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Personal	  Writing	  Sample	  (An	  article	  written	  for	  a	  final	  paper	  for	  a	  study	  
abroad	  in	  Buenos	  Aires,	  Argentina):	  

“Los Niños Sin Hogar: Working Children in Buenos Aires” 
 

By: Krista DeFils-November 2010 

On a crisp and cool winter day, University of Washington students dine within the lively 

neighborhood of Recoleta, Buenos Aires. An Argentine girl appearing no older than five calmly  

 
approaches a table, looks a female student right in the eye and with a seemingly rehearsed line 

asks for spare change so she could eat. The designated waiter then nonchalantly glances over at 

the spectacle as if it were a usual occurrence. Although there was a suspicion that the girl could 

have been collecting the money only to pass it to an adult boss who would use the money for 

something other than food, the student gave the girl two pesos (50 US cents) and continued on 

with her meal, but the image of the girl’s dirt spattered face constantly replayed along with the 

curiosity if she ever did eat and if she was sleeping somewhere safe. The average tourist may 

have thought very little of the seemingly neglected, poorly groomed, dirty child; but to the 

analytical traveler looking for answers to this problem it is a start to understanding Argentina’s 

overwhelming presence of homeless children.  

Within the past decade, Argentina’s nation has had a continuing economic crisis that has 

forced the provincial and federal governments into bankruptcy. The result of this crisis has been 

a severe increase of poor people’s dependence on the social welfare system. Buenos Aires, the 

nation’s big and bustling capital had the largest increase in slums, especially in the outskirts of 

the city. Although Argentina has experienced much growth and recovery in the past few years, 

the Buenos Aires metropolis (population 19 million) was reported by Argentina’s government in 
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2009 to have a poverty rate of almost 14% with the majority of these being children and young 

people.  

Several similar occurrences to what happened that day in Recoleta could be regularly seen 

throughout the city at all hours of the day. A common scene repeatedly witnessed in subways 

would be a young mother holding a newborn asking passerby’s for change while sending her 

other small children to do the same. In addition, it was not unusual to see children juggling 

plastic balls for change as cars stopped at streetlights late at night. 

The astonishing thing was that there were so many more homeless children than adults, not 

simply the fact that there were homeless children in general. Having been intrigued by Buenos 

Aires’ homeless phenomena, it was critical to find out public opinions/views about the homeless 

children problem in the city and how it affects the city.   

In an attempt to find answers a few of the student friends the Universidad Argentina de la 

Empresa (UADE) agreed to interviews discussing varying opinions about the topic.  In doing so, 

it was discovered that the general opinion of homeless children didn’t vary as much from person 

to person as was once thought. One particular student, Tatiana Weiman had this to say “It is a 

problem that concerns all the country… I think most of the people really care about these 

children, but they don't do anything about it. It's something that everybody thinks is wrong but 

nobody really does something to change it.” Her response prompted a question regarding her 

thoughts on the parents of these children and the social welfare system’s efficiency in handling 

this issue of child homelessness. To this she stated, “I think they [poor parents] do not have the 

resources to give them what they would like to give, and they do not have the conscience to 

understand that bringing a life to the world is not a simple thing. I can see that some people who 
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live in the ‘street’, have a lot of children and I can't understand how these people think they will 

maintain them. They pretend that the government gives them everything they need to survive.”  

That discussion with Tatiana answered a few questions about why the child homeless 

population was so large in the city, but it also left more unanswered questions, such as which 

organizations work to help solve this social problem. The first and probably largest organization 

is called “Por Los Chicos” (For the Chidren). Por Los Chicos is a civil service organization that 

serves children and families in the slums of Buenos Aires by partnering with soup kitchens all 

over the city while taking donations from corporations and the general public. After several 

attempts to interview these various soup kitchens, feedback was finally received from Juan 

Bellino, a representative for a particular kitchen called Mar Del Plata. Bellino was firm in 

describing the child homelessness problem as “an ongoing problem that will continue to persist if 

drastic community outreach is not taken.”  When asked why he loved partnering with an 

organization like Por Los Chicos, he didn’t hesitate to reply, stating “I love my career because I 

get to do what I love; help people, especially children. At the end of the day, I leave work 

knowing that I have a job that is meaningful to someone’s life and they don’t have to suffer in 

poverty forever, there’s a way out.” 

After learning about all the great work Por Los Chicos and similar organizations do in 

Buenos Aires, the question stood why there were still so many homeless children on the street. 

Was it a lack of room in the city’s homeless shelters or not enough money to feed everyone? Or 

was it, as some believe, a personal choice by their parents to be homeless and live on the streets? 

An impromptu interview with Eduardo Sanchez, a local cab driver, gave a viewpoint to someone 

who experiences many aspects of the homeless problem while simply on the job. In the 

conversation, he was asked what he thought of the country’s social welfare system and homeless 
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shelters; did he think there was an overcrowding and lack of resources problem in shelters? He 

thoughtfully answered “Some people live in the shelters for a short time and leave because they 

feel like prisoners and feel more free living on the streets. There are many shelters around the 

city for people to go to but they instead sleep in subways, parks and the streets because they are 

now accustomed to that way of life. It’s sad especially for the children who grow up this way 

because many of their parents are on drugs and do not use the money they get for food.”  

After conversations with various types of people all over the city, a more complete 

explanation of why the homeless child population was so large in Buenos Aires became evident. 

The issue is clearly very complex and not something that can be solved easily or by simply 

throwing money at the problem. The children have little control over their own lives since many 

of them are born into these horrendous conditions of living and sleeping on the streets, it is all 

many of them ever come to know. The crisis is made worse given that the majority of the 

homeless parents are hooked on drugs, making them less likely to use donated money for food or 

shelter. In consequence, the children are the ones working for any money they receive and get 

nothing in return besides another night on the streets. Organizations such as “Por Los Chicos” 

are doing their best to fight the unruly cycle of child homelessness and hunger, hoping to play a 

part in one day ending this phenomenon. It is their goal to have food in every child’s stomach 

and a roof over their head. It is this goal that keeps them going, a goal that seems unattainable 

but one they will not stop working towards as they believe every child is worth their time. 

Because of Por Los Chicos and the generosity of everyday Buenos Aires residents, the brutal 

fight against child homelessness in the city is underway and the gloves won’t come off until the 

problem is knocked down for good. 

SOURCES: 
Interviews: 
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Tatiana Weiman- UADE Student 

Julieta Alonso- UADE Student 

Juan Bellino- Mar Del Plata 

Eduardo Sanchez- Buenos Aires taxi driver 

 

Websites: 

www.porloschicos.com 

www.washingtonpost.com 

www.serviceforthesoul.com 

 

 


