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Protection or exclusion: Institutionalisation of poor children and young people 

The subject of this paper is the question of institutionalisation of children and young people in Brazil, the decisive role that the variable poverty plays in the discourse of the Brazilian society and specialists to justify the necessity of institutionalisation of poor children and young people in shelters.  
Children and young people’s institutionalisation in Brazil is regulated by law which is considered to be a protective measure with a temporary and exceptional character. This protective measure should only be used when the rights of children and young persons have been violated or threatened. 

Despite the existence of the very progressive Child and Adolescent Act that emphasises the transient nature of this kind of measure, reality shows a different situation. According to a recent research children and young people stay in shelters on an average of two to five years. This is a very long period considering the fact that part of these children and young people have family (mother and/or father, or any other kind of relative). According to the Brazilian Child and Adolescent Act institutionalisation should be the last option, however, it has been used indiscriminately.

Research has revealed that the main reason for institutionalisation is the extreme poverty of many families. This is one of the reasons why institutionalisation has been accepted almost unquestioningly by Brazilian society. The visible effect of this measure is the removal from the street of those children and young people who are considered to be “dangerous”.

Judges, social workers, psychologists and pedagogues recognise the risks of a long-lasting institutionalisation of children and young people. However, they have contributed to permanency of children and young people in shelters. Their main justification for institutionalisation is the extreme poverty of families and the lack of appropriate public policies.

The discourse on protection has masked the social and governmental omission and prejudices against poor people and has also reinforced the social representation of poverty as ”deficiency”.

