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N OT all homeless teenagers sleeping§

rough in Tel Aviv ran away for the
bright lights of the ‘“city that never
stops.”
Tel Aviv isn’t Hollywood, and few Israeli
adolescents give up the security of a roof

over their heads for a dream of fame and .

fortune in the big city.

They run away, in the main, because life
at home is far worse than the uncertainties
of the street.

The streets seem a welcome escape from
physical assualt, sexual abuse and parental
neglect.

They're not.

According to Revital Bakshi of ELEM —
a non-profit organization for youth in dis-
tress in Israel — most runaways end up as
prostitutes and drug addicts, the drugs, an
escape from the horror and hopelessness of
their existence.

THE area borderi%izengoff Circle is
most commonly associated with movie
houses, fast food outlets and shops. By day,
it is a sociable place filled with youngsters
laughing and shopping with friends. By
night, it is a very different story.

At night, this is no place for the innocent
or naive.

Children, some as young as 14, solicit,
witness drug deals and vicious beatings.
Many are so terrified by their surroundings
that they force themselves to stay awake all
night, on guard for their lives. One child
claims she witnessed a murder.

This is the reality of life on the sireet. The
battle for existence that robs them of their
childhood. The youngsters quickly realize
that in this ‘dog eat dog’ world, the weak
simply don’t survive.

THERE is no stereo teenage runaway.
The youngsters, come from all classes and
backgrounds.

Shira (15) left her home in Ramat Hasharon
looking for ‘adventure’. No abusive back-
ground, she says shaking her head, her parents
did not beat or molest her. One day, “without
warning” she just got up and left. Her parents
do not know she is working as a prostitute and
she does not go near h@home.

PROSTITUTION i~ common among
homeless youths. Homosexual prostitution
TRl T T e
Atzmaut and Gan Meir.

Shiomi “works” Hahashmal Park. Sl in
his teens, Shlomi started in prostitution when
he was 13, He was approached by a man who
offered him NIS 500. After that, he says, the
money was not so_good. Today, he eans
around NIS 200 ‘a trick.” He says his moth-
er knows what he does, but she doesn’t ask

questions.

THE strect has its owni sub-culture, its own
hierarchy and rules of social interraction.
Drugs are known and used ~ although not
all the children are users. In contrast to
homeless adults, runaways most commonly
start using drugs after they start living
rough. Drug abuse is a consequence of life
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ALL too often, society“chooses to ignore
the plight of these homeless teenagers. * s

easier to walk past and pretend not to notice |

‘delinquent youth.’

In Jsrael, in particular, a country which
prides itself on its modern, welfare state
based on Jewish values, the tendency is to
ignore or dismiss unsavoury realities such
as incest and child abuse. -

Revital Bakshi of ELEM: “...Not many .

like talking about it, or hearing about it; or
to anyehere. This is another world, differ-
ent, deterring. It is a world of youngsters,
yesterday’s children, who cairy a double
burden. As children they suffered from
maltreatment, from beatings, from incest,

from' emotional and - mental abuse. The

escape from this suffering often involves
an escape to a reality no less harsh, a real-
ity of neglect, of violence, of alienation, of
sickness, of physical and sexual abuse...”

ELEM’s “Chil X of the Night” Van
Project was “bomn out of the need to
expand differing approaches to the prob-
lems of homeless youth.”

Three times a week, from 10 pm until
dawn, the ELEM van travels through the
most delapidated and seedy neighbor-
hoods of Tel Aviv.

‘When the van arrives at the various stops
on its route, the doors are opened and tables
and chairs set out. The youngsters, already
familiar with the van's schedule, anticipate
its arrival and within minutes,the area
around the van is surrounded.

Although it is youth between 15-25 that is
targeted, no one is turned away. All are wel-
comed, hugged and listened to. There are
no lectures, no preaching, just “a small win-
dow back to normality.” A short respite
from the pimps and the dealers who cruise

the  neigh-
borhoods in
a never-end-
ing attempt
to lure the
children into
another cir-
cle of abuse
a n d
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THE “main
aim of the -
Children of

the Night
Van Project

sion of
basic neces-
sities  like
food,
clothes,
condoms,
and a coun-
selling ser-
vice, and,
whenever
possible, to
direct .
youngsters to the ELEM shelter in Tel
Aviv.

Project co-ordinator Revital Bakshi feels
that the most important part is the initiation
and maintenance of a dialogue between

“People have an image of a dirty street
with dirty people. But most people there
have been hurt throughout their lives.
Someone or something went wrong in rais-
ing and educating them. The kids don’t
want pity — they have their dignity. They
know what they want and what they need,

“Our job is t6 pass on the message that
their lives are worth something. We don't
make judgements. We come only to help
and to do what we can.” PN

The Van Project relies heavily on volun-
teers. . These. are non-professionals whose

training consists of lectures on counselling
drugs, etc., so that they have an idea of bot
what to expect and what they can do.

Volunteer meetings are held every tw
weeks, to discuss the current situation o
the street.

FOR those hom@s youth who are suc
cessfully directed to ELEM's shelte
Makom Aher (Another Place), in Yehud
Halevy St, there is bed and board, an
heartwarming stories of success and reha
bilitation.

The main aim of the van project is the provision of basic

necessities llke food, clothes, condoms, and a counseliing

service, and, whenever possible, to direct youngsters to the
ELEM shelter in Tel Aviv




[image: image2.png]Revital Bakshi of ELEM: “The escape
from abusive homes often involves
an escape to a reality no less harsh,
a reality of neglect, of violence, of
alienation, of sickness, of physical
and sexual abuse..."”|

Indeed, for some of the children, it is their
first contact with human warmti\ in a long
time. T

The rules of the shelter are simple. No
drugs, no alcohol and no sex. Follow these
rules and in return there's a bed, showers,
meals and emotional suppon._The children
have to help with the cleaning and after
supper, at 6 pm, they have to attend com-

ulsory group discussions.
pmeryygungzters wake up each day at 7
am; lights out is at 11:30 pm sharp.

1t is here in the shelter that rehabilitation
begins. The rules are intended to teach the
kids to respect and follow the rules and

responsibilities of ‘ outside world.

SAFE behind the sKelter’s doors, and no
longer on guard against the darigers of the

street, the children are able to open up and
try to come: to terms with  their
Predicament.. 5" o

Although the shelter helps in every way
possible to act as a mediator between the
children and their families, there are cases
where the past must remain the past. The
future is the only way forward.

For many, like Zora, home is synony-
mous with violent abuse. She hﬁx a trouser
leg to reveal an ugly red scar which is bp\‘.h
long and deep. She got it, she explains,
when her mother held her down and her

father held a red hot poker against her legd,.

er from running away. .
w/ig’d?er story, while not as horrific, is no
less heartbreaking. A young boy explains
he left home when “my mum x:emag'ned
after divorcing my father vho is in prison.
I get on pretty well with. my new step-
father but he doesn’t waii the kids from
my parents’ marriage so tris is what I ha‘d
10 do. I said to my mum, ‘So that you won’t

s

have problems, I'll leave home’.

After two months at the shelter, Yossi
(15), is leaving to go to a boarding school
to complete his rehabilitation,

Michelle was 15 when she arrived at
Makom Aher. Frequent fights, slaps and
punches had driven her away from her
Orthodox parents and onto the streets. She
returned briefly, but her involvement with a
Moslem man caused her o leave again,
After working with counsellors and after
her parents and siblings agreed to family
therapy, Michelle intends to return home

and try again. @

ELEM’s pamphiets, designed to promote
the work it does, are reassuringly covered
with successful endings.

These serve to highlight not only how
valuable ELEM's contribution is, but also,
the tragic reality of homeless youth.

“At ELEM I found people I could trust;
“If not for ELEM, I wouldn’t be a respon-

sible adult today”’; “If Machom Acher did-
n’t exist, I probably would have commit-
ted suicide™; “I wanted to be an ordinary

- person...like everyone else. ELEM made

that happen.” (™~
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HOMELESSNESS is a terrible reality,
even more so when it results from parental
neglect and abuse. A country is built and
inherited by its youth. ELEM’s impor-
tance, as the only organization of its kind
in Israel today, is its contribution to the
future. Something which President Ezer
Weizman recognizes. “...I wish you con-
tinued success in your meaningful efforts
to improve services for the benefit'of our
youth. We are grateful for your endeavors,
expertise and interest in one of Israel’s
most imporgant resources — its youth.™
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POEM writ 3 Y a 16 year-old helped by
“Children Of The Night,”

Not always do you see the sun'"
Not always do you see the light "~
Not always do you meet the rainbow
And the darkness is next in line
And the darkness is black and cold
Big and evil and scary
And he who is enchanted by it, is lost and
is in trouble ’
And his soul will be dark forever.
But there will always be a tiny flame
And it will always defeat the darkness
And suddenly a vision, a sign, how nice!
It is possible to climb out of the deep.
The sun was merely covered by a cloud
And the darkness ran away a long time
ago
And the flame grew and flourished -
And the darkness became small...





