Talk at the Book Launch – House of Commons – 20th October 2009
I would like to thank Russell Brown MP Chair of the All Party Parliament Group for Street Children, for hosting this book launch for us in the House of Commons.
Today is a celebration not only of the launch of this fully updated version of, THE STREET CHILDREN OF BRAZIL, but of the 7,000 children’s lives that have been rescued through Happy Child International over the last 16 years.

There is a proverb that I’m sure many of you here will know that urges us to SPEAK UP FOR THOSE WHO CANNOT SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES, FOR THE RIGHTS OF ALL THOSE WHO ARE DESTITUTE; SPEAK UP AND JUDGE FAIRLY, AND DEFEND THE RIGHTS OF ALL THOSE WHO HAVE NOTHING.  I feel this responsibility increasingly every day - and not just to speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, but to play some part in enabling them to speak too. And be heard. 

18 years ago I felt the call to give up my job in television with BBC and Sky and to go to Brazil to help the street children.  My original plan in 1991 was to stay for only one year between Television contracts, but I was so shocked with what I saw then, with the murders of hundreds of children at the hands of the death squads and the reality that 35% of the street children were dying before they reached the age of 18, that I knew I couldn’t ignore the problem and just leave.
I lived my first year in Brazil in a shantytown in Rio de Janeiro called Borel.  I wanted to live there because I knew that it was the only way I could begin to understand these vulnerable children.  The shantytown had 40,000 habitants at the time and it was the ‘Comando Vermelho’ which means it had the authority on the drug trade in the city of Rio, so there was a lot of gang warfare with surrounding shantytowns. In the first chapter of the book you will read that I find myself in the middle of cross fire.  It was on a Sunday afternoon I was doing some first aid on a woman whose legs were infected from mosquito bites in the poorest part of the shantytown – her house was made of mud and sticks and her roof was covered plastic bin liners.  We suddenly heard shooting above us and then retaliation from a machine gun from the other side of the hut.  The hut had one iron bed and a chair in it and we tried to hide under the bed with her baby son to avoid flying bullets.  I honestly thought we were all going to die and I started to pray as never before.   Suddenly the shooting stopped.  But after that experience I thought I was going to have to go home, I felt too afraid to even go out onto the streets and visit the street gangs.  ‘What difference could I make?  The problem was so great!’  But I remember sensing these words in my thoughts and with them a peace and strength to continue, ‘With man this is impossible but with God all things are possible.’   At that time there were very few people helping these children and I knew that I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t stay and try and make a difference for some of them.    

I founded HC in 1993 in Belo Horizonte, 3rd largest city.   Today, 16 years on, we have developed a unique 12-step programme focusing on; Prevention work in the shantytowns – run holiday camps during school hols to stop kids going to the streets in the first place; Rescue work from the streets;  Rehabilitation in our homes; with social care; counselling; education; Re-integration into family and community, and after care.  We seek first to re-unite children with their families and if this is not possible then we look after the children until they can be fostered, adopted or leave our care for employment.  

Happy Child is now a replicable model of providing children’s services, and has had a strong impact on local government policy in Belo Horizonte.  We have run training courses for workers and leaders working with street children and have had over 500 students from all over the world train with us, some of whom have gone on and set up their own charities.  

Happy Child has a UK office in Leatherhead, where we fundraise and also raise awareness of the work.   75% of all running costs are raised in Brazil and the UK fund the remaining 25%, as well as 100% funding of any new projects in the first year which then decreases to 25%.
This work - as you can imagine - is tough, and there have been many trials and personal sacrifices over the years for me.   But last year I had an emotional reunion with some of the original boys (now men!) who first came from the streets to live on our farm 15 years earlier!   Their testimonies are written at the back of new book. Some are doing well and some are not. Derson for example was only 10 year old when he came to the farm from living on the streets - and today he’s 25 yrs old – it was great to see him!  He is married and a supervisor at his work and plays 4 instruments! Derson said he had never stopped dreaming!       
Marcello, on the other hand, had stopped dreaming.  Today he is 22 years old and is back on the streets!  But he was there asking after my children, Lucas, Daniel and Jess (who are here today).  Happy Child has offered to send Marcello to a drug recuperation centre for adults - but once again the choice is his. It breaks my heart.  But there was Oades who is now setting up his own design company, Wender is at University, Faisal is a lawyer, Warley is teaching how to make furniture out of bamboo,  Ze Roberto works for an orthodontist and Ze Geraldo works for a Pizza Restaurant and is married.  

In 2007 Happy Child opened our second city centre in Recife, north east Brazil with a house for the street boys. The northeast of Brazil has desperate poverty and many children are being sent to the streets to prostitute simply because there is no food at home.  The Associated Press recently released a report that the north east of Brazil has taken over from Thailand in the area of child sex tourism.  I recently met Rose (changed her name) – prostituting from the age of 11.  She told me many of her clients came from Europe.  Last month I was sent a news report from a local TV station in Recife where the reporter filmed undercover and you saw a girl of 9-10 years old on film offering herself for $5 reais – that’s just over £1.50.  It was shocking!     

There has been relative impunity for many foreigners who have flown out to these idyllic coastal cities of North-East Brazil, and combined beach with child abuse. This is an outrage! And there is an urgency for us to act. 

To meet this crisis, on the ground, Happy Child are currently raising £40,000 to purchase and open a home for these street girls in Recife and we are registered to take in pregnant girls – because some are pregnant as young as 12.       
We really applaud everything that the Brazilian government has done over the last few years to raise the profile of the issues of sexual exploitation and trafficking of children. Backed up by President Lula’s commitment to fighting these issues, there have been a series of legislations and policy frameworks instituted to combat sexual exploitation and trafficking, like the National Plan to Fight Sexual Violence against Children and Adolescents. 

But the key obstacles remain in the area of implementation: how to filter down to a grassroots level what is passed in parliament. 
We would love to recommend the UK to offer to Brazil a Met Office team of specialists to train up key state and federal specialised and permanent teams in Brazil (most specifically, in the North-east and the Amazon) in dealing with paedophiles, both national and international– in the way that we have seen happen with some degree of success in Thailand. The expertise of our Human Trafficking unit would also be pertinent to Brazil combating trafficking routes- although, rather shockingly, I have recently heard that this unit is at risk of being slashed due to lack of financial resources... Can we really afford to lose such expertise?
I mention the need for a gearing-up in clamping-down on traffickers and trafficking routes, because all of seven years ago, in a key national survey, 241 trafficking networks were clocked in Brazil, both intra- and inter-national. Today, as far as anyone can gauge, that number has not decreased, and given the nature of globalization and the internet, in all likelihood that figure has increased. In 2002, the target group identified was girls between 15 and 17 years old, mainly Afro-Brazilian, and the highest number of trafficking routes was identified in north and north-east Brazil. These factors are unchanged. 
In fact, last month in Brazil, INTERPOL and the federal police uncovered a paedophile network that circulated internet videos of sexual abuse of young children in Brazil with links in at least 23 countries around the world, including the UK. These are important steps, but perhaps only touching the surface. To what degree can we prohibit international internet access? What can we do in the UK that could be rolled out internationally?

My vision from the beginning is that HC is reversing the slave trade route.  As you know during the slave trade years thousands of ships left the Mozambique and Angola ports with 4 million African slaves and took them across the Atlantic into Brazil – many into the port of Recife. Many African slaves were transported south to Belo Horizonte to work in the mines and plantations. A majority of the Street children today in Brazil are the descendents of those slaves.    I believe that there is a plan of redemption – and HC is playing a part in that.
Next week I am going with our leadership from UK and Brazil to visit Angola, Africa, to see the reality of the situation over their after years of civil war with a view to us setting up Happy Child in Luanda in the near future. Whilst Happy Child’s 12 step model of ‘rescue, rehabilitation and reintegration’ has been remarkably effective in Brazil, it is clear that Happy Child’s response would have to be specifically tailored to meet these additional needs such as schools for education, access to health care including prosthetic limbs for land mine victims and specialised trauma counselling. Despite the fact that Angola is rich in minerals and oils the majority of the people are still only surviving not living.
Finally I would like to say thank you to Hodder & Stoughton for publishing THE STREET CHILDREN OF BRAZIL, to Clare Jones for organising this book launch, to the amazing team in Happy Child UK and Brazil, to Amauri Pimentel our Brazilian national director, to the International board of Trustees, and to all our supporters for your tremendous contribution over the years. And of course thank you to my wonderful family who are all here!   

Many thanks to you for joining us today - we are giving each you a good bag with your own copy of the book, some information about Happy Child, and a small present made by our children in Happy Child which arrived from Brazil last week.  
Thanks very much.
