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CULTURES OF DEMOCRACY IN ETHIOPIA

Hope for Tomorrow through Street Children Dialogue
Nigisti Gebreslassie1 and Sonja John2

Abstract
This interview highlights the work of the local Gondar Non-Governmental
Organization (NGO) Yenege Tesfa (Hope for Tomorrow) in its attempt to include the
most vulnerable members of society – orphans and street children – in discussions
about their needs. While many of Yenege Tesfa’s activities in offering vulnerable
neighbors homes, financial support, education, medical care or jobs-skill training are
well perceived in Ethiopia, their program “Street Children Dialogue” is less known.
By reaching out to street children and making their voices, concerns and opinions
heard, Yenege Tesfa intends to enhance political representation of street children and
the participatory culture of democracy in Gondar’s streets.
Keywords: Democracy, discussion, vulnerability, street children, Yenege Tesfa
Discussions on democracy and representation tend to focus on institutions, politicians
and state administrators. This interview looks at ways in which the Ethiopian NGO,
Yenege Tesfa, gets street children actively engaged into discussions about their
situation, needs and prospects. Since 2001, Yenege Tesfahas has been working
to provide homeless and/or parentless children in Gondar with more and better
opportunities. This includes providing homes for more than 400 children, as well as
access to education, health care, counselors and vocational training. The approach is
holistic and is based on an empowerment strategy. The goal of the NGO is to increase
skills, capabilities and capacities for a self-determined brighter future. The founder
and manager of Yenege Tesfa, Nigisti Grebreslassie, explains to political scientist
Sonja John about the practical aspects and theoretical prospects of the NGO’s street
children dialogue.
Sonja John: What was the idea behind initiating the street children dialogue?
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Nigisti Gebreslassie: In Gondar, we always have hundreds of children living on the
streets. Some live separate from their families, others do not have any relatives. Living
on the streets means that they are in a very vulnerable position. They face multiple
challenges and problems but society at large does not listen to them. They also do not
have a safe place where they can go to discuss their experiences. We invite them to sit
together and thus empower them and themselves to discuss their problems and how
they might find possible solutions.
Sonja: Who attends the meetings?
Nigisti: They are mostly boys aged between fourteen and eighteen. There are not too
many girls living on the streets.
Sonja: What are the most common reasons as to why children who have family
choose to move out?
Nigisti: It is mostly poverty related. Another reason is caused by divorce or other
forms of family disruption. In many cases, there is a lack of family planning resulting
in families with many children. Some parents are not able to support all their children
so some of those children have to leave the house.
Sonja: How often do they meet?
Nigisti: We offered the dialogue sessions once a week. But not everybody can attend
each week because they also have to work. So, they decided to meet every second
Saturday. Our social workers and mobile school teachers organize the meetings since
they are already working closely with the street children. The children know that there
is someone there who they can trust and that is very important. The social workers
guide them but do not judge them. We also feed them and show movies or provide
them with other forms of entertainment.
Sonja: Who is setting the agendas for the dialogue sessions?
Nigisti: The children themselves set the agendas. When we started with the dialogues,
we gave training to who we call street leaders. We trained them to lead these meetings.
We do not bring them any certain topics or a set agenda. They are the ones who
develop the agendas and prioritize the topics. We do not interfere in the dialogue
unless there are grave misunderstandings. Once they talked about HIV and that it can
easily be transmitted by sharing a meal or sitting together. The social worker clarified
that but usually we do not interfere; the social workers are only there to listen in. It
is the goal that the children talk to each other. Usually they share their experiences
regarding safer places to sleep and safer sleeping arrangements. They come up with
the topics because we do not have the experience; they are the ones who live on the
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streets and have gained experience and knowledge in these situations. They know the
problems that they face and are more likely to come up with good ideas.
Sonja: Which topics do they discuss during the meetings?
Nigisti: They discuss different topics. They are mostly about how to survive in the
streets despite not having food, not having clothes, not having a place to sleep or how
to avoid sexual violence. They also discuss prospects on how to have a better life,
possible ways to get education and income and information about support systems.
It is difficult to find solutions individually and that is why we bring them together so
that they can share how they go through their lives now and what they can do to attain
better lives.
One topic that reappears has to do with pedophiles or other forms of sexual violence
and abuse. They either have experienced it themselves or know someone who has.
But it is still one of the most difficult situations to deal with. They do not know if
they should report it to the police or ignore it. They do not trust the police because
often they are not treated nicely by them. If a son is beaten, he can turn to his parents
for help. But orphans and street children lack this support system. When they go to
the police, they are perceived as being the source of the problem and mostly no one
will be charged. When our boys reported being raped to the police, the police did not
believe them. So, the children do not have any confidence to talk about it because they
may get treated as the problem, not as a victim who deserves justice.
Sonja: How does Yenege Tesfa react to what they hear?
Nigisti: We advise them, for example, not to go to motel rooms. We have different
activities for them. We take them to formal schools and provide them with information
on how they can enrol. We also give them life skills training to open perspectives
about a different future. We try to help them realize the solutions that these trainings
could bring about.
Sonja: What are the solutions that they have brought to your table?
Nigisti: For example, some of the boys said that they want to work. They may not
have a formal education but they want to be useful and earn some money. They are
willing to work as shoe shiners or vendors in the streets. We also trained some to make
and sell bracelets, earrings and other handcrafts. We also encourage them to save
some money, not to spend everything that they earn.
Sonja: Where do street children save money?
Nigisti: They can save it with us. We keep the money and the bank books safe for
them.
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Sonja: The street children are growing, hopefully outgrowing their situations. How
long do the children stay in the dialogue sessions? Is there a high turnover?
Nigisti: We have many boys who always come but also new boys join us. We also see
the improvements in their lives. Many now attend school every day although they are
homeless. Others used to be homeless but now have a street business and can afford
a bed somewhere. After a while, they get the idea that they have gained all they can
from the dialogue sessions and that they know how to take care of themselves. If they
do not come back to the dialogue sessions, we try to reach them through our social
workers and encourage them to stay in school, save money and participate in some of
our trainings.
Sonja: Will there be a graduation at some point in the dialogue sessions?
Nigisti: We do not call it a graduation but they get a sense of becoming experts when,
after so many months, the same topic may come up again and they have discussed it
before and can give advice to the newer members of the group and empower them.
Sonja: What is your conception of empowerment?
Nigisti: We focus on different aspects of empowerment but usually start with
psychological empowerment. Living in the streets involves experiencing trauma. We
provide counselors and also provide perspectives on different ways of living. They
should not focus on having problems but ways by which to overcome these problems
and to embrace opportunities, to grab them. We also believe in the importance of
self-empowerment. In the street children dialogue sessions, we offer an open and safe
place where they can share without anyone judging them.
Working with the children is very rewarding because once they trust you, they give
you their all. They are so loyal and appreciative. Once they trust you, it is so easy to
communicate with them. The positive energy you give them will be spread by them
in the future.
Sonja: Do you forward the needs expressed by the children to decision makers?
Nigisti: We write their needs up as part of a report that we share with the government
and our sponsors. But we do not advise the government on what to do, give
recommendations or express demands. I think the city government is just overwhelmed
with the many problems within the community so that they just leave certain topics to
NGOs to deal with. It could also be the case that they believe social issues are solely
in the realm of NGOs. For example, the Women and Children Affairs Office could
work closer with us but all they do is select children to place with us based on
the criteria and project descriptions we give them. That is all they do. No prevention,
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no information, no city social workers in the streets. Even for serious problems like
pedophiles that we brought to their attention and made recommendations about, they
refused to deal with it claiming it is a taboo in our society. I understand our tradition
of not addressing taboos and keeping controversial subjects out of conversation but I
also see that it is killing us inside. We need to open up. The children have a right to be
protected by the government. The first thing in solving a problem is to acknowledge
that there is a problem. Street children are citizens too and the government has a
responsibility to care for them. They cannot leave all social problems to NGOs and
religious institutions.
Sonja: Is the city administration involved in informing the public about some of the
issues that the street children have to deal with?
Nigisti: Not really. For example, people refuse to talk about homosexuality. Of course,
hardly any homosexuals are pedophiles but this is a widely held misconception
because people do not talk about sexual orientation. Nobody, really nobody in Gondar
talks about homosexuality, gays or lesbians. For many people, it is a sin so you do
not talk about it at all. Homosexuals are not able to talk about their desires. You can
imagine the psychological and emotional stress involved. Even my own friends who
are more progressive ignore me when I want to address this issue. They know that I
am heterosexual but they tell me outright that they do not want to talk about this. Of
course, our teenagers cannot mention their own orientation if it diverts from the norm.
Sonja: Democracy is about representation, participation and political decisions being
made which equally benefit everybody’s needs. How can we ensure that the street
children’s issues are also being heard?
Nigisti: I fear we are too far away from the decision makers. Everybody’s voice
should be heard but I do not see that in reality. People with little access to information
and material wealth are not properly represented within our system of democracy.
The government still has a lot to do in order to hear and represent every citizen. We
still have a long way to go to combine the whole society as one. We try to serve as
mediator between the most vulnerable members of society and the government. Right
now, we are disappointed in the lack of responses to our reports. We provide directly
for some immediate needs like shelter, food and advice. But the state policies need to
change and that is something the government has to do.
Sonja: What are your future plans for the street children dialogue sessions?
Nigisti: We want to continue to create our own safe zone. We want to build a youth
center or recreation center where the street children dialogue sessions and numerous
other activities can take place. We are getting more children and also more children of
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different age groups. Next year, we want to open separate groups so that the teenagers
do not have to hold back when younger boys are in the room. We want them to be free
to share whatever they want to talk about.
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This conference volume is a collection of papers that were presented at the conference
“Cultures of Democracy in Ethiopia” that was held in Gondar in April 2017. The spirit
and tenor of the essays assembled within this publication focus on the cultural metrics
that underlie the diverse cultures and meanings of democracy. The issues addressed
in this book involve topics ranging from dialogue, communication, democratization,
vulnerable subjects, liberation, self-governing, indigenous concepts, public reasoning,
intra-party democracy, conflict resolution and secession up to including the question
of the potential of media and music to act in processes of democratization. What
they have in common is a call for a better understanding of democracy, for practicing
democracy, and thus for eventually developing cultures of democracy. This book is the
result of those deliberations. The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung and the Gondar University
are convinced that this research on cultures of democracy depicts an enriching and
unique perspective on democratization in Ethiopia.

