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“CHILDREN ON THE RUN”



“CHILDREN ON THE RUN”



Never before have so many children been on the run. 
Today, there are 50 million boys and girls fleeing war, 
conflicts and poverty. On the road, in camps, or in our 
streets, these children are extremely vulnerable to 
exploitation, abuse and trafficking. The Child 10  
Summit 2016 recognizes bold leaders of grassroots 
organizations working with innovative solutions to 
protect these children and their rights.
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“CHILDREN ON THE RUN” 

Poverty, violence, natural disasters and conflict have uprooted  
nearly 50 million children worldwide. These youngsters, who have been 
forcibly displaced or have run away from home, are vulnerable to abuse 
and exploitation, sometimes leading very tough lives on the streets.

The Child 10 awardees are a great example of grassroots  initiatives to 
help these children break the cycle of abuse, giving them a platform to 
build a better future for themselves. From theatre workshops and art 
therapy to counselling, legal support and shelters for homeless children, 
these enterprises have one thing in common – they put the children’s 
needs first.

Maybe for the first time in their lives they are being listened to and 
appreciated. Many children on the move have lost contact with their 
families, others have escaped abusive homes. These initiatives help bring 
families together, build better relationships and help raise awareness of 
the plight of children who have ended up on the street.

This booklet aims at highlighting the awardees’ work and we are honoured 
to introduce them to you.

SOPHIE STENBECK       SARA DAMBER   
Sophie Stenbeck Family Foundation     Reach for Change





7

SHAM, 1 year
Horgoš, Serbia/Röszke, Hungary

In the very front, just alongside the border between 
Serbia and Hungary by the 4-meter-high iron gate, 
Sham is laying in his mother’s arms. Just a few deci-
meters behind them is the Europe they so desper-
ately are trying to reach. Only one day before, the 
last refugees were allowed through and taken by 
train to Austria. But Sham and his mother arrived 
too late, along with thousands of other refugees 
who now wait outside the closed Hungarian border.

Text: Carina Bergfeldt

A boy is missing his bed.
A girl, her doll with the dark eyes.
A third child is dreaming of a time when the pillow was not an enemy.
The war in Syria has continued for almost five years and more than two million children are fleeing the war, within 
and outside of the country borders. They have left their friends, their homes, and their beds behind. Some of 
these children offered to show where they sleep now, when everything that once was no longer exists.

Magnus Wennman, winner of two World Press Photo Awards and fourfold winner of Swedish Photographer of 
the Year Award, has met child refugees in countless refugee camps and on their journeys through Europe. The 
story of when the night comes is a living narrative with no given ending.
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MARGARETHA UBELS &  
ISHMAEL HAMMOND | SPECIAL  
ATTENTION PROJECT, GHANA

A LARGE PROPORTION OF STREET CHILDREN AND SCHOOL DROP-OUTS IN GHANA SHOW SYMPTOMS OF  

LEARNING DIFFICULTIES. BEING BRANDED SLACK AND INDIFFERENT, MANY CHILDREN WITH DYSLEXIA AND OTHER 

SPECIAL NEEDS DROP OUT OF SCHOOL AND WIND UP IN THE STREETS WHERE THEY ARE VULNERABLE TO ABUSE. 

MARGARHETA UBELS AND ISHMAEL HAMMOND HAVE SET UP THE SPECIAL ATTENTION PROJECT  

TO HELP THESE CHILDREN BACK TO SCHOOL.

WHEN GRACE WAS nine years old, she had 
already dropped out of school because she 
struggled to read and write. Instead of going to 
school, she was selling goods with her mother 
at a market in Accra. But thanks to the  
Special Attention Project, a Ghanaian NGO 
supporting children affected by dyslexia, 
ADHD and other learning difficulties,  
Grace got the help she desperately needed. 

“There isn’t much known about learning 
difficulties in Ghana. Children are often seen 
as lazy or stubborn,” says Margaretha Ubels 
who set up a support centre for out-of-school 
children in Accra nearly ten years ago. 

Around forty percent of school drop-outs 
and street children in Accra show symptoms  

of learning difficulties, SAP estimates. 
“Many of them feel embarrassed. They don’t 

even realise that they have a learning difficulty 
and most often they haven’t got a clue why 
they are different from other children,” says 
Margaretha Ubels, a Dutch national who has 
been working to improve the lives of street 
children in Accra for 16 years. 

“I came to Ghana as volunteer in the early 
90s. Five years later I came back to work 
specifically with health and education, and 
through that work I came across children who 
didn’t take to education like the others did,” 
she recalls.

“We set up a literacy program to improve 
their reading and writing skills. Many had  

MARGARETHA 
UBELS &  
ISHMAEL 

HAMMOND

AWARDEE

2016
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behavioural problems, and they kept returning 
to the streets no matter how often we sent 
them to school.”

Frustrated, Margaretha Ubels failed to find a 
reason why so many street children kept drop-
ping out of school, again and again. One day, 
she found the book ‘No Easy Answers’ by Sally 
L. Smith in a second hand bookshop in Accra. 
She started reading the first chapter ‘Have 
you seen this child...?’ and was astonished to 
discover that it was exactly what she and her 
colleagues saw in their literacy programme.

From then on, the pieces fell into place very 
quickly. The NGO Margaretha Ubels was work- 
ing for did not have the capacity to provide 
the specialised help these children needed. 
Instead, she founded the Special Attention 
Project and started a small education centre 
for children with learning difficulties. She  
trained a first team and gradually attracted 
more support for the programmes. 

“Since then it’s been trial and error,” she says.
Ishmael Hammond joined the team in 2009. 

To address the parents’ lack of understanding 

of their children’s learning difficulties, he  
developed an awareness programme to educate 
families on special education needs. Since 
then, Ishmael Hammond has produced several 
documentaries on out-of-school children in 
collaboration with media houses in Accra. 

SAP’s aim is to get the children back to 
school and to raise awareness about learning 
difficulties.

“We have been working with the Ghanaian 
education service for the past seven years, at 
grassroots level. Today, teachers are not given 
opportunity to support pupils with learning 
difficulties. The few special needs teachers 
often have fifteen schools that they are 
responsible. That’s far too many students,”  
says Margaretha Ubels.

In addition to direct support to learners, SAP 
also provides training for teachers and work 
with parents to break down stereotypes about 
learning difficulties. They have also developed 
a learning-to-read method for children with 
learning difficulties, based on a local language 
in Ghana.

More than 160 out-of-school children were 
helped last year. For Margaretha Ubels, every 
little progress is a success:

“It’s not always easy, but small successes 
motivate me to go on. Even if we are not able 

“THERE ISN’T MUCH 
KNOWN ABOUT LEARNING 
DIFFICULTIES IN GHANA.”

AWARDEE

2016
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to reintegrate a child back into school, we do 
make an impact when the child spends a day 
in our centre and learns something or shows 
positive behaviour,” she says.

The absence of information and data is a 
challenge, and achieving meaningful change 
in schools is a slow and sometimes frustrating 
process, says Margaretha Ubels. But adds:

“There is now some kind of legal backing  
on policy level, which is a huge success. The 
implementation will take years, but at least 
there is a political will.”

MARGARETHA UBELS AND ISHMAEL HAMMOND

GRACE’S STORY

Grace was nine years old when she one day drifted into the Special Attention Project’s day centre in Accra. She had 
dropped out of school, and spent her days with her mother at a local market.  When she was assessed, it turned out that 
she had difficulties in learning to read and write. She kept reversing letters and could often not recall them. For the next 
six months Grace attended SAP’s education programme daily, and received individualised education. At that time, SAP 
was involved with one of the government schools in the area that was fortunate to have a special needs teacher. That 
teacher attended one of the training programmes offered at SAP, and subsequently served as a link between Grace, 
her class teacher and the family. After a year, the family moved and Grace went to school in a different part of town. 
Although Grace’s academic achievement is low and she is still behind in reading, she had a new start in school instead 
of growing up in the market.

“For a young girl the market environment is also risky in terms of abuse, defilement and violence. Grace has so far 
spent her childhood in school which is generally much safer,” says Margaretha Ubels. 
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THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD Nelida was malnou-
rished, beaten and physically abused by the 
family she worked for. Like so many impo-
verished Peruvian girls from the countryside, 
she was lured to the city by the prospect of 
learning Spanish and attending school. But 
instead of an education, she ended up cleaning 
and cooking for a wealthy family. 

“These are invisible girls. They are treated 
like objects, worse than second-class citizens,” 
says Josefa Condori Quispe who runs the 
Centre for Integral Attention for the Domestic 
Worker (CAITH), an organisation that last 
year helped more than 1 500 girls leave their 
abusive host families and giving them a chance 
to have a happy childhood.

Josefa Condori Quispe grew up in Patambuco, 
an impoverished community in the south of 
Peru. Her father passed away when she was 
six years old, and life was tough. There was no 
school in the village, so Josefa Condori Quis-
pe’s parents decided to send her eight-year-old 
daughter to Lima, where she would stay with 
her cousins, go to school and learn Spanish. 
But the reality was quite different. Once Josefa 
Condori Quispe arrived in Lima, she was for-
ced to work as a maid in her cousin’s house. 

“I had to take care of a young child, clean 
the house and look after the place. My illu-
sions about Lima were shattered, it was such a 
disappointment. The room I stayed in was very 
small. I was very sad,” she recalls. 

JOSEFA 
CONDORI 

QUISPE

AWARDEE
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JOSEFA CONDORI QUISPE 
CAITH, PERU

THOUSANDS OF YOUNG GIRLS IN PERU, OFTEN FROM POOR RURAL FAMILIES, ARE BEING EXPLOITED  

AND FORCED INTO MODERN SLAVERY. JOSEFA CONDORI QUISPE, WHO WAS SENT AWAY TO WORK AS A MAID WHEN 

SHE WAS ONLY EIGHT YEARS OLD, NOW HELPS YOUNG DOMESTIC WORKERS GET OUT OF A CYCLE OF ABUSE.  
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“THESE ARE INVISIBLE GIRLS. 
THEY ARE TREATED LIKE  
OBJECTS, WORSE THAN  

SECOND-CLASS CITIZENS.”

AWARDEE

2016

Josefa Condori Quispe had to watch her 
cousin’s daughter walk to school every day, 
while she stayed behind to do the household 
chores. Eventually, she persuaded her cousin to 
let her start first grade at night school. Through-
out her adolescence, Josefa Condori Quispe 
was slaving away as a maid. Some of the 
families she worked for abused her physically. 
At the age of 18, she came in contact with 
an organised group of domestic workers and 
started attending their meetings. Shortly after-
wards, she began to lead her own programmes 
to help others in the same situation. At night, 
she continued her studies and at the age of 
21, she earned her high school diploma. A few 
years later, she became more involved in the 
movement of domestic workers and helped 
fund CAITH’s centre in Cusco. 

“The situation has changed since the 1970s, 
but there is still exploitation. Fewer children 
are beaten and physically abused nowadays, 
but violence still happens. They don’t get paid 
and are not aware of their rights,” she says. 

The Cusco centre offers a place to stay for 
young girls who have run away from their 
abusive host families. As well as safe haven, the 
girls are offered legal assistance, job training 
and employment in the small businesses that 
support the CAITH program. 

“We have a law that forbids youth exploita-
tion, but the law is not enforced. The autho-
rities often turn a blind eye to the situation,” 
says Josefa Condori Quispe. 

Much of CAITH’s work is focused on raising 
awareness of children’s rights. 
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JOSEFA CONDORI QUISPE

NELIDA’S STORY

13-year-old Nelida was working as a maid together with another girl for wealthy family in Cusco. The two teenage girls 
worked very long hours without pay, were physically abused and malnourished. One day, Nelida broke a vase and was 
afraid that she  
would get beaten. She tried to escape from the family and through friends got in touch with the CAITH team. “It was a 
very difficult situation,” recalls Josefa Condori Quispe. “The family had papers that stated they could keep her, but after 
some negotiations the family agreed Nelida was better off going to school.” Nelida, who previously had a very poor 
attendance at school, completed secondary school and later studied to be a bartender.  Her real family was located, and 
now Nelida attends university. “Nelida was one of the first girls we helped. I want to give all these girls an opportunity to 
have the childhood I never had,” says Josefa Condori Quispe.

“We work in schools and rural communities, 
organising seminars and other activities to 
explain the importance of education.  
It’s important to reach out to the parents who 
often send their daughters in good faith, says 
Josefa Condori Quispe. 

Many of the girls only speak indigenous 
languages, and often arrive without the neces-
sary paperwork and documents they need to 
attend school or receive healthcare. Changing 
mindsets is one of the biggest challenges, says 
Josefa Condori Quispe:

“These girls are worth next to nothing. Most 
abusers see it as if they are doing them a  
favour by providing a roof over their heads.”
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ANTA MBOW 
EMPIRE DES ENFANTS,  

SENEGAL
NEARLY 8,000 CHILDREN LIVE ON THE STREETS OF DAKAR. MANY HAVE BEEN SENT TO THE  

SENEGALESE CAPITAL BY RELATIVES IN RURAL AREAS TO LEARN THE QURAN. BUT INSTEAD OF LEARNING,  

THEY END UP BEGGING IN THE STREETS, WHERE THEY ARE VULNERABLE TO ABUSE. WHEN SENEGALESE-BORN 

ANTA MBOW MOVED BACK TO DAKAR AFTER LIVING IN FRANCE FOR DECADES, SHE WAS SHOCKED TO SEE  

THE NUMBER OF STREET CHILDREN – AND DECIDED TO OPEN A SHELTER. 

WHEN ADAMA, one of Dakar’s many street 
children, turned up to Empire des Enfants’ 
shelter he had a severe burn injury on his left 
hand. The shelter helped him to a hospital 
where he had surgery. After four years, the 
team at Empire des Enfants managed to track 
down his family and return him home.

“If we hadn’t helped him, he would have 
lost his hand,” says Anta MBow, who opened 
Empire des Enfants in 2003. 

Adama is just one of many boys who have 
been given a safe haven at Empire des Enfants’ 
shelter in central Dakar. Last year, the shelter 
housed more than 300 children. Most are boys 
who have been sent from rural parts of Senegal 

to attend Islamic schools in the capital. 
“When they arrive at the shelter they are 

in a very bad condition, both mentally and 
physically. They are malnourished and often 
suffer psychological trauma,” says Anta MBow 
and explains that some religious schools abuse 
their pupils and force them to beg in the 
streets.

“Most of the parents who send their children 
to Quran schools have never been to Dakar. 
They don’t know the reality their children 
face.”

Anta MBow grew up in Senegal and moved 
to France in the 1970s. 

“When I left Senegal there were hardly any 

ANTA  
MBOW

AWARDEE

2016
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“MOST OF THE PARENTS WHO SEND THEIR 
CHILDREN TO DAKAR HAVE NEVER BEEN 
THERE. THEY DON’T KNOW THE REALITY 

THEIR CHILDREN FACE.”

AWARDEE

2016

street children. I was shocked to see so many 
children begging in the street when I returned 
on holiday,” she recalls. 

She decided to do something about it, and the 
result was a shelter for children who have been 
abused, exploited or have run away from home. 

“An important part of our job is to return the  
children to the families. But return is always 
voluntary, she says. 

There are cases where the parents are worried  
that they cannot look after their children, says 
Anta MBow. 

“Unfortunately, many parents run away from 
their responsibilities. They prefer to give the 
children to someone else,” she says. 

Poverty, drought and food insecurity are some  
of the reasons parents send their children to  

the Islamic schools. In the past decades, a 
large number of people have moved from the 
countryside to the larger cities. Many Islamic 
schools, so called Daaras, have also moved to 
urban areas. 

Not all Daaras abandon the children, stresses 
Anta Mbow. However, she says the Senegalese 
government has a responsibility to close down 
the ones that abuse children:

“The government started mapping the 
Daaras two years ago. As a small organisation, 
we can only trigger the alarm. To solve the 
problem with children begging on the streets, 
the government has to close down the bad 
schools and educate parents to look after 
their children.

“The solution isn’t temporary shelters.”
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ANTA MBOW
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ABDUL MANAFF KEMOKAI 
DEFENCE FOR CHILDREN,  

SIERRA LEONE
IN SIERRA LEONE, THERE ARE AROUND 50,000 STREET CHILDREN VULNERABLE TO EXPLOITATION,  

CHILD LABOUR AND PROSTITUTION. MANY ARE VICTIMS OF ABUSE OR PUSHED INTO CRIMINAL ACTIVITIES,  

BUT INSTEAD OF RECEIVING HELP FROM THE AUTHORITIES STREET CHILDREN ARE OFTEN BLAMED.  

ABDUL MANAFF KEMOKAI, DIRECTOR OF DEFENCE FOR CHILDREN SIERRA LEONE, OVERSEES COMMUNITY-BASED 

LEGAL CENTRES THAT OFFER ASSISTANCE TO YOUNGSTERS WHO HAVE ENDED UP ON THE STREETS. 

SOME YEARS AGO, three children were 
trafficked from Sierra Leone to Mauretania, 
through Liberia. A Mauritanian diamond 
trader lured a woman and her three children 
into travelling across West Africa to his native 
country, with false promises of a better future. 
But once the family reached Mauretania they 
were separated. The children were taken to 
different villages and forced into child labour. 
The mother managed to escape and make 
her way back to Sierra Leone, where she was 
referred to Defence for Children Sierra Leone. 
The team tracked down the missing children, 
and brought the man to justice. 

“Retrieving those children was a huge success,” 
says Abdul Manaff Kemokai, who started volun-
teering at Defence for Children Sierra Leone 
when he was a university student. 

“Interpol joined our team and went into the 
community where the man was living. He was 
arrested by police and taken to court. The man 
hired lawyers and claimed the children were 
his, but eventually he was found guilty.”

Although the case was exceptional, involving 
law enforcement agencies in three countries, 
Abdul Manaff Kemokai says it is not uncommon 
that children are forced into child labour:

“There is a culture of exploiting children 

ABDUL MANAFF 
KEMOKAI

AWARDEE

2016



2222

“AS FAR AS THE POLICE ARE
CONCERNED, ALL STREET CHILDREN 

ARE CRIMINALS. THESE CHILDREN 
NEED ASSISTANCE.”

AWARDEE

2016

through labour in Liberia, Sierra Leone and  
Guinea. In almost every home there are children 
exploited as domestic workers.”

Defence for Children Sierra Leone was 
founded in 1998 during the peak of the Sierra 
Leonean civil war, a time when the rights of 
children were gravely violated. It was initially 
established to monitor and document violations 
of children’s rights and to provide legal assis-
tance to young victims of violence and children 
in conflict with the law, including children who 
were detained or accused of being rebels.

Today, the focus is to offer legal assistance  
to children who have been expelled from 
school, run away from home or who have been 
sexually abused. Defence for Children Sierra 
Leone runs several community-based socio-legal 

defence centres where children can receive 
legal and social services. 

“We visit all our police stations on a daily 
basis and see if there are any children. Many 
street children are arrested by police for  
loitering and vagrancy, or rounded up at police 
raids. Some of them have become involved in 
crime as a result of living on the streets, but 
not all of them. But as far as the police are 
concerned, all street children are criminals,” 
says Abdul Manaff Kemokai, who first became 
national coordinator for Sierra Leone and was 
later elected as Executive Director and Vice 
President for Africa in Defence for Children’s 
global organisation.

 “After university I went into teaching and 
had more time to volunteer. I was the most 
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ABDUL MANAFF KEMOKAI

committed volunteer,” he says by way of  
explaining his rise within the organisation.

“My inspiration to focus on children on the 
move actually came from our field work. Since 
1999, the major part of our work has been to 
monitor cases of children in conflict with the 
law or the justice system. An estimated seventy 
percent of the children we assist are street 
children or children on the run. These children 
need assistance.”
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13-YEAR-OLD SHARON ended up on the streets 
shortly after her parents broke up. Through 
a rehabilitation centre for street children, 
she came into contact with Kaami Arts and 
learned to express herself using dance, music 
and theatre. When Sharon’s mother saw her 
daughter on stage, she broke down in tears and 
asked her little girl to forgive her for putting 
her through so much distress. 

“It was very powerful to hear her say ‘please 
forgive me’,” says Martine Umulisa who 
co-founded Kaami Arts three years ago.

 “We have a play called ‘My story’ where the 
children can express what they went through 
and make a story out of it. Many people have 
a tendency to judge street children and believe 

it’s their own fault for ending up there. But 
when we bring this play to the communities, 
the audience is always very moved. Perhaps for 
the first time they realise that the street child 
is not responsible for its own misery.”

Using arts as an instrument for social change 
has been Martine Umulisa’s drive since gradu-
ating from university. 

“The biggest change we see is within the child 
itself,” she explains. 

“When children end up on the streets, they 
lose their confidence. They have a hard time, 
sleeping under bridges and eating food from 
dustbins. They become tough, but also struggle 
to socialise. More often than not, they don’t 
want people to talk to them.”

MARTINE  
UMULISA

AWARDEE

2016

MARTINE UMULISA 
KAAMI ARTS, RWANDA

IN RWANDA, THERE ARE AN ESTIMATED 3,000 STREET CHILDREN FACING HUNGER, DRUG ABUSE  

AND VIOLENCE. TO SURVIVE, THEY ARE FORCED TO BEG, STEAL OR PROSTITUTE THEMSELVES. SOME TAKE  

DRUGS TO FORGET THEIR PROBLEMS. THREE YEARS AGO, RWANDAN ARTIST MARTINE UMULISA HELPED SET  

UP A THEATRE FOR STREET CHILDREN. THROUGH ARTS, YOUNGSTERS WITH PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA  

CAN REGAIN CONFIDENCE AND BREAK THE CYCLE OF ABUSE. 
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“THEY ARE USED TO FIGHT, BUT THROUGH 
OUR WORKSHOPS THEY LEARN TO WORK 
TOGETHER. THE SUCCESS OF ONE ACTOR 
IS THE SUCCESS OF THE WHOLE GROUP.”

AWARDEE

2016

“Through theatre we teach them to be 
confident. When they are on stage in front of 
hundreds of people they are no longer in a 
weak position. They have the power to make 
people laugh, cry and think.”

Learning to socialise is one of the benefits 
of involving street children in arts, explains 
Martine Umulisa.

“They are used to fight, but through our 
workshops they learn to work together. The 
success of one actor is the success of the whole 
group,” she says. 

The idea of creating an artistic space for 
vulnerable children came to Martine Umuli-
sa several years ago. Her passion for arts and 
her strong belief that theatre can be used as 
therapy convinced her that a concept like 
Kaami Arts was the best way to help some of 

the children who have been exposed to violence 
and abuse. She approached several rehabilitation 
centres and asked to hold her workshops there. 

The response was positive, and little by 
little Martine Umulisa built her team. After 
a year, they got enough funding to open their 
own space. 

“We began to see that what we’re doing 
actually makes an impact. The children became 
more and more interested in our activities,” 
says Martine Umulisa. 

Today, Kaami Arts holds workshops in 
dance, drumming and theatre. Last year, more 
than 900 children throughout Rwanda took 
part in the workshops. Raising awareness is  
an important part of the work, explains  
Martine Umulisa.  
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MARTINE UMULISA

SHARON’S STORY

13-year-old Sharon came in contact with Kaami Arts through a rehabilitation centre and became a performer with 
“My story”, a play based on the experiences of former street children. Through Kaami Arts, Sharon has also attended 
drumming workshops. She toured with ten other children, performing “My story” in twelve different communities. Being 
part of the artistic collective has given Sharon her confidence back. “In the beginning, I used to isolate myself. I was sad, 
I hated other children because I thought they were happier than me, that no one passed through the same hard life I had, 
but little by little I realised that we all had our own stories and all were not easy to carry, and Kaami taught us that we were 
all the same, no one was any better than the other. That made me open up to others, now we love each other more than 
before,” she says.

“Sometimes it becomes infected and people 
in the community start accusing each other. 
But we tell them that we are not here to pass 
judgement, but have come to learn together,” 
she says. 

Kaami Arts also work with children with 
special needs and introduce arts in poor 
schools where there is little artistic education. 

The primary focus, however, is to help 
youngster regain their confidence after months 
or perhaps years of being homeless. 

“Physically, they are strong. But they are 
very fragile under that tough surface,” says 
Martine Umulisa. 





29

“OUR MISSION IS driven by communication. 
Nearly everyone has a mobile phone today, 
and our philosophy is to help people help 
themselves. Our platform empowers people 
to take the search for their loved ones in their 
own hands,” says Christopher Mikkelsen, a 
musician and film maker who, with his brother 
David, founded the mobile family tracing service 
for missing people after helping a friend locate 
his missing brother.

Today, the REFUNITE platform has over 
half a million registered users, and helps 
between 100 and 150 families to reconnect 
every month. The platform can be accessed 
through SMS or USSD via basic mobile  

phones, or using web through smartphones 
and computers. Users can search the database 
by typing in names, gender, age, birth country 
and other more specific details such as clan 
belonging or ethnicity to track down family 
members and friends. All the information on 
the database is public, making it today’s largest 
network for missing people.

“We want to improve the platform by making  
it better and thanks to the data we gather and 
analyse on our system, we are able to optimize 
our performance month after month. To me, 
that’s success,” says Christopher Mikkelsen.

In 2005, the Mikkelsen brothers were vol-
unteering at a school for young immigrants 

CHRISTOPHER 
 & DAVID  

MIKKELSEN

AWARDEE
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CHRISTOPHER & DAVID  
MIKKELSEN 

REFUNITE, DENMARK
WAR, CONFLICT AND NATURAL DISASTERS HAVE FORCED MILLIONS OF PEOPLE FROM THEIR HOMES.  

ACCORDING TO UNICEF, THERE ARE TODAY 50 MILLION CHILDREN ON THE MOVE. MANY HAVE LOST CONTACT  

WITH THEIR PARENTS OR OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS. TO HELP DISPLACED PEOPLE FIND THEIR LOVED ONES,  

DANISH-AMERICAN BROTHERS DAVID AND CHRISTOPHER MIKKELSEN LAUNCHED REFUNITE,  

A PLATFORM FOR MISSING PERSONS THAT HAS OVER 500,000 REGISTERED USERS.
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“OUR MISSION IS DRIVEN BY  
COMMUNICATION. OUR PHILOSOPHY IS  
TO HELP PEOPLE HELP THEMSELVES IN 

THE SEARCH FOR LOVED ONES.”
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in Denmark, where they met 17-year-old 
Mansour. The Afghan teenager had fled Kabul 
some years earlier, and had become separated 
from his family.

“This was before social media and our only 
hope to find his family was to fill in a form and 
have it shipped to Pakistan, where Mansour 
last saw his mother and siblings,” recalls Chris-
topher Mikkelsen.

“Four or five months later, we realised that 
we were never going to hear back. Very few 
people, especially undocumented refugees, 
chose to register with the authorities.”

When Mansour travelled back to Pakistan in 
search of his loved ones, he ran into the trafficker  
who had promised to bring the rest of the family  
to Denmark. The trafficker was unwilling to help,  

but eventually he gave them a phone number 
to Stavropol in southern Russia.

“The person who picked up knew Mansour’s 
brother. After five years, the two brothers were 
talking again. It was beyond lucky, it was a one in 
a million chance,” says Christopher Mikkelsen.

They managed to scrape together enough 
money to fly to Moscow and bribe Mansour’s 
brother Parwin’s “owners” to bring him to 
the Russian capital. A few months later, 
Parwan stepped out of a taxi and fell into his 
brother’s arms.

“To help these two brothers was a life-chang-
ing experience,” Christopher Mikkelsen recalls.

The search for Mansour’s family was the 
starting point for what eventually became  
REFUNITE. Christopher Mikkelsen says they  
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were “dumbfounded” by the lack of infra-
structure to track down people who have 
become separated because of conflict and 
natural disasters. After years of trying to 
persuade large organisations to cooperate, the 
brother decided to launch their own platform. 
Through private donations – largely by CSR 
funds – the pair started building REFUNITE. 
Teaming up 18 mobile operators across Africa 
and the Middle East, REFUNITE can reach 
out to a large number of displaced people. Since 
the launch in 2008, REFUNITE has grown and 
is now registering 400 users every day, helping 
more than 500,000 refugees with their search 
for missing loved ones. 

“One of the challenges has been to build tech-
nology for people who don’t use technology,” 
says Christopher Mikkelsen.

“In 2008 we were a bit early, but since the 
technology revolution and the rise of social 
media, we are looked at differently. We are 
helping half a million people.”
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WHEN NYAKWESI MUJAYa was still at school, 
she used to see a lot of children hanging around  
in the streets, begging for food. As soon as she  
finished school, she decided to create a safe 
space for these children, somewhere they could 
come and spend time and learn some skills. 

“I spent every Saturday and Sunday cooking 
food, bringing water and giving bus fares to the  
kids. They called me late at night and I was like 
a mother to them,” recalls Nyakwesi Mujaya 
who set up Makini (“talent” in Swahili) six 
years ago.

At first, she offered workshops twice a week. 
After graduating from university, Nyakwesi 
Mujaya founded Makini and began expanding 

the organisation. Today, Makini has a centre in 
Dar es Salaam where vulnerable and disadvan-
taged children get an opportunity to take part 
in performing arts workshops, such as drama 
and dance.

“Doing theatre makes them much more 
confident. At first, they don’t even want to 
say their names but after a while they trust 
you and start telling their stories. You can  
also see the happiness on their faces,” says 
Nyakwesi Mujaya.

Violence in the family, lack of schooling and 
poverty are some of the reasons why there are 
so many street children in Dar es Salaam. For 
Nyakwesi Mujaya, the desire to help them 

NYAKWESI  
MUJAYA

NYAKWESI MUJAYA 
MAKINI, TANZANIA

THERE HAS BEEN A RAPID INCREASE OF STREET CHILDREN IN TANZANIA IN THE PAST YEARS.  

NGOS ESTIMATE THERE ARE MORE THAN 10,000 HOMELESS CHILDREN AT RISK OF EXPLOITATION, NEGLECT  

AND VIOLENCE. IN 2010, NYAKWESI MUJAYA CREATED A DROP-IN CENTRE WHERE STREET CHILDREN  

CAN EXPRESS THEMSELVES ARTISTICALLY AND REGAIN THEIR SELF-ESTEEM. 

AWARDEE
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“AT FIRST, THEY DON’T EVEN WANT  
TO SAY THEIR NAMES BUT  AFTER A  

WHILE THEY TRUST YOU AND START  
TELLING THEIR STORIES.”
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break the cycle of poverty and create a better 
future for themselves came at a young age.

“I kept asking myself, what will happen to 
these kids in twenty years’ time? I really had to 
find out how they ended up begging,” she says.

Last year, around 350 children attended 
Makini’s classes and a further 200 were 
reached through outreach programmes in 
the communities. Nyakwesi Mujaya wants to 
expand the activities and establish drop-in 
centres in five more regions. By the end of 
this year, they hope to reach more than 5,000 
Tanzanian children. 

“I grew up learning that one thing you create 
can impact thousands,” she says. 

Through one of Makini’s outreach activi-
ties, Nyakwesi Mujaya met Godfrey, a young 
boy who had run away from home. Godfrey’s 

stepfather was an alcoholic who used to beat 
his wife and children. Eventually, he fled and 
ended up on the streets of Dar es Salaam. 

“The older gang children kept chasing him 
and threatened to rape him. The situation 
became very serious, and I took Godfrey and 
some other children to the drop-in centre,” 
says Nyakwesi Mujaya. 

Godfrey attended the classes for two years, and 
is now studying standard three at primary school. 

“He has a dream to one day support his 
family and help other street children,” says 
Nyakwesi Mujaya.

In addition to art classes, Makini provides  
access to health facilities, social services and 
basic education. They have also created a 
referral support systems and work towards re-
habilitation, empowerment and re-integration. 
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They conduct family reunification by invol-
ving local and government authorities, and do 
advocacy for awareness raising.

One of the focus areas is working with 
schools, parents and other NGOs to prevent 
children from dropping out of school. They are 
also working with orphaned children through 
Sifa Foundation, an orphanage that was set up 
by a church musician who was very inspired 
by Makini’s work. 

Getting local authorities on board has been 
trickier, says Nyakwesi Mujaya: 

“In the beginning it was difficult working 
with the authorities. They couldn’t understand 
why a young girl wanted to do all this. Unfor-
tunately, street children are often neglected 
and no one cares about them. But we really 
have to do something for them and improve 
the situation for all children.”

Nyakwesi Mujaya says the biggest challenge 
is to not having a permanent venue for the 
workshops.

“The place we are in now we share with 
other people. Unfortunately, a lot of people 
don’t want to share with street children.”
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DEBBIE BEADLE 
ECPAT UK YOUTH  
PROGRAMME, UK

AN ESTIMATED SIX MILLION CHILDREN LIVE IN SLAVERY AROUND THE WORLD. IN THE UK, AT LEAST 4,000 CHILDREN 

ARE THOUGHT TO BE LIVING IN CONDITIONS OF MODERN SLAVERY, OFTEN TRAFFICKED FROM OTHER COUNTRIES.  

IN 2009, DEBBIE BEADLE STARTED A WEEKLY SUPPORT GROUP FOR YOUNG VICTIMS OF TRAFFICKING. 

WHEN DEBBIE BEADLE joined ECPAT UK, a 
leading children’s charity campaigning against 
child trafficking and child sexual exploitation, 
as a community trainer in 2006 she saw an 
opportunity to give the young victims a voice. 

“I noticed that the voice of the young people 
who have experienced exploitation and what 
ECPAT are fighting against, were missing,” says 
Debbie Beadle. 

She wanted to create a safe space where 
young people who have been through emotional  
trauma could socialise and get involved in pro-
jects, such as drama and arts, as a way for them 
to recover from their experiences. 

“We do activities such as drama to help 
them build confidence and encourage them to 

say what’s on their minds. Many face language 
barriers and it’s sometimes hard for them to 
get their points across. We also teach them 
their rights and important life skills,” says  
Debbie Beadle who has a background in 
teaching children arts and drama. 

The ECPAT UK Youth Programme is based 
in London, and was the first weekly group for 
girls and young women who had been trafficked  
to the UK. The majority come from African 
countries, mainly Nigeria, Ethiopia, Eritrea, 
Ghana and Angola, but also from Vietnam, 
Albania, South America and China. Some are 
British nationals who have been forced into 
prostitution and child labour. 

“We get referrals from the police, social  

DEBBIE  
BEADLE
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“WITNESSING THE ABUSE THAT 
CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE FACE 

IN THE UK, MADE ME SO ANGRY. MOST 
OF ALL THESE YOUNG PEOPLE WERE 

NOT BEING LISTENED TO.”
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services and NGOs who have identified 
young people being exploited,” explains  
Debbie Beadle. 

Three years ago, the ECPAT UK Youth Pro-
gramme developed a weekly support group for 
boys and young males in partnership with The 
Children Society. 

“Some are very nervous when they first join 
the group. They can have quite severe mood 
swings and get very angry. Some suffer from 
post-traumatic stress and are very fearful. I 
remember one youngster who wouldn’t make 
eye contact. The group offers them a safe 
environment to express their feelings. Even 
within weeks, they start being more engaged. 
There is always a lot of laughter, which is im-
portant,” says Debbie Beadle.

Using arts, drama, and peer support, the 
youngsters slowly begin to regain their confi-
dence. They learn about sexual awareness and 
sexual health. 

“They have missed a whole gap of learning 
and don’t know what a healthy relationship is. 
We also try to give them an understanding of 
their rights and what they are entitled to,” says 
Debbie Beadle.

There are currently 36 youngsters attending 
the weekly support groups in London. Similar 
programmes are being planned around the UK.

“It’s an effective programme and we want 
to replicate it in other places. It’s important 
that young people get support across UK, it’s 
also important they can participate in policy 
changes as they are the ones who really know 
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SUZIE’S STORY

“Suzie was a young refugee girl from Uganda. She was 15 years old when she started coming to the group. But she 
looked much younger and was really traumatised. In the beginning, she was so shy and used to hide her face all the 
time, but she kept coming. She had been sexually exploited and forced to have sex with lots of men. She fell pregnant, 
gave birth to the baby at the brothel – and was chucked out on the street once she had the baby. It was a very traumatic 
experience. Her little boy was with her when she came to us. Soon she started participating in our film project and it 
was just amazing to see her grow! She’s now at her second year at university, studying nursing. She’s an amazing single 
mother. I’m still shocked every day what human beings can do to each other. But utterly humbled by the resilience and 
strength of young people.”

what should change,” says Debbie Beadle who 
has always been passionate about human rights 
and fighting against the injustice in this world. 

“Witnessing the abuse that children and 
young people face in the UK, made me so an-
gry. Even more so that it wasn´t on the govern-
ment agenda. I was seeing young people being 
failed and not being recognized or believed by 
professionals who had a lack of training and 
understanding. Most of all these young people 
were not being listened to. I wanted to develop 
space for young people to be heard,” she says. 
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EVE SAOSARIN 
M’LOP TAPANG, CAMBODIA

YOUTH FROM POOR, RURAL PROVINCES IN CAMBODIA FLOCK TO BEACH RESORTS IN HOPE OF A BETTER FUTURE. 

BUT MANY DRIFT INTO A SPIRAL OF DRUG USE, SOCIAL ISOLATION AND ABUSE. SOCIAL ENTREPRENEUR EVE SAOSARIN, 

WHO GREW UP IN A REFUGEE CAMP, STARTED HELPING SIX RUN-AWAY CHILDREN WHO LIVED ON THE BEACH.  

NOW HIS ORGANISATION M’LOP TAPANG HELPS MORE THAN 5,000 VULNERABLE YOUNGSTERS. 

IN 2003, EVE Saosarin and his friends came 
across six boys living on a beach in Sihano-
ukville, a popular beach resort in southern 
Cambodia. He felt obliged to help them and 
started cooking meals for the boys.

“We started with nothing, just compassion. 
Back then there were no child protection 
services in the area and Sihanoukville had a 
reputation as a destination for travelling child 
sex offenders,” says Eve Saosarin. 

Soon, Eve Saosarin attracted private donors 
and launched M’Lop Tapang, an organisation 
that helps children living in extreme poverty 
in Sihanoukville’s streets and slums.

M’Lop Tapang provides a range of services 
including safe temporary safe temporary 
housing, food and clothing, medical care, legal 

services and counselling, as well as access to 
education and training programs and family 
reintegration.

The need is huge. Around 10,000 children in 
Sihanouville live in poverty. Some live on the 
streets, using crime and drugs to survive.

“There is still a lot of migration from rural 
areas. Young people move to the cities and 
beach resorts. But they don’t have the skills 
or knowledge to find jobs and end up on the 
streets,” says Eve Saosarin. 

M’Lop Tapang runs several centres where 
up to 400 children come every day. Some are 
babies and malnourished children; others are 
teenagers who have missed years of education. 

“Our goal is to send them back to their fami-
lies. But we also have a training centre where 

EVE  
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“I WAS BORN UNDER A TREE  
IN THE  FOREST AND SPENT ALL MY  
CHILD HOOD IN A REFUGEE CAMP.”

AWARDEE

2016

the older children can learn sewing, cooking, 
hospitality and other skills for the future. It’s 
not just learning; we make sure they also get 
jobs” says Eve Saosarin. 

One of the many children who have been 
helped by M’Lop Tapang is Dee, who was 
living on the streets with his family. 

“His mother was HIV positive and later passed 
away. We provided him with counselling and 
after two years he finished high school and 
later trained as an electrician. I’m very proud 
of him. He has become much more stable and 
mature. Even today, he still comes back to 
the centre and help us with wiring and other 
things,” says Eve Saosarin.

Eve Saosarin’s parents fled the Pol Pot regime 
in 1979 and sought refuge in Thailand. 

“I was born under a tree in the forest and 
spent all my childhood in a refugee camp. Life 
was very difficult,” he recalls.

After the peace agreement in 1992, the 
family moved back to Cambodia. But Eve  
Saosarin was very frustrated by the lack of job  
opportunities, and ran away from home when 
he was 17 years old. He went to back to Thai-
land and worked illegally as a fisherman. One 
night, he suffered a severe cut on his wrist and 
lost his hand. Luckily, the boat owner took 
him to a hospital and he survived the ordeal. 
But the accident made an impact and Eve 
Saosarin decided to go back to school. He lear-
ned English, and through an organisation that 
supports people with disabilities, he got a job 
as a waiter and later as a cleaner and gardener. 



43

EVE SAOSARIN

Through that organisation, Eve Saosarin lear-
ned about social work, and shortly afterwards 
he set up M’Lop Tapang. 

“Our main objective is to make sure these 
children are safe from abuse. We work with 
the whole community, building networks and 
providing training, so that people know what 
to do when they see a child at risk. 

“In addition to that, we work together with 
other NGOs to investigate child sex offenders 
and have them prosecuted. Sihanoukville is 
no longer a place for sex tourists who want to 
exploit children.”
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DELPHINE MORALIS 
MISSING CHILDREN  
EUROPE, BELGIUM

ACROSS THE EU, 250,000 CHILDREN ARE REPORTED MISSING EACH YEAR. AROUND 125,000 OF THEM HAVE RUN 

AWAY FROM HOME OR FROM INSTITUTIONS, ESCAPING VIOLENCE OR NEGLECT, SEXUAL EXPLOITATION AND ABUSE. 

FRUSTRATED BY THE LACK OF PAN EUROPEAN COOPERATION AND MULTIDISCIPLINARY SOLUTIONS, DELPHINE  

MORALIS LED THE DEVELOPMENT OF A 24-HOUR HOTLINE FOR THE INVESTIGATION INTO MISSING CHILDREN. 

IN JUNE 2006, two girls aged seven and ten 
went missing in southern Belgium. Delphine 
Moralis was working at a Belgian centre for 
missing children, and was assigned to start a 
European campaign to find the girls. 

“The only thing we had back then was a  
long list of organisations, and my colleagues 
and I started calling them individually. There 
really was no practical way of dealing with 
such a campaign. 

“It was clear to me that we needed to do 
better,” she says. 

Delphine Moralis saw an urgent need for 
a network to investigate and respond to 
cross-border child disappearances. She began 
lobbying telecoms companies, regulators and 

the European Commission for a reserved 
number, a hotline for missing children to be 
available for any child or parent, anywhere  
in Europe.

Missing Children Europe now coordinates 
a network of free, 24-hour hotlines, 116000, 
that works in 29 European countries through 
the same number 116 000. 

“First, we managed to have the phone number 
reserved, meaning national telecoms operators 
couldn’t use the number for any other service 
than a service for missing children. We applied 
for funding to develop the service and have 
the number assigned. This was quite a tech-
nical challenge. There was also no obligation 
on member states, so it was up to the national 

DELPHINE  
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“WE HAVE TO MAKE SURE THAT THE ISSUE 
OF A MISSING CHILD IS A CHILD RIGHT’S 

ISSUE. WHY DID A CHILD RUN AWAY?”
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authorities to give the number to us,” says 
Delphine Moralis.

About a fourth of all cases of missing 
children are cross-border in nature. Children, 
often unaccompanied minors from Syria, 
Afghanistan and Morocco, drift from country 
to country, often without even being repor-
ted missing. Delphine Moralis, who has been 
working with youth rights for many year, says 
discrimination is widespread.

“Unaccompanied migrant children are being 
treated differently. We have interviewed law 
enforcement agencies and we really see a lack 
of training for dealing with these cases. The 
investigation often stops as soon as the child is 
out of the country. We have even heard people 
say that when an unaccompanied child goes 
missing, there is one less mouth to feed.”

Only two percent of the calls to Missing 
Children Europe’s hotline are related to 
unaccompanied migrant children. More than 
270,000 calls were responded to last year, 
resulting in 180,000 children being located. 

Missing Children Europe campaigns to raise 
awareness about children’s rights. A worrying 
trend, says Delphine Moralis, is that runaway 
children are increasingly younger. 

“We have to make sure that the issue of 
a missing child is a child right’s issue. Why 
did a child run away? Why does a child gets 
smuggled? We need to focus on the need of 
that child and on preventing disappearance 
rather than limiting our response to once the 
damage is done. Repeat runaway situations 
are very worrying.”
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A boy is missing his bed.
A girl, her doll with the dark eyes.
A third child is dreaming of a time when the pillow was not an enemy.
The war in Syria has continued for almost five years and more than two million children are fleeing the war, within 
and outside of the country borders. They have left their friends, their homes, and their beds behind. Some of 
these children offered to show where they sleep now, when everything that once was no longer exists.

Magnus Wennman, winner of two World Press Photo Awards and fourfold winner of Swedish Photographer of 
the Year Award, has met child refugees in countless refugee camps and on their journeys through Europe. The 
story of when the night comes is a living narrative with no given ending.

TAMAM, 5 years
Azraq, Jordan

Five-year-old Tamam is scared of her pillow. She 
cries every night at bedtime. The air raids on her 
hometown of Homs usually took place at night,  
and although she has been sleeping away from 
home for nearly two years now, she still doesn’t 
realize that her pillow is not the source of danger. 

Text: Carina Bergfeldt
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A boy is missing his bed.
A girl, her doll with the dark eyes.
A third child is dreaming of a time when the pillow was not an enemy.
The war in Syria has continued for almost five years and more than two million children are fleeing the war, within 
and outside of the country borders. They have left their friends, their homes, and their beds behind. Some of 
these children offered to show where they sleep now, when everything that once was no longer exists.

Magnus Wennman, winner of two World Press Photo Awards and fourfold winner of Swedish Photographer of 
the Year Award, has met child refugees in countless refugee camps and on their journeys through Europe. The 
story of when the night comes is a living narrative with no given ending.

LAMAR, 5 year
Horgoš, Serbien

Back home in Baghdad, the dolls, the toy train, 
and the ball are left; Lamar often talks about these 
items when home is mentioned. The bomb changed 
everything. The family was on its way to buy food 
when it was dropped close to their house. It was 
not possible to live there anymore, says Lamar’s 
grandmother, Sara. After two attempts to cross 
the sea from Turkey in a small, rubber boat, they 
succeeded in coming here to Hungary’s closed  
border. Now Lamar sleeps on a blanket in the  
forest, scared, frozen, and sad. 

Text: Carina Bergfeldt



ABOUT CHILD 10

Sophie Stenbeck Family Foundation and Reach for Change 
have founded the Child 10 Award and Summit to recognize, 
support and connect bold leaders of grassroots organizations 
that work with innovative solutions to address urgent and 

pressing issues for children. Every year, the Child 10 Awardees 
meet in Stockholm for the Child 10 Summit, an exceptional 
opportunity for them to share best practices and to build on 
collective knowledge and experience to continue and scale 

their work for children.

For its third edition, the Child 10 Award honors the work 
of ten remarkable individuals who, across the world, make a 

fantastic and inspiring work for the protection of some of the 
children who are the most vulnerable to abuse and trafficking: 

Children on the Run.

CHILD10.ORG


