘street children’ were
invited to attend a parliamentary session by the Ministry of Sport and the Departr;lent of

Home Affairs'>. One of the group, Wiseman, told me about that day he and another five

2 The Department of Home Affairs and the Ministry of Sport worked together to enable one of the youth that
Street Universe works closely with to go to the Laureus Sports Awards in Monte Carlo. The Laureus
Foundation is a charitable venture in partnership with the World Sports Academy, that funds and promotes the
use of sports as a tool for social change. Street Universe was chosen as one of the 10 beneficiaries around the
world for 2002 and it was in connection with this that two members of staff and a street child ‘ambassador’
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boys went to parliament. He reported generalisations that were made about street children,
for example, they were pitied for not having had the opportunity to go to school, whilst he
had in fact been to school up to Grade 5 and he knew how to read and write. Laughing out
loud he said: “Imagine if I had told them there, excuse me Sir, I have been to school.
Imagine their faces. You see, I couldn’t do that there. I don’t know what they think of us,
these people”. He spoke about the parliament with a certain air of mockery, and laughed as
he was telling me about the other boys who were falling asleep, and he had to keep on

tapping their shoulders to keep them up straight.

Dav-to-dav survival on the street

‘Street children’s’ survival on the street mostly depends on their age and their status
as newcomer or streetwise child. Newcomers and younger children generally have a harder
time to survive. Survival often means moving from one place to another. Many children
mention money as the most important reason for staying on the street. A child could earn
between R20 and R40 per day" in the streets of Cape Town by begging, stealing and
parking cars. It is unlikely that every child actually earns that but it is the possibility that
keeps them there. Making a life for oneself on the street means becoming part of a
subculture with a specific image and slang as well as with certain rules. For experienced
Street Universe staff it was easy to identify a young child who was new on the street. They
carried themselves differently, and after three to four weeks on the street they adopted a
brash and impudent attitude towards staff. Parker Lewis (2001:40), who has worked in a

14 to

‘street children’ shelter in Cape Town, coined the phrase ‘niemand sé vir my nie’
describe the attitude, which she too often encountered. Scharf et al (1986:263) identifies
this behaviour as a “trend towards individualism”. By the third or fourth week the children
identify strongly with and respond to a particular peer group of kids. Older leaders protect
younger ones and befriend newcomers in exchange for money and services (Scharf et al.

1986), thus ‘inviting’ them to their circle.

were invited to the Awards ceremony in Monte Carlo. Wiseman, an 18-year-old, was chosen to go, by Street
Universe, on the basis of his positive attitude and constant commitment to the sports programmes.

% Information obtained from informal conversations with children and youth.

™ Afrikaans, and translates into ‘no one tells me what to do’.
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The street life subculture has certain characteristics such as sniffing glue and
thinners, assigning territories in which particular children may and may not work, begging,
eating and sleeping together, helping each other when in trouble (mutual support networks),
etc. This subculture may very well be designated criminal by society at large, however it is
shaped by essential survival strategies on the street (Boyden, 1990). Some kids expressed to
me that belonging is a very important aspect of this subculture and that it is largely
determined by lovalty to the group. Within their groups, the street kids may feel they fulfil a
unique role and that they are needed in that role, while they have come from an environment
where they felt not they were now wanted or needed. We might perceive the street
environment as the worst place for a child, but on the st'reets the child finds other children in
the same situation, with similar experiences, who can relate to each other and thus close

bonds are created.

One example of an unwelcoming home environment

One day, we (a youth worker and I) decided we wanted to conduct a home
visit with one of the kids. It had been one of the aims of two particular
three-day camps to take ten boys for home visits two weeks after the
camp, as part of outreach’s ‘transformation process’. ‘Transformation’
entails facilitating, understanding and establishing relationships with the
kids” immediate environment as well as getting acquainted with the family
situation. We were very curious as to what home environment a particular
fifteen-year-old boy had come from as nobody knew much about him. He
was difficult to approach and it was difficult to communicate with him.
Off we went with another volunteer and Noel, to find the boy’s house in
Site B, Khayelitsha (see map in Appendix one), following the boys
directions. When we arrived, many people, curious about our presence
there suddenly surrounded the car. The boy, who was sitting between me
and another volunteer in the back seat of the car, hid his face under his
Jacket, yet was curious to see the people around the car, and smiled to
some of the children he saw. Next to his mother’s house, there was a
shebeen. Three men, clearly under the influence of alcohol, were very
vocal and insulted the boy. One of them attempted to slap him several
times and kept on saying: “I know this fucking child. I know him. His
mother is not here, but if she sees him. That is his house. This fucking
child!” The house, which was a small one roomed shack, stood open, and
someone from the crowd went to look for the mother but could not find
her. The people, especially the men, were hostile towards the boy, so we
left, after leaving Street Universe’s phone numbers with one of the men.
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Since then, though eight months have passed, nobody has contacted Street Universe
in connection with the boy. This was a clear indication that the boy’s absence bothered no
one. In the case of this boy, street life was preferable to home circumstances that were
unbearable. As Hecht (1998) points out, it is important to place ‘street children’ within the

context of what they have left behind if one wishes to understand their choice of the street.

This incident made me reflect on the ‘missing children’ programs and inserts that
appear regularly on national television, and the founder of Street Universe confirmed that
none of the Cape Town street kids have been officially reported as ‘missing children’,
although many have parents and relatives. For some parents it might indeed be a relief that
the children leave. Parker-Lewis (2001) touches on the issue of dysfunctional family life
and links it with what she calls “stress communities” (2001:14) where high incidents of
unemployment and alcohol abuse occur. Further research in this area would be an
interesting challenge, as many perceive ‘street children’ to be homeless or orphans, which I

quickly learned many are not.

Nevertheless, street life poses various problems for ‘street children’: Emotional
problems, health problems, and exposure to exploitative practices. The emotional problems
include their continuous search for people who can empathise with them, a fear that nobody |
will love them, fear of being alone, and serious hallucinations as a result of the use of
abusive substances. One 26-year-old ‘kid’ told me about a day when he was sixteen and he
was so high on glue that he felt the whole sky falling down on him. He was very scared and
wanted to escape so he ran through the traffic, between hooting cars and ended up jumping

into the back seat of a car. The driver hit him and told him to “get the hell out” of his car.

The children’s exposure to exploitative practices appears to cause the most hidden
scarring: rape, prostitution, illegal trading (gangs who use the smaller children to commit
crime), exposure to fights, and victimisation. In addition to a variety of obvious health
problems, (such as unhygienic conditions, contagious diseases, dental problems,
tuberculosis, malnutrition, burns, stab wounds, etc.) the children’s sleep rhythm is often
disturbed. Most children also show a fear of medical treatment that results in them at times

avoiding necessary treatment, with sometimes fatal consequences. They do not readily seek
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professional help for illness and injuries, as they are afraid of authority. For example, one
sixteen-year-old boy, who is seriously ill with TB, now has only one lung as a result of
smoking and heavy sniffing of glue and thinners. Street Universe has repeatedly tried to
place him in hospital for supervised TB treatment, but time after time he absconds. Once he
drew a picture of the nurse, based on a character from Heidi (that of the strict teacher — Mrs.
Rottermeyer) and left it on his bed before leaving the hospital. Could this be juxtaposed to
the “freefloating world of the imagination” that Marina Warner (1994:37) talks about when
referring to children’s “fluid make-believe play” which gives them “access to a world of
wisdom”? At times it is the simplest of acts that give us insight into a child’s world, and it
is, I believe, one of the most challenging tasks for a researcher to capture these moments of
‘play’. To me, the caricatured use of a cartoon character illustrates an indirect mockery of

the system (institutions) reaffirming the child’s space on the streets.

Street life in perspective

It is taken for granted that the street is the worst place for children to be (Hecht,
1998). Yet many of the children that I encountered during my volunteer work at Street
Universe prefer street life to an unhappy home because street groups provide empathy and

emotional security for the child and acceptance of who they are.

It is important for people working with street kids to recognise that in one way most
‘street children’ differ from other children in need of care, in that they have developed skills
that enable them to function independently from adults and to survive under the direst
circumstances of deprivation (of adequate shelter, clothing, food, etc). These skills, often
considered pathological (Boyden, 1990), have been internalised by many children and youth

living on the street as integral to normal socialisation.

What I have found unique to many of the children and youth that I have interacted
with is their free spirit. It is important that this free spirit be sustained and nurtured if we
want to help the ‘street child’ reach his/her full potential and become tomorrow’s
responsible adult. With very little encouragement, their ability to assume responsibility, if

given the chance, comes through in a way that I have not seen in children before, and
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especially not in the common held negative images of ‘street children’ as previously

mentioned.

There is a tendency amongst aduits to construct childhood through their own eyes in
order to protect and secure “happy childhoods” (Boyden, 1990:191) and therefore “adult
protectiveness towards children (...) is tempered by the perceived need for control” (Boyden,
1990:188). In the streets, the children are not necessarily protected by adult figures, but by
other children who are youth in their own right who assume leadership roles while
suspending expectations present in adult-child relationships. My findings contradict the
view that because of developmental reasons, usually cited in psychology research (Graue
and Walsh, 1998, Burman, 1994) the role of adults is not available to children (Graue and
Waish, 1998). These authors argue that children cannot choose to take an adult role,
disregarding the expectations of children in social situations and taking cues instead from
adults. Having worked with the street children, I have learned that the adult-child
boundaries are permeable. Differences should be minimised if we hope to have respectful
accounts of children’s experiences. Assumptions of immaturity and underestimation of
children’s abilities will not further understanding of their worlds nor help improve their

hves.

During the internship at Street Universe I frequently saw éxamples of attempts by
staff to manage the kids’ experiences of loss and deprivation with idealized expectations and
unrealistic goals'”. One staff member expressed her despair indirectly through what
appeared to be an obsession of unrealistically hopeful goals. As Street Universe was
battling with internal organisational matters (See Chapter Four), she seemed to be acting on
the powerful wish that the kids have their ‘pristine’ and idealized childhood returned to
them. The impossibility of her unspoken wish seemed to drive the organisation into
increasingly frenetic attempts to achieve their aims which finally left staff exhausted and

unable to explore more appropriate ways of integrating the ‘street children’ into an existing

' The establishment of a Youth Eco-Village away from the influences of city life (see Business Plan in
Appendix four) was considered unreal by some staff. When other staff enquired about the Fco-Village with
concern ~ as they were losing faith in her project - she explained her plans and vision convincingly. One staff
referred to her obsession with the Eco-Village as ‘the emperor’s new clothes™: her ideas about the Eco-Village,
included in the organisation’s business plan, were convineing to the point of make believe although the kids
and other staff saw no evidence of progress thereof.

32



societal structure. Another staff member’s more realistic approach, however painful, was
the acknowledgement that, no matter how much reparative work is done, the deprivation
experienced by the street kids can never be undone and has to be recognised as a “permanent

loss™.

Whether obsessed with unrealistic goals or acknowledging a “permanent loss”, |
learned that having established respect and trust with many street kids, Street Universe as a
whole has tactfully allowed their potential to unfold while also acknowledging that
institutionalising children and youth that live on the street may be counterproductive and
dehumanising. My experience of working with ‘streeé children’ in Cape Town has taught
me that children can and do negotiate and challenge protection “packages’ that render them

pure and angelic.

Despite the good intentions of people running programmes for ‘street children’, three
major problems are still unresolved, namely 1) that the scale of assistance can barely dent
the size of the need; 2) many programmes are still very formal and restrictive; and 3) ‘street
children’ are regarded as delinquents and therefore seen as a “physical menace™ (Glauser in
James and Prout, 1990:147) to public urban space (Scheper-Hughes, 1998). What is
overlooked is that street kids, like any other people “in the path of civilization (... ) have
aesthetic sensibilities, and ways of life complete and proper in their own terms” (Glauser,

1990:145). Therefore they often return to the free way of street life.

Thus despite all the negative aspects of street life, and though living in a competitive
hostile environment, a positive aspect from the child’s perspective is that he/she earns more
money on the street than at home or elsewhere. It is also evident in many cases that on the
street children learn life skills; they have to learn to think creatively and “differently’ since
they continually have to devise strategies in order to survive (Boyden, 1990). One could
also argue that in some instances street life may fulfil a child’s desire for ad\;enture.
Without wishing to put a romantic gloss on street life for children, it appears that for many,

choosing that life is indeed a rational survival choice.
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There has been a tendency to approach problems related to ‘street children” within a
narrow perspective, which ignores the deeper causes for their poor quality of life. This
narrow approach has led to the blaming of individuals rather than social factors for
problems, and to policies aimed at rectifying the individual rather than general social

conditions.
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Chapter 4 — Communication and other organisational matters

(...) ethnographies are mostly about subjects caught in the complexities
of dominant regimes of power, and their critical thrust concerns
questions of agency, feeling, and being within a certain moral economy
in which explicit judgements are made about justice and virtue (Marcus,
1998:20).

Marcus (1998) encourages anthropologists to explore these complexities, those he
calls “uncomfortable ambiguities™ (1998:20). As anthropologists have in the last decade or
two been moving away from the traditional study of ‘peoples’ (Marcus, 1998; Sanjek, 1990;
Strathern, 2000) anthropologists place themselves, at times uncomfortably, within and
between groups in opposition. As discussed in Chapter 2, not taking sides is sometimes not
an ethical option. Whereas my research was never a matter of soul-searching, it made me
reflect on what my boundaries as the anthropologist are, working within the constraints of an

organisational structure.

This chapter is based on data gathered to comprise a report for Street Universe
(Realities of Organisational Communication and Conflict). It is the result of my first-hand
experience of ‘talking’ to realities of power and indirectly assessing Street Universe’s

results.

Results should be assessed primarily in terms of established goals and available
resources. Blanc (1995) suggest that effective projects and programmes seem to be those
which, besides really helping some children, have also constantly re-oriented their field of
action as a result of both self-evaluations of their own practices and assessments of the

children’s needs.

As I engaged in in-depth conversations with staff, I started to build up a picture of a
fragmented organisation in which layers of contrasting models co-existed. Some staff and
volunteers/interns felt there was a lack of guidelines and had different perceptions of their

tasks and roles. In the previous chapter I touched on staff members’ different approaches to
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the situation of the ‘street children’. Some wanted the street kids to be dependent, well
behaved and contained, which they openly expressed in terms of a need for more discipline
and more formal organisational framework, that is, they believed the kids needed control.
Others had a more open approach to the individuals’ emotional needs, emphasising close
relationships and ‘normal’ interaction. They saw the kids as basically good but abused and

in need of encouragement and nurture.

This two-sided response ended up only highlighting the organisation’s inadequacies
and prevented it from pursuing those tasks which it was capable of undertaking. Lack of
clarity led to feelings of incapacity and staff often became frustrated with one another or
even with the street kids, for recalling to them their own feelings of inadequacy. My
impression, listening to all these views and expressed frustrations, was that their difficulties
in dealing with certain situations had much to do with the absence of a clear and shared

understanding of Street Universe’s primary tasks.

Starting Point

The day I was supposed to start at Street Universe, Paddy told me they were all very
busy because the Laureus Foundation (see footnote 12) was in Cape Town, and aéked if I
could start the following week. That is when [ first learned that Street Universe had been
formally selected by the World Sports Academy as the South African beneficiary of that
year’s significant funding. I started my internship on the 21* of January 2002. As yet no
brief had been given to me after Paddy explained the “difficulty in prescribing
anthropological research” because “little structure exists in which Street Universe
encounters the street children/youth”. However, he suggested I evaluate the drumming
program, co-ordinated by Noel. It had recently begun and he was excited about it because
the street kids had welcomed it with great enthusiasm. Noel gave me the impression that
there was not much evaluation to do regarding the drumming, but said “check it out and see

what you think about it”.

Street Universe had approached an organisation called Red Zebra to co-ordinate and

carry forward a drumming programme. Red Zebra is an organisation that specialises in
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improving people’s ability to communicate through music workshops. Mark, from Red
Zebra, taught the drumming, and with the help of staff, volunteers and street kids, brought a
variety of drums and percussion items to the drumming session. [ attended four drumming
sessions, which took place on a corner of busy Buitengracht Street on a grassy patch. The
sessions were not tightly organised. Kids arrived from right and left, but no attendance lists
were kept and after each session, the group of kids dispersed and back to the office we went
with the drums. With Street Universe’s marketing objective in mind, namely, to improve
the community’s perception of street kids by not wanting to convey a message of the kids as
being destitute, poor and without hope, but rather one of “what these kids could attain if
given the right structure and opportunities”, 1 thought the drumming programme an excellent
idea. Mark, the instructor, was very enthusiastic throughout the sessions and the kids
seemed to thoroughly enjoy drumming away their stress and tensions. The first sessions
were full of laughter and kids would come running to drum. There would be between 15

and 30 kids in a session.

For two weeks the programme seemed to go smoothly, and yet I noticed the kids’
enthusiasm was fading. The novelty had worn off and the regularity of the drumming
programme seemed to be falling apart. Fewer and fewer kids were attending, as they were
losing interest and felt at times used by the organisation for its purposes when they were
asked to play at a certain venue, and yet they felt alienated from the process. For example
the kids felt they did not have a say concerning the money raised at events'® where they
performed and each individual wanted some of that money. It became more and more
difficult to attract the kids to join the drumming programme. Mark asked Noel and the
volunteers to make sure there was a group of kids ready twice a week for each two-hour
drumming session. [ talked to some younger boys who were sitting outside the outreach
office, on Bree Street, next to Community Chest about it, and they were very negative about
the programme: “They want us to drum and drum but there is no food, and I’'m hungry. 1
don’t want to drum”. Their body language was filled with anger, and one even pushed me

away when [ mentioned the drumming.

16 <A1l door proceeds to Street Universe” would be written on pamphlets advertising events or performances.
The entry fees varied between R30 and R50 per person, and the kids could estimate the amounts collected at
the door, according to an often full house.
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This was a first indication of miscommunication of aims and intentions of the
drumming programme as well as a lack of consideration of the kids™ possible expectations.
The programme was intended to benefit the kids but they saw no advantage in participating

regularly. The drumming programme was called off after having operated for two months.

Reflections on Communication and Organisational Behaviour

Rumours and assumptions

At the time, [ was unaware of what was going én within the organisation, and it was
after reflecting upon earlier conversations with Paddy that the topic for the report was
changed. [ aired my views with Clifford Martinus (Cliffy), outreach ﬁ’lanager of the
organisation, and suggested four different topics that I thought useful - for the organisation —

to explore:

a) to look at networks, co-ordinations and interactions with other organisations that
work with street people,

b) to follow court appearances and their ramifications closely and follow up on the
outcome of court cases,

c) toregister attendance of kids at outreach office and various programs, and follow
up on regular kids, and

d) to focus on communication within the organisation, i.e. what is and what is not

talked about, communication channels and structures, etc.

Because of the short duration of the internship (nine weeks), together with Cliffy I
decided to focus on communication as my main interest and concern. I believed that
understanding communication flows would result in a more accurate understanding of the
organisational behaviour than simply examining some of the structural arrangementé. From
talking to staff and kids who regularly visited the office, and having developed a sense of the
organisation, I noticed some difficulties concerning communication flows. [ thought it
important to understand the organisational behaviour in order to a) increase efficiency in

carrying out activities, b) clear misunderstandings regarding allocation of responsibilities, ¢)
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minimise interpersonal tensions or conflicts regarding daily duties, and d) better clarify aims

and expectations in advance, so that fewer tensions would arise.

On 5" April 2002, Braam Malherbe, the newly assigned managing director called a
meeting for all staff and volunteers to talk about the present and future situation of Street
Universe. Present was also a ‘business consultant’, called in to help Street Universe become
a more efficient organisation. Amongst other things, Braam spoke about the importance of
communication and the importance of team building. I asked whether this kind of meeting
could be held more regularly, for example, on a monthly basis. The business consultant
agreed that it was important that the communication cﬁannels be kept open and regular and
that everybody was happy and knew what was going on, because it was one thing hearing
something from informal conversations {gossip, assumptions and rumours) and another to
hear it “from the horse’s mouth”. Everybody was present at the meeting, including Linzi,
the then director. Three months later no similar meetings had been held. In the meantime,
Linzi had resigned and that I heard only informally by one staff member and one volunteer

telling me “Did you know...” and “You know what?...”.

Another example of gossip, rumours and assumptions recurred when the drumming
programme silently died out. For two months it was there, and then one day it was gone.
Was it because of internal conflicts within management? Financial disagreements between
instructor and organisation? Personality clashes? These were the questions some staff
members, interns and volunteers asked themselves but nobody was ready or confident

enough to bring the doubts to an open forum.

At that first same staff meeting, Braam rightly touched on the disruptive nature of
damaging rumours, which, are inevitably deeply ingrained in organisational life. A lot of
the information that circulates within organisations is based on assumptions (Gibson et al
1997). Assumptions and rumours can be troublesome, create doubts and often a n;agative
work environment, and lead to anxieties or fears and incertitude of staff: what is true? what
don’t I know and why?, etc. Therefore efficient adequate information is very important. In
this respect, | emphasised in my report to Street Universe the dangers of rumours and

assumptions which were disrupting organisational activities. Rumours are difficult to correct
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when the information becomes publicly accepted (Gibson et al 1997). However, I also
noted that some rumours could lead to a positive outcome, for example in the case where
those who circulated rumours expressed wishes and hopes which was often the case.
Solutions to work problems can be a result of staff verbally expressing desire for change.
As long as these rumours are not heard, considered and acted upon by decision-makers
within the organisation, they have little to no effect. I also emphasised that even though the
tone may be negative, these kinds of rumours still represent staff concerns for the

organisation and its goals.

Staff members often complained about never being informed about why certain
programmes were becoming irregular. As management and outreach staff were not
communicating with each other there was a general sense of confusion at all levels of the
organisation. One staff member told me he felt he was not being treated as staff because he
was given no feedback on regular meetings at the head office. Volunteers and interns also
regularly expressed their frustrations as they felt many aspects of the organisation were
disorganised: activities were irregular, time was being wasted, and they were not being
informed about what was going on at Street Universe. The longer I stayed at Street
Universe, I witnessed less and less structure in the work of the organisation: programmes
were cancelled, re-arranged or postponed, no camp follow-ups took place, and promises
were made to kids and not kept. All the kids had been told — formally and informally —
about the Youth Development Village” (also referred to as the ‘Eco Village”). High hopes
and expectations had been raised, but the phases were constantly delayed. The street kids
were prepared for the ‘Eco-Village’, but the ‘Eco-Village was never prepared for the kids
and was thus never implemented throughout my eleven month presence. This had to do
with internal organisational difficulties, such as financial matters, which were withheld from
the kids. Some staff members had less and less hope about the future of the organisation
and questioned whether it indeed had a future. Some were convinced there was no future

and that valuable financial and human resources were being wasted.
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Communication Flaws: Marketing an Image or Self-Delusion?

There were a variety of issues that intrigued me regarding ‘communication’ at Street
Universe, first and foremost the ‘disappearance’ of Paddy as discussed in Introduction (p. 7).
Then there were the inconsistencies and irregularities of the drumming programme, which |
was supposed to evaluate. There were at first regular drumming times twice a week. After
two weeks, the times were changed repeatedly and soon the sessions were being postponed.
After six weeks of the drumming being on and off, Mark became frustrated with Street
Universe (as well as Street Universe being frustrated with him) and stopped the co-
ordination of the programme. It became apparent tolme after consulting with Cliffy and

Noel that there was a conflict of financial interests between Mark and Street Universe.

Besides these issues 1 also noticed that appointments were not kept within the
outreach office, causing frustration amongst street kids and visitors, such as potential
volunteers. Over a nine-week period (January-March 2002), complaints about appointments
not being kept or forgotten occurred at least twice a week. The opening hours of the
outreach office were irregular, that is, doors were locked when supposed to be open and
sometimes no staff were available for whole mornings or afternoons. Every week kids
complained about the doors being locked at noon at the time when doors were officially
opened for them, especially if it was Monday or Friday when it was “video day”. They
would yell, shout, complain, bang on the doors and cause a commotion to the considerable
annoyance of neighbouring businesses. Internal organisational matters, partly resulting
from Paddy’s sudden resignation plunged the organisation into a period of transition. This
was time and energy consuming and affected the programmes run by the outreach
department. It also affected the daily routines, such as ‘street walking’ and ‘medication’

scheduled times. Above all, the most affected were the street kids who were neglected.

In addition to the above, no feedback was given from executive staff m;:etings,
causing tension and mistrust amongst some staff and volunteers/interns. I felt there was an
urgent need for team-building efforts. There would be secrecy among staff, causing some to
feel deprived of ‘privileged’ information. I was offended when I expressed my frustration to

a senior member of staff and he told me: “Cecilia, this is like a big fish tank, and you are
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only a tiny little guppy in it”. I was made aware that my range of movement was restricted
and that there was only so much I could critically engage in. A feeling of discouragement

about my role at Street Universe lingered for days.

At times I felt strongly that I was not supposed to know what was going on within
the organisation, and I felt discomfort when I sought certain staff members’ opinion. But [
wanted to make them understand that [ was more than a volunteer, I needed them to know it
was important for me, in order to maximise my role for Street Universe’s benefit. It became
apparent that Paddy, with whom I had made initial contact, had not discussed my internship
with anyone, and that is why nobody really knew Why'I was there. In fact, in the last week
of my internship, Linzi had phoned the outreach office, and I answered. She was looking for
somebody else, but she chatted to me first. She said she would like to talk to me, about what
I was doing because she would like me to get involved in another organisation that works
with street kids, and she asked me to go and volunteer to do night shifts at the Clarrie Center
in Claremont'’, a shelter for street boys. One of the outreach staff felt embarrassed by this
as I had now been in Street Universe for seven weeks without the director knowing they had
a full-time intern and he was also angry that this particular dangerous assignment had been
suggested to a female intern. This was more than a mere communication lapse. It was

insensitive, naive and inappropriate.

It was at times very awkward for me and other volunteers/interns, when a visitor or
new volunteer came, to have to explain about regular programmes and projects, when we
could see most of them had ruptures and were losing structure. Drumming sessions were
constantly being cancelled or postponed, allocated times for ‘medication’*® (mostly cleaning
wounds and changing bandages) were irregular, the surf-skiing programme was postponed
until further notice, court attendances were written in the quarterly planner, yet there were

>19

no reports or regular follow-ups, ‘streetwalking’” became a late moming coffee shop

' In Cape Town’s Southern Suburbs, approximately ten kilometres away from the city centre.

'* A term used for medical treatments, from treating stab wounds to giving painkillers.

*? <Streetwalking’ ideally took place at 9.30 in the morning and refers to walking through some of the streets of
the city centre, interacting with the kids, informing them on changes in programmes or daily events and
reporting back to the outreach manager. Feedback was neither documented, nor was it consistent. There were
no regular feedback sessions.

42



routine for volunteers and some permanent staff. No time was allocated for formal feedback

on streetwalking.

Volunteers found themselves reciting to newcomers weekly programmes drawn on a
board by volunteers or interns (as requested by Cliffy, the outreach manager) within a
quarterly planner: “Monday we have drumming, Tuesdays we have soccer, Wednesday we
have kayaking”, etc. and minutes later commenting on the ridicule of the situation. We all
knew that an image of Street Universe was being ‘sold” which was contrary to the day-to-
day reality. Of course I understood that not everybody needed to be equally informed about
the current situation of Street Universe, and that ce‘rtain information was irrelevant for
certain staff and volunteers, such as financial and administrative information. Nevertheless,
the very poor information flow seriously hampered the activities of the oi‘ganisation and

hence frustrated its own goals.

Interpersonal Communication

Interpersonal communication is always contextual and situational, in other words it
does not happen in isolation. People come from different backgrounds, have different
capabilities for learning, different levels of education, different attitudes, beliefs and
aspiration levels. In the report [ presented to Street Universe I identified three aspects of
relevance when talking about any kind of communication®® - interrelated in reality but

separate here only for analytic purposes:

- The psychological context, which is who you are and what you bring to the interaction;
your needs, desires, values, personality, etc. It was in this context that I often noticed
some miscommunication between volunteers/interns, staff and street kids, for example
when intervening in a conflict, or when assessing a situation. On one occasion a conflict
arose between a staff member and a volunteer when they clashed on different ways of
handling a situation. In this instance Cliffy, the outreach manager, took both individuals

aside and explained to them that people can have different ideas about resolving a

* From Four Principles of Interpersonal Communication in www.soapboxorations.com (accessed 4™ of March
2002).
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conflict and that it does not necessarily mean that one is wrong. He explained to the
staff member that the volunteer was his work colleague and that as such she should be
respected and he should co-work on solving the conflict, not push the volunteer to the
side. Other times volunteers acted upon emotion and feelings when inappropriate,
according to Cliffy, who would then mediate by shedding light on the given situation.

- The spatial context, which deals with the psycho-social of ‘where’ you are
communicating. An interaction that takes place in a meeting or at the office, will be
qualitatively different from one that takes place in a bar. The context is important, as the
kids’ interaction with staff and volunteers/interns would at times be radically different
depending on the place. For example, some kids w;)uld be more aggressive and ‘in your
face’ on the street and would soften up the minute Street Universe was mentioned. At
other times | witnessed how the younger kids became openly affectionate and playful
with staff and volunteers/interns in the presence of police. It suggested to me how
important it is for some of them to show the ‘enemy’ (law enforcement) — if at times
manipulatively - that they too are humans and need care, protection and love.

- The cultural context, which includes all the learned behaviours, e.g. eye contact, body
language, tone of voice, etc., for example there was always in one way or another a gap
between volunteers and some staff (who were all South African). Some staff jokingly
referred to some European (especially German) volunteers being ‘cold’ and ‘stiff’. One
was amused about the coldness of a girl when he hugged her. She then said that “where
she comes from” friendly hugging was not normal and that it was something she had
learnt in Cape Town. Many kids were very affectionate and as a result volunteers
sometimes felt overwhelmed and insecure about how to interact with the kids. Cultural
differences also seemed to dictate the choice of videos that were shown to the kids.
Rarely did the non-South African volunteers approve of violent action films — always

requested by the kids.

But I have learnt through observation that interpersonal communication is
complicated. If communication can fail, it will, and if a message can be understood in
different ways, it will often be understood in just that way which does the most harm. This

reminds us of the difficulty of accurate communication, not least in an environment when
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every day one deals with people who are under the influence of alcohol, glue, thinners and

drugs most of the time.
Recommendations about communication highlighted in report

After finishing my required full-time internship, but staying on at the organisation on
a part-time, volunteer basis, I realised that the realities of power, politics and communication
had changed with the rapid growth and change of Street Universe. I was not in a position to
put forth a full evaluation of the organisation. However, from my observations and
conversations, four key issues that were overshadowéd by organisational and managerial

problems emerged:

- communication between head office and outreach staff. Regular meetings, for example,
on a monthly basis, should take place, providing a platform for all staff (from head office
and outreach) and volunteers/interns to express opinions on work progress, working
environment, etc. A formal regular Street Universe newsletter could help. However this
would entail additional work, time and resources for an organisation that is short of staff
and where the staff is overworked. Additionally, I think it important that the outreach
office set a time once a week where outreach staff and volunteers can report back on the
week’s events, raise problems and discuss future plans. Developing and supporting
mechanisms of feedback Involve far more than following up on informal
communications. Rather, to be effective, feedback needs to occur regularly, be
engaging, responsive and directed towards a commonly desired outcome.

- overly centralised leadership style. Outreach staff should be empowered to make
decisions and they should be recognised as key players as they are the foot soldiers of
the organisation. Also, recognition should be shared, for example when the organisation
features in the media. Outreach staff should also receive due recognition for their role.
The lack of recognition has created frustration amongst outreach staff because (;nly the
staff from head office have been acknowledged through their repeated appearance in the
media.

- well-developed systems for evaluation and staff training. Staff training and development

is considered to be a crucial element of the effectiveness of organisations (Gibson et al.
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1997). Providing training opportunities and professional backup for personnel should be
actively pursued. Untrained staff should, for example, be given an introductory course
on street education. Evaluation of all staff should be consistent and done on a regular
basis. Working with street children and youth is physically and psychologically taxing
and requires that frontline staff receive ongoing support and technical training,

- co-ordination of interns and volunteers. Structures should be put in place to provide
some kind of programme or routine work for volunteers and interns. That is, it should
be clear to everyone what volunteers/interns can/cannot do and someone should be
responsible for supervising that. It would benefit the organisation for all staff to be
informed about arrivals of new volunteers and staff A staff member should be given the
responsibility of briefing them and informing them about the current state of and
changes in the organisation. It is of utmost importance that communication channels do
not break down and that all staff members and volunteers/interns are informed of any
relevant organisational changes, such as discontinuing programmes and formal/informal
changes in staff. Failure to inform adequately results in staff insecurity, cynicism,
interpersonal tensions all of which ‘communicates’ itself negatively to the very people
for whose benefit the organisations exists: %he kids. If volunteers/interns are entrusted to
inform and explain what Street Universe is about to new volunteers/interns (or other
visitors (journalists, tourists, etc.) it would be appropriate that they be briefed regularly
in order to avoid misrepresentation or self-delusion. This would be beneficial and help
avoid confusion, especially when at monthly (and sometimes weekly) intervals, foreign
tourists or journalists, who come to Street Universe show interest. They should be
professionally briefed about the organisation. My experience was that some
volunteers/interns and even some staff were not competent or comfortable presenting the

work of Street Universe.

One recommendation, which I failed to point out in the report, is that it is imperative
for the work of Street Universe that a system be set up which will allow staff to coliect and
update information on the lives and circumstances of the individuals they work closely with.
This information should be incorporated into the existing service delivery (outreach and

intervention) programme and should serve as a tool and be accessible to all staff.
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Working at Street Universe has taught me the importance of uncovering the
complexities of communication which directly or indirectly were impacting on the success
of the organisation. Doing fieldwork in an organisational setting was a challenge through
which I learned how an open flow of communication channels can determine the prosperity

of an organisation.

-
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Chapter 5 — Conclusion

In chapters three and four I have dealt respectively with dynamics of children and
youth on the street and the internal dynamics of an NGO called Street Universe. [ now bring
the two together by considering the way in which the organisation’s predicaments had a
direct effect on the ‘street children’. I have come to the conclusion that due to uncertainty
and insecurity of staff, constricted communication channels and a centralised leadership
style, the quality of the work of Street Universe and services provided to the street kids was
oftentimes compromised. Could it be that the organisation’s internal structure was such that
it could no longer sustain itself and in particular could no longer maintain a flourishing

relationship with the street kids of Cape Town?

In thinking about my role as researcher, I have frequently wondered what 1 was
trying to achieve by working with Street Universe. Looking back, 1 think I was trying to
inject some energy and ideas into the organisation. My hope was to help outreach staff to
exercise more authority over their situation and the future of the organisation. Often, I feit
overwhelmed by a sense of passivity, lack of initiative and feelings of resignation expressed
by staff. At times I felt negative and angry with the situation, unable to see any positive
outcome from my intervention. I frequently tried to inspire hope to direct the organisation
towards a more purposeful way of functioning. However, it is up to the management and
other staff to decide if they want to make an impact on the future of Street Universe and

how, just as, in the end, it is up to the street kids what they will make of their lives.

I had to conform t§ the fact that 1 was not there to rescue an organisation, but to
make sense of what was affecting the staff”s job satisfaction (and to a certain extent self-
esteem) which in turn was linked to the future of the children and youth they worked with.
How could these young people learn to take control over their lives if some staff felt they
had no control over their role in the organisation? I witnessed how difficult it was for Street
Universe staff to consider any change, evern if change means moving on from a situation of
great uncertainty and unhappiness to something possibly better, or at least, more clearly
defined. Very often, individuals would withdraw, compromising the capacity for problem

solving. Unless individuals can be empowered to speak, whether on their behalf or on
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behalf of a group, negative working conditions at Street Universe are unlikely to change. If
anxiety can be contained, then what needs to be talked about can be named and the
effectiveness of the organisation recovered. Where the organisational matters affecting
communication are not dealt with they not only impact on the success of Street Universe but

are also enacted in the relationship with the individuals with whom the organisation works.

In the midst of all the confusion and almost disillusion of staff and
volunteers/interns, 1 have learned that while the street kids share a universe of invisible
rights and scarred emotions, which the social system caused, exacerbated and even at the
best of times has failed to heal, Street Universe could provide healing, opportunities and a
platform for interpersonal communication between the kids and the rest of society. When in
need of advice, comfort, encouragement, a helping hand or a listening ear, rﬁany kids knew
they could approach Street Universe staff, specifically the outreach staff. I began to
understand this was how, as an outreach agency, Street Universe wanted to position itself for
maximum contact with minimum discomfort for the kids, despite the organisational changes
that were occurring. I observed how kids can feel empowered by caring adults who help
them bridge the chasm between hostile and healing worlds. One could see how many kids
had an open and honest relationship with particular members of the outreach staff. For
example, there were two young boys, at the time living in a shelter in Claremont, who would
come to the city by train to visit the outreach office. I had seen them and asked a staff
member why they were in town and not at the shelter in Claremont and with a broad smile
he told me that the boys had “just céme to visit us”. The many Cape Town street children
and youth that I encountered during my involvement with Street Universe showed that they
need people willing to act ‘as stepping stones, to get close, invest a lot, risk a lot, at times
endure a lot of abuse, and still be there. The outreach staff, with whom I was working, tried
to be constant in their attention to the calls of the kids, despite ruptures in communication

channels and the structures of the organisation.

I have partly attempted to capture some thoughts and feelings of ‘street children’ as
experienced through my work at Street Universe. I was not inclined to write an authoritative
academic ethnography about ‘street children’, but by touching on the issue of social and

cultural construction of the term most commonly attached to these individuals, I have
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wanted to dispel the myth of marginality so tightly linked to ‘street children’. Further
research within the specific Cape Town context should look closely at uncovering the social
construction of ‘street children’ and the role of social institutions, social categories and the
influence of ideology in the formation of meaning attributed to the represented lives of

‘street children’, that is, the processes involved in the construction of the term.
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Afterword
(February 2003)

After finishing my internship and post-internship part-time volunteer work with Street
Universe many changes occurred within the organisation. Most significant were the
questionable dismissal of the outreach manager and the resignation of the senior youth work
co-ordinator, both highly respected individuals with many years of experience working with
‘street children’ and youth in general and — from my perspective - valuable sources of

knowledge for the organisation.

A vital change was the relocation of head office staff to the premises the organisation
occupies in Saltriver. I hope this change helps to bridge the gap between outreach staff and
management leading to improved communication. It is unfortunate that due to these
changes, the direct work with the street kids came to a standstill and for one month (since
the organisation opened after the Christmas break (23™ of December to 13™ of January) up

to date no programmes have been operating until further notice.

It saddens me to see the work with the children and youth compromised due to
internal ruptures in the structure of the organisation. This reality has unfortunately been
reflected in the media, in a newspaper article (Cape Times, 4" of January 2003. See
Appendix seven) that sums up some of the issues discussed in this thesis. In the article, the
founder of Street Universe and former director talks about “long-term legal battles to retain
her vision” which convinced her of leaving the organisation. In the same article a street kid
mentions the inadequacy of Street Universe’s relocation from the city center because, he
says, “now it is difficult for us to get there and they do not know so much what is happening

on the streets™.
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Street Universe — Business Plan Monday. 19 November 2001

MISSION

To create opportunities and structures for street children
and youth as well as the broader community;

for their mutual upliftment

A Universe of opportunities that will enable hardened street children and youth to

take responsibility in becoming constructive self-sustainable community members.

Once sustainable the model will be replicated

in other communities throughout Africa

Contact details

Street Universe .

81 Bree Street, Cape Town, 8001, South Africa
Tel: +27 21424 4315/ 4377

Fax: +27 21 424 4310

Email: friends@streetuniverse.org.za

Web site: www streetuniverse.org.za
Paddy Upton +27 83 212 6508

Linzi Thomas +27 73 172 4488
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BACKGROUND
Street Universe’s initial research period of 15 months (11/99 - 01/01) was aimed at
identifying and understanding the individual needs of the hardened street children/

youth, and to identify the structures that need to be implemented, and the changes
that are required, in order for them to realise their true potential. Through a 24 hour-
a-day, 7 day-a-week availability and hands-on approach, trust and respect was
established with over 400 street people from the Cape Town CBD and surrounds.
Participation in sport and excursions into nature were the primary activities that
facilitated building relationships. We learned the street culture, came to recognize
their methods of survival, and appreciate the mutual impact that the street people
and their surroundings have upon each other. Accordingly, the Street Universe plans
are not based on theory, but rather on invaluable, interactive hands-on experience,
and/or have been uniquely developed in consultation with both the street people of
Cape Town and with those effected by them.

We have consulted with experts across various fields. We network with several
organisations, government structures, police, businesses and others who are
affected by, impact on or who can aid and support the hardened street children/
youth. We promote and maintain an open door for interaction from all sectors of the
community that are willing to positively contribute to the organisation and its'
members.

It has been rewarding for us to experience the return of love and affection by the
street people. They want a better future and we have seen how motivated they are
becoming in the attempt to change their lives, even to the extent of turning their
backs on drugs and crime. We believe in and trust the majority of the street people
and know that they have both plans and intentions to realize their potential and their
dreams. Their requirement from us is to create a platform for them to be seen and

heard, an opportunity to develop their potential, and a safety net to catch them if they
stumble or fall.

Founder, Linzi Thomas is a successful film producer, having facilitated productions
for, amongst other, Jennifer Lopez in “The Cell". Managing Director, Paddy Upton,
(M.Sc. (medicine) UCT), spent four years as full-time fitness trainer with the South
African Cricket team. Linzi and Paddy self-funded the first 18 months of operation.
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GENERAL AIM

To ensure that each street-hardened child/ youth, currently living on the streets of the
Cape Town Unicity, receives the appropriate support, opportunities and intervention
that they require to achieve a long-term self-sustainable life-style as members of our
broader community. o

ABBREVIATED MODEL
When a child/ youth exits the broader community and adopts a life on the street, their

needs will be attended to in the Street Intervention programme. This programme

immediately seeks to relocate them to a safe “home” environment. For the already
street hardened, the Street Intervention programme provides a range of sporting
opportunities and recreational/ educational alternatives to street life, with the aim of
assessing and preparing them for rehabilitation and development at a Youth

Development Village. This will be situated in a safe and friendly environment away

from the negative influences of city/ street life. For Youth Village graduates, the aim
is to source a homely living environment, to maintain a personal support base and to
source/ provide a range of vocational opportunities which will enable self-sustainable
living in chosen areas within the broader community.

Street Universe Model

. Engagement Street.
‘h 3 ﬁ Research Intervention
- Outreach
e Managing environment
£ _
- Preparation
E‘ 3 Wilderness Therapy & Assessment
E ; Outward Bound
o
O Tented camp
j._ : Support
@ Housing
b - | Employment
ot 5 ‘ Youth Development
2 : Self- sustainable ‘ Village

: livin
m g
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BUSINESS STRUCTURE

Street Universe is an association incorporated under section 21 (registrati'on no.
2001/019143/08). It currently has six active and specialist directors (details in

Monday, 19 November 2001

annexure). The Board of Executors (BoE) bank is a founding sponsor and banking

partner. Ensuring absolute accountability, BoE manage all financial draw downs,

which are reviewed monthly by audit firm Moores Rowland. To maximise finance for
the direct benefit of the street children/ youth, all non-executive directors offer their
expeitise on a pro-bono basis, as do all marketing/ advertising functions, business
advisors and web site builders (listed below). Thus Street Intervention and The Youth

Village are the only expense-incurring functions. Everything we do is executed
professionally, with integrity and we hold ourseives accountable to our supporters
and to the street people.

o = 1 i I 1
treet Intervention Marketing/ Fundraising/ Business information
Director : LT Advertising Income Advisors = . Technology
B Director :BD Director : PU Director : Ji Director : DW
Administration Phase 1 Above the Line Corporate/ Business Website
Preparing Kidz Government Consultants
Implementation Phase 2 Below the Line Events Lega! Administrative
Preparing Farm A, B ,C, Grade Advisors Support
Phase 3 Media Lisencing & Auditors/
Implementation (Publicist) Trademark Tax/
Bookkeeping
Corporate ID Friends of
Street Universe
Campaigns
LT = Linzi Thomas (Founder)
BD = Bobby Duffus
PU  =Paddy Upton (Managing Director)
JM = Johan Malherbe
DW = Dale Williams
TBA = Director/ Project Manager has been identified, but has yet to be contracted
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