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ABSTRACT
Uganda ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1990, committing to promote and protect children’s rights including social security. Despite over three decades of ratification of the convention, the number of street children – interchangeably referred to as children living on the streets in this study – is soaring, and has largely been an ignored tragedy in Uganda’s development landscape. In 1993, Uganda had an estimated 4,117 children living on the streets. By 2013, this number was estimated to be 10,000 children, a 70% increase. Using a case study research design and multiple qualitative methods of data collection as well as John Rawls theory of justice as analytical framework, this study interrogates the adequacy of the human rights-based approach in social protection interventions for children living on the streets in Uganda. The study specifically: (i) explores the adequacy of the human rights-based approach to social protection of children living on the streets in Uganda; (ii) explores respondents’ perceptions of the human rights-based approach in Uganda; (iii) describes government’s achievements towards the realization of the right to social protection for children living on the streets; (iv) describes the challenges to the realization of the right to social protection of children living on the streets in Uganda; and (v) suggests a sustainable social protection paradigm for children living on the streets in Uganda. Data analysis was guided by Miles and Huberman approach of the concurrent flow of activity of data reduction, display, generation of meaning, and drawing conclusions, right from the start and throughout the process of conducting the research.  The study findings indicate that the adequacy of the human rights-based approach is at both normative and operational levels. Normatively, the rights-based approach provides a framework of human rights obligations, with a legal force to hold the government of Uganda accountable for social protection. Operationally, the rights-based approach espouses the principles of ‘good development practice’ such as non-discrimination, participation and accountability. Though majority of the key informants could define human rights and the rights-based approach, virtually all the street children interviewed could not ably define human rights and did not know the human rights based approach. However, some children were able to define human rights in the context of needs. The children’s understanding of human rights was also limited to access to services such as education and health. There is progress towards the realization of the human right to social protection of children living on the streets demonstrated by the ratification of international conventions such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and adoption of national policies and laws, like the National Social Protection Policy. However, the generic nature of policies and plans, the lack of a specific national social protection law, as well as weak implementation of the existing frameworks undermine this progress. Most prominently, the study findings indicate that lack of political will is a central challenge, with cross-cutting influence on virtually all the other constraints. The study further indicates that social protection interventions have been significantly diffused by globalization and neoliberal policies, forces and tendencies which have increasingly made the state disengaged from the provision of social protection services. In light of this, the study proposes a Cosmo-Social Contract as a new and sustainable framework of analysis for the promotion and protection of human rights in general, and the right to social protection of children living on the streets in particular. The study concludes that to realize the human right to social protection of children living on the streets, the cosmo-social contract should be bedrock.

