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The voices of the children is the result of the work carried out in workshops with children in Latin America and
the Caribbean. It intends to express and reflect upon on the experience of children in our region in relation
to how they perceive their right to grow up in a family and a community. We thank all the children and
adolescents for entrusting their experiences and stories to us, and taking the time to share their thoughts on
situations that were sometimes very painful for them.
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Buenos Aires, Argentina
Workshop in Ushuaia, Argentina

Workshop in
Port-au-Prince, Haiti
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introduction

“It’s the life that I lived,
it is my story and I need to talk about it”
Illustration: Juan
10 years old - Mexico

This work, which began in late 2010 through a cooperation
agreement between Relaf and UNICEF-Tacro (The Latin
American and Caribbean Office) for the development of the
child-friendly version of the UN Guidelines for the Alternative
Care of children, had its first result in the paper “your right to
family life and to be cared for in all the situations of your life”,
the drafting process started in a workshop with 40 children
and adolescents in residential care institutions in Argentina,
Brazil and Chile.
In order to cover the various linguistic realities of all countries
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in the region, the child -friendly version of the Guidelines
(which was originally produced in Spanish) has been
translated into English, French and Portuguese, through an
evaluation process involving workshops with children, their
carers and government childhood authorities. The aim was
that the translations of the material should translate as closely
as is possible the linguistic particularities of local contexts in
which it was to be used. In addition, it was later translated into
Russian on the request of UNICEF Russia.

1. This material is available for free in English, French, Portuguese and Spanish online at http://www.relaf.org
2. This workshop took place within the framework of Relaf’s 2010 seminar in Foz do Iguassu, Brazil, with children from the following institutions: Lar de Apoio a Criança e ao Adolescente, Casa familia Maria
porta de Seu, Comunidade dos Pequenhos Trabalhadores, Centro de Sócio Educaçao de Foz do Iguazú, CAIA(Centro de Atençao Integral Ao Adolescente), Aldeas Infantiles SOS Oberá, Fundación Nosso Lar, Red
Proteger, with the special participation of Eduardo Ravani, from the foundation Opción de Chile.
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The importance of this material
With the finished product, Relaf, with the cooperation of
UNICEF, began to undertake various workshops that aimed to
inform children of their rights, reflect on them and to know
how to act in light of the special situations they have faced.
The meetings were held in many different Latin American and
Central American countries: Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Chile,
Mexico, Guyana and Haiti. Together they had the participation
of more than five hundred children and adolescents aged 5
to 18, from different social classes and with different care
situations (among them children under institutional care,
children in caring foster families, and children living with
their parents).
The material presented here is a systematisation of what was
expressed in the workshops for children through the words,
pictures or games.
Its structure is a continuation of what was produced by the
children in each chapter of the child-friendly version of the
guidelines. This is why this document is organised into five
sections, which include all the situations which a child might
go through.

Before starting the activities, the children were told we were
going to use what was produced in the workshop to prepare a
document for the distribution and for raising awareness. This
made them participate with great interest in the activities,
considering in many cases (in particular children who were
living in institutions) this was their only chance for expressing
themselves outside the institution where they lived and also
a chance to put into words the experiences of what many of
their peers at other institutions had gone through.
Children recognise themselves as part of a family system with
its dynamics and different types of relations. In this sense,
when their family is going through a difficult time, they are
seen as part of the problem, but on many occasions they also
put themselves forward as active participants in the solutions
which were planned by either their family or a professional,
in this sense strengthening their progression towards
independence in relation to the exercising of their rights.
“The voice of the children” has this effect: it allows what they
perceive, feel and expect from their right protection services
and representatives to be put forward for discussion.
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Illustration: Micaela
9 years old - Argentina
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“In my neighbourhood I am known as the
princess... because everyone knows that I sing
like a princess”
14 year old Chilean adolescent that has lived in an institution since the age of 7.

Family life has been recognised as one of the fundamental
rights of children, due to the importance of having
individualised care in this important developmental stage
of their life. It is like this because the children refer to the
family as a space for stability, security and love where they
can explore and develop their most basic of rights such as
education, health, recreation, identity, etc.
Children view the family as the natural environment in
which to grow up and they can’t possibly conceive another
environment in which they could spend their childhood. An
example that illustrates this concept is that of a 5 year old boy
who lives with his parents and when he speaks about those
children who for one reason or another are not able to do so,
he asked “who cuddles the children in bed if they don’t have
parents?”

According to what is understood by what the children
express in workshops, family and community life provides
individualised care given by adults, as well as a feeling of
singularity and uniqueness. Those children who grow up in
a family environment refer to themselves in the first person
(for example, “they help me to study, “they buy me clothes”
or “they look after me”). In contrast, children who live in
institutions speak in the plural, saying “they take us to the
square”, “they buy us the things that we ask for” or “they help
us with our homework.” This generalisation of the individual
makes the wishes and desires of the children mix with those
of their friends, creating situations where some children will
only want something if their peer also wants it.
Many of the children who live in institutions and who were
moved to other locations, far from their homes, express that
what they missed the most about living with their parents,
more than the love that they gave them, was being able to go
to familiar places within their neighbourhoods, such as their
schools, the square, clubs, to friends’ houses, playing in the
street with their neighbours or going to the medical centre
when they are ill. The children quickly link family life with
involvement in town and community life.
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It doesn’t matter what type of care the children were placed
in, all of them recognised themselves as part of a family, each
with their own stories that represent them and form part of it.
The children are aware of this feeling of family belonging and
express that only by understanding those difficulties which they
go through with their parents, and by having a complete idea
of their family history, they are able to grow up in they best way
possible, whether that is living at home or in another place.
Throughout the course of the workshops, all the children
expressed their desire to live in a family environment,
despite the conflicts that occurred when they lived with their
parents. These children and adolescents that have lived in
institutions for many years search, whether it be consciously or
unconsciously, for a family environment in which they can live.
We have listened to many stories from children who are living
in institutional care who, having been invited by a school friend
to play at their home, put on their best clothes and try to be as
clean as possible in the hope that this family will love them and
take them in.

“We all have the right to live with a family, and if it can’t
be with your own family, then we all have grandparents or
aunts and uncles that love us.”

Romina,
17 years old, Argentina

“The thing which I like the most about my family is getting
into bed with my parents when it’s a stormy night.”

Benjamín,
5 years old, Argentina

Quotes
“I remember that, at the end of the
year, we took the table outside and
we cooked together with all my
neighbours and friends; they are also
my family.”
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João,
12 years old, Brazil
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Problematic Situations

Workshop in Guyana

Problematic Situations

“I do not understand why, if it is the older people who cause the problems, that it is
us who have to leave our homes, be separated from our friends and change schools”.
16-year-old Argentine adolescent who has lived in an institution for over 10 years.

A family can encounter a variety of problems, and the
consequences of these can be numerous.

what has happened because they were not sufficiently insistent
or intelligent enough to find help in time.

The children have a clear awareness of these “problematic or
difficult situations”, as well as of family support mechanisms
and those responsible. There was a lot of anguish expressed
by the children while reflecting on this subject during these
activities, retelling vivid situations or expressing the fear of
having to relive them.

The children who are in institutions also refer to the impossibility
of turning to anyone outside of just the staff of the institutions
where they live in as there are not the mechanisms to do this;
in these cases, particularly adolescents feel that their words and
their experiences are less credible in the view of society when
compared to those of a child that lives with its family, due to
being children from institutions.

The quote “if a boy has to leave their home, it is because the
family strengthening has failed”3, said by a adolescent in the
workshop, shows that the children do not stigmatise families
with difficulties. Besides, they believe that, if given adequate
support, families can develop their potentials so that the
necessary tasks can be carried out prior to separation, which, in
many cases, is not being done.

The children express that being part of a family also means
being part of the conflict which they are going through. In the
various workshops, those children who do not live with their
families have demanded opportunities to express themselves,
on many occasions not in order to relive life with their parents,
but to understand what happened and to be able to move on
with their lives with another family in a less traumatic way.

In different workshops the children have mentioned that they
do not have a safe place where they can talk to an adult about
the situations which they are going through with their families.
Many of the children considered themselves as responsible for
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3. Nicolás, 17-year-old Argentinian living in an institution

Illustration: Judith
9 years old - Uruguay

Problematic Situations

“The separation of a child from its family happens when the State do
not give enough support to that family.”

Ramiro, 16 years old, Argentina

Quotes

“As children we need to have the right to make our own
decisions regarding our lives.”

Shane, 15 years old, Guyana

“I want them to tell me the truth, even though the home doesn’t tell me things about my
parents, I find out anyway.”

Ignacio, 15 years old, Brazil

“Grown-ups don’t like how we children are because it’s not in the government’s interests that we
know our rights.”

Guadalupe, 16 years old, Mexico

“We don’t believe in the adults and the adults don’t believe in us.”

“We need adults to encourage us in any
way that they can, but they don’t.”
Eduardo, 13 years old, Chile

Daniel, 14 years old, Uruguay

Story with Drawings
“It was raining that day and the child was watching the
television in his house. Suddenly he heard a baby cry and
so he started to look for it. He saw it through the window
and it was alone in the street, in the pouring rain and
about to be run over by cars. He grabbed an umbrella and
he went to look to make sure nothing had happened. He
took the baby in his arms and carried it into his house, gave
it something to eat and dressed it in clean clothes.”
Juan’s story about his drawing. He is 8 years old and he
has lived in a home in Mexico for 4 years.
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Responses
“If they had told me what was happening, I would have been able to help my mum, I know her
better than anyone… I want to live with her again”.

11 year old Uruguayan child that lives in an institutuion.

Based on what was expressed in the workshops, the various
solutions given to different family conflicts were not always
the most appropriate for the children, due to the fact that the
children felt that the vast majority of responses were punitive
when they should have instead been constructive with a view
to changing specific family dynamics.
In contrast, the children mentioned that, at first, some of the
interventions were considered to be appropriate for the gravity
of the situation, but, as time went by, these interventions proved
to be detrimental. Many children recounted stories in which, at
the moment in which they were separated from their families,
they were told that it would only be for a few months. However,
much later, they were still separated from their families and in
many cases without knowing the reason why.
Regarding this, they expressed their displeasure and worry for
the lengthy nature of protection measures, some of which had
seemed outdated for several years.

According to the children’s stories in relation to making
decisions in favour of their care and protection, many of them
expressed their dissatisfaction with the measures being taken,
perceiving them to be too extreme. As examples of this, they
mentioned their unnecessary separation from their families,
their parents not being allowed to visit them, their transferal to
institutions situated far from their homes, changing of schools,
the suspension of cultural or sporting activities, etc.
Regarding these two aspects (the extremity and frequency with
which such measures were taken), the children constructed
their own understanding of the State, in which they believed
that they needed to defend and/or protect themselves
from the governmental bodies that decide and implement
protection measures (for example the Judiciary or childhood
administrative bodies), insomuch as that they also consider the
choice of an incorrect solution to be an infringement of their
rights. A clear example of this is the following quote from a
Uruguayan child who said, “the lawyers defend the children,
and the judges defend the State.”
In many cases the children who have endured large periods
of time in institutions say that they do not know the date that
they were placed in the institution, and that they don’t know
the reasons for which they were there. This lack of information

Illustration: Stella
12 years old - Guyana
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Responses
often makes the child feel guilty and responsible for their separation
from their parents, saying things such as “my mum used to hit me
because I annoyed her” or “If I had studied a little more, none of this
would have happened”.
Another question over which the children expressed worry and
anguish was their little or non-existent participation in the resolution
strategy regarding the family conflicts that had occurred during
their lives. The children interpret this isolation by the intervening
professionals as a lack of faith in them and their capacity.

“The lawyers defend the children; the judges defend the State.”
Diego, 14 years old, Uruguay

“They took me out of one bad place and put me in a worse one.”

Carolina, 17 years old, Mexico

“If they take you from your home and they don’t tell
you what’s happening, it’s like they are kidnapping
you; they have to tell us.”

David, 10 years old, Brazil

“My brothers are all the family I have, they are all that’s left.”

Laëtitia, 11 years old, Haiti

Quotes

“I think that my grandmother needs a lot of support,
I would like to go home and help her.”
Rodrigo, 9 years old, Uruguay

“The operators of the homes are good people, and when they
leave to go and work somewhere else, we miss them very much.”

Workshop in Guanajuato,
Mexico

Lorena, 16 years old, Chile

“I was placed in the home for a couple of weeks, and
here I am 7 years later.”

Claudia, 15 years old, Uruguay
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“When I was placed in the home I thought that it was going to be
great because I was going to have so many friends, but after the
first week I wanted to leave.”

Dario, 9 years old, Argentina

“The coordinators are like my family, although I know that they
have another family.”

Matías, 8 years old, Argentina

“How long have I been in a home? I don’t remember…
all my life.” Ivette, 14 years old, Haiti

Responses

Story
During an activity in Santiago in Chile, we obtained the testimony of a 14-year-old teenage girl.
How long have you been living in a home?
For 7 years.
And you are 14, so you’ve spent half your life in a
home. Who did you live with before?
With my parents.
And why did you go into a home?
When I was living with my parents, I used to work with my
dad singing at the markets; I was still a little girl. One time,
my mother stayed in San Fernando, where we used to live
and we went to “Ovalle” to work with my dad and to earn the
money we needed to support our family and buy necessities.
The thing is that my dad, I don’t know why, went out of control
and threw the microphone at my head. The people knew me
as ‘the princess’… almost all the market traders knew me, and
they’d ask me “How’s the little singer?” ... From there they
took me to an institution and my mum was worried to see me
in the home in “Ovalle”, which was my first home, and where
I stayed for 3 months.
So this was in Ovalle. And where did you use to live?
In San Fernando
Is Ovalle far from
San Fernando?
Yes… hours away.
Illustration: Aparecida
5 years old - Brasil

How did your mother come to visit as you lived so far
away?
They would let her know when she could come by telephone,
and she would try to get some money together to come to see
me.
Did your mother try to make them let you come home
with her?
It’s just that… look; when they took me to the home, my
mum and I were told that I would have to stay in a home for
3 months, and that I would soon leave it. But so many years
have passed and now I don’t believe them at all; they have
moved me from one home to another so many times. After
Ovalle they moved me to…, which is the home where I have
lived for the longest time, two and a half years, more or less.
Is this home closer or further away from your house?
Further away… after they moved me to San Fernando, which
is closer, and then they moved me to Santiago, and then they
moved me to somewhere else that was a little closer.
Why are they moving you from one home to another
so much? Have they told you?
I don’t know, they tell me that I’m going to be moved, but they
never tell me why.
Have they ever asked you if you want to go back to
live with your mum?
Yes, many times, and I always tell them that I do… but I am
still here.
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Alternative Care
in Special Situations
Illustration: Alice
8 years old - Haiti

In all the countries in the region situations of natural disaster
(such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, floods etc.) as well
as armed conflicts (leading to the recruitment of children for
armed combat and forced migration of children and their
families, etc.) can be found. Both during the course of the
workshops, and when speaking to the children alone, those
who had not experienced these types of realities expressed
their concern for the children who had to move to other places
or who had lost their families.
Another phenomenon that is very much present in our region
is migration, especially in Mexico and Central America. The
children who experienced it recount their own stories and the
stories of others in these situations with much anguish and
distress.
One adolescent from El Salvador, arrested in a migratory station,
told us his story about the officials that worked there: “… They
are the migration officials, some of them are security officials,

and they are the ones that look after us all day. They are bad.
They treat you in the worst ways; they lower your morale…” In
the story it is stressed that the professionals are security agents,
who are not trained to take care of children in these situations
of great vulnerability.
These children and adolescents that are outside of their home
countries, without the care of their parents, feel incredibly
vulnerable. In many cases, not even their own language is
spoken, so they can’t even understand what is happening.
Even though these migrant children say that they have received
discriminatory treatment relating to their gender, nationality,
race etc. (for example, they highlighted that the length of the
protection measures depends on their country of origin), they
try to look beyond these situations of discriminatory conducts
and express their empathy and concern for other children who
are living in similar situations to theirs, taking an interest in
their stories and the possible alternatives for each situation.

Story of an adolescent who was in the migratory station for 3 months

… I remember a time when I met a black child from Honduras. It seemed to me that… he didn’t have any parents, and he came all alone on the
train from Honduras and ended up in the station, where he stayed for a long time because the consul didn’t come… And as he was so young, he
didn’t bring his papers or anything like that; the consul came four or five times, I think, and didn’t do anything for him, they didn’t find his papers
and they didn’t make any effort to look for them, the poor child was desperate to leave and they didn’t give him any responses, and so he had to
live there for a long time. The Hondurans, who were bullies, would bother him a lot; they used to urinate on his bed… He was 9 years old, but as he
lived in the streets he got to know everything… Many times he began to cry… poor child, he didn’t have anyone, and they sent him to Honduras to a
juvenile prison, but all the same, if you want, you can escape. I imagine that right now he’s living in the streets…
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