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Abstract

Street children reside in unstable and disadvantaged surroundings. Street girls often lack proper shelter.
This qualitative case studies aimed to examine the prevalence of grave sexual abuse among street girls,
and subsequently conduct case studies on the identified victims. This was theoretically guided by
Chicago School Theory, Deviant Place Theory, and Feminist Theory. The primary data collection
involved direct observation and informal discussions with street girls in Colombo suburbs. The sample
selection utilized random sampling and snowball sampling techniques. A sample of 25 street girls in
the age group between 11- 19 were interviewed face-to-face using a questionnaire. Among them, 4
reported experiencing grave sexual abuse providing primary data. Secondary data sources included
existing literature, research studies, official reports, documents from government agencies, NGOs, and
media sources. The findings highlighted how broken families and fatherless households drive girls to
street life, increasing vulnerability to grave sexual abuse. Limited education, unstable housing, and
lack of a safe environment further exposed them to abuse. There is a lack of parental communication
regarding sexual abuse and it can occur in diverse settings affecting girls of various ages, by
perpetrators from various age groups, genders, backgrounds and could be victim-related or strangers.
The prevalent form of grave sexual abuse was rape. The victims suffer from physical health decline,
trauma, psychological distress, and symptoms of anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Their ability to seek
help is hindered by fear, shame, and distrust. Victim survivors face challenges and it has a negative
impact on them.

Keywords: Colombo suburbs, Grave sexual abuse, Sri Lankan street children, Street girl,
Victimization

Introduction

Street children have become a permanent feature
of the most urban landscapes in many developing
nations. They are hard to miss, since the realities
of existence fall within the realms of our daily
consciousness, either by reading about in the
newspaper or seeing them in some of the most
uncomplimentary manner on the televisions or
the internet. Yet the plights of these children

continue to deteriorate in many developing
countries, where resources are woefully
inadequate to as deal with the situation. Many
published accounts of street children see them in
aggregate terms, thus readers are not able to
develop a more personal and a heightened sense
of empathy for these children. Thus, paper
provides an individualized account of a street
girls in Colombo suburbs, from birth to the day
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she enters the streets. In a form of a narrative, the
street girl opens up the life that in most cases are
shielded from field researchers. | opened up
about grave sexual abuses street girls face, and
the mechanism they employed to protect
themselves. Data was collected through
interviews by a prepared questionnaire and field
observations. | captured the incredible story of
the girls through their own words. The study was
guided by Chicago School Theory, Deviant Place
Theory and Feminist Theory to understand the
prevailing situations among these girls. 25 street
girls between the ages 11-19 is selected from
observation. This study seeks to contribute to the
understanding of the grave sexual abuse faced by
street girls. Hopefully such direct contacts
between street children and reader would ignite a
stronger advocacy on behalf of these children.

Conceptual Framework

In this research, the following key concepts are
foundational to understanding the complexities
of abuse faced by street children, particularly
focusing on girls:

* Child: A human being under 19 years of age,
forming the demographic scope of the study.

» Girl Child: Specifically, a female child
between 11 to 19 years old, highlighting the
focus on adolescent girls.

« Street Children: Individuals below 19 years
without a permanent residence, residing on
the streets with or without guardians.

« Street Girls: Female children aged 11 to 19
with no permanent residence, residing full-
time on the streets either with or without
guardians.

* Abuse: Intentional actions or omissions
causing distress, especially to a girl child,
encompassing physical, mental, emotional,
or other forms of harm.

» Grave Sexual Abuse: Acts causing sexual
distress, including rape, performed on
another person's body or orifice using
genitalia, body parts, or instruments.

Theoretical Framework
1. Chicago School Theory:

* Related to the Study: Highlights structural
factors in Colombo suburbs contributing to
street girls' vulnerability, including poverty
and social disorganization.

* Incorporation: Questions in the
questionnaire explore social
disorganization, poverty, and community
resources within specific neighborhoods.

2. Deviant Place Theory:

* Related to the Study: Explains how
economically disadvantaged
neighborhoods expose street girls to higher
risks of sexual abuse.

* Incorporation: Questionnaire probes safety
concerns, exposure to high-crime areas,
and the absence of capable guardians.

3. Feminist Theory:

» Related to the Study: Highlights unique
vulnerabilities of street girls due to
intersecting factors of poverty and gender,
emphasizing the need for gender-sensitive
interventions.

* Incorporation:  Questionnaire  explores
gender-specific challenges faced by street
girls, informed by feminist principles,
including access to education, healthcare,
and economic opportunities.

Literature Review

Street children pose challenging problems in low
and middle-income nations (Uk, Www,
Sharmila, Khwairakpam, Kaur & Sukhminder,
2014). They are a consequence of socioeconomic
disadvantages, dysfunctional families, and
familial influences (Senaratna & Wijewardhana,
2013). Street children often experience verbal
and physical abuse from their parents, which
contributes to their vulnerable situation (UK,
Www, Sharmila, Khwairakpam, Kaur &
Sukhminder, 2014). Street-connected children
and youth engaged in transactional sex for
survival, with initiation rites often involving
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violent sexual acts (Embleton et al, 2015). A
cross-sectional qualitative study revealed that
most street children in Colombo were males,
under 14 years old, and lacked guardians
(Senaratna & Wijewardhana, 2012). Minority
ethnic groups were overrepresented among street
children in Colombo  (Senarathna &
Wijewardhana 2013). Living on the streets
exposes street boys to regular physical abuse,
while street females experience victimization and
sexual offenses (Lalor, 1999). Child sexual abuse
experiences contribute to girls becoming adult
street prostitutes, and girls on the street are at
high risk of rape (Silbert et al, 1981; Sisay et al,
2002). Young female hawkers being sexually
abused is a public health concern that can be
addressed through poverty reduction, health
education, and protective child rights policies
(Ikechebelu,  Joseph,  Udigwe,  Gerald,
Ezechukwu, Clement, Ndinechi & Ngozi, 2008).
Girls, especially those living on the streets, are
particularly vulnerable to various forms of abuse,
including grave sexual abuse. (Dunne et al, 2019;
Collin-Vézina et al, 2017).

Street children and girls face challenges such as
poverty, homelessness, and limited access to
education and healthcare, increasing their
vulnerability to exploitation (Naker et al, 2019).
Alarming rates of sexual abuse among street girls
have been found globally, with approximately
19.7% experiencing sexual abuse before the age
of 18 and 9.2% experiencing severe forms of
sexual abuse (Stoltenborgh et al, 2011; Pereda et
al, 2009). There is limited research on the sexual
abuse of street girls in Sri Lanka, but studies have
shown that 32% of street girls in Sri Lanka report
experiencing sexual abuse (Arunaratnam et al,
2018).

The causes of sexual abuse among street girls can
be attributed to factors such as lack of parental
care and support and societal marginalization and
stigmatization (Kimerling et al, 2007). Sexual

abuse of street girls has physical health
consequences such as sexually transmitted
infections and unwanted pregnancies, as well as
psychological consequences such as depression,
anxiety, self-harm, and substance abuse disorders
(Buscher et al, 2019).

Efforts to address the sexual abuse of street girls
require a comprehensive approach involving
protective policies, legal frameworks, education
initiatives, and awareness raising (Kaiser, EIma,
Sinanan & Allison, 2019; Senaratna &
Wijewardhana, 2012; Kimerling et al, 2007). The
consequences of sexual abuse on street girls
include physical and psychological trauma,
disrupted education, increased risk of substance
abuse, and limited access to healthcare (Silva,
Jayasundara, & Handapangoda, 2021).

Research Gap

There is extensive research conducted globally
on child abuse, victimization of street women,
and street children has limited focus on Sri
Lanka, especially street girls. However, there is a
notable research gap in understanding the grave
sexual abuse victimization of street girls in Sri
Lanka, necessitating an in-depth investigation.

This study focused on street girls' perspectives,
experiences, challenges, and impacts related to
grave sexual abuse, aiming to fill this critical
research gap. It aimed to contribute to existing
knowledge and awareness, providing insights for
evidence-based interventions and policies.

The findings will enhance academic literature
and  offer  practical  implications  for
policymakers,  organizations, and  child
protection advocates. Conclusively, it seeked to
inform evidence-based interventions, policies,
and programs, promoting a safer environment
and protecting the rights and well-being of street
girls in Sri Lanka.
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Research Methodology

Study Area

The study area includes Colombo district of Sri
Lanka;, Colombo Central, Colombo North,
Colombo West, Colombo South, Colombo East,
Homagama, Kaduwela, Kesbewa, Kolonnawa,
Maharagama, Moratuwa, Ratmalana, and
Thimbirigasyaya.

Sample

* Initial sample: 25 street girls in Colombo
suburbs interviewed with a structured
questionnaire.

* Qualitative study: Four street girls with
grave sexual abuse experiences were
selected.

* Participants under 15 years: Parent/guardian
interviews conducted along with the girl
child.

Data Analysis Approach
* Qualitative  Research
Narrative analysis

Approach  and

Primary Data Collection:

* ldentified 25 street girls through direct
observation.

« Utilized random and snowball sampling
methods

 Conducted face-to face interviews using a
structured questionnaire.

* In-depth case studies of four street girls
with grave sexual abuse experiences which
provided primary data for the study's
analysis and findings.

Secondary Data Sources:

» Reviewed existing literature, research
studies, and scholarly articles on sexual
abuse and street children globally.

» Analyzed media sources including
newspapers, online articles, and
documentaries for real-life stories and case

studies related to street girls' sexual abuse
victimization.

Data Analysis and Discussion

Demographic Information

Case Study One

» Participant: 12-year-old Muslim girl living
with her mother and three younger siblings
(8-year-old girl, 7-year-old boy, and 2-
year-old girl).

» Family Background: Raised by her single
mother; unaware of her father's identity.
Family has been on the streets for 12 years
due to mother being abandoned by her
family for being pregnant out of wedlock.

« Education: Not attending school, no formal
education.

» Occupation: Not engaged in any form of
occupation.

Case Study Two

* Participant: 15-year-old Sinhala girl living
with her biological mother and 9-year-old
brother.

» Family Background: Conflict and strained
relationships at home led them to live on
the streets for the past 5 years.

« Education: Studied up to grade 7, currently
not attending school.

» Occupation: Not engaged in any form of
occupation.

Case Study Three

* Participant: 16-year-old Sinhala girl living
with her aunt, aunt's daughter (10 years
old), and son (9 years old).

 Family Situation: Biological parents live in
Embilipitiya with two younger sisters (10
and 8 years old). They've been on the
streets for 10 years due to family's financial
struggles.

 Education: Studied up to grade 6, currently
not attending school.
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 Occupation: Not engaged in any form of
occupation.

Case Study Four
* Participant:  18-year-old Sinhala
residing with her 22-year-old sister.
» Family Background: Knows her biological
mother; father left during mother's

girl

pregnancy. Mother lives with aunt due to
economic crisis.
 Education: Never attended formal school;
basic literacy limited to writing her name.
» Occupation: Sells incense sticks for
livelihood.

Responses on Opinion Statements on Grave Sexual Abuse

Table 1: Responses on Opinion Statements on Grave Sexual Abuse

Statement Participant 1 | Participant 2 | Participant 3 | Participant 4
1. Some children are sexually abused by | Agree Agree Agree Agree
older children

2. Most people who sexually abuse | Agree Disagree Disagree Agree
children do not belong to the child’s

family

3. Most of the time children are sexually | Agree Disagree Disagree Agree
abused when they are alone

4. Few street children are victims of grave | Disagree Disagree Disagree Disagree
sexual abuse

5. Only young children are victims of | Disagree Disagree Disagree Disagree
grave sexual abuse

6. Boys are not sexually abused Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree
7. A majority of sexual abuse perpetrators | Disagree Disagree Disagree Disagree
are retarted or mentally ill

8. Even if one lets a year go by without | Disagree Agree Agree Agree
talking about a grave sexual abuse

situation, it is still possible to do

something about it

9. In sexual abuse cases, the child herself | Agree Agree Agree Agree

is never responsible

Based on the participants' responses, it can be
concluded that the street girl participants possess
an understanding of the severity and existence of
grave sexual abuse. Their emotions of anger,
sadness, frustration, scepticism, and sadness
demonstrate their recognition that sexual abuse
can have significant and long-lasting impacts on
victims. They challenge the notion that only
young children are victims, emphasizing their
belief that individuals of various ages can
experience severe abuse. This indicates a
nuanced understanding of the diverse nature of

grave sexual abuse. Their disagreement with the
statement that few street children are victims of
grave sexual abuse suggests their perception that
the prevalence of such abuse is higher than
commonly  acknowledged.  Overall, the
participants' responses reflect an awareness and
understanding of the seriousness of grave sexual
abuse, indicating their recognition of the need for
increased awareness, support, and protection for
victims while also reflecting differing opinions
on specific aspects of the issue.
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Knowledge about Grave Sexual Abuse before Incident/s and Resource/s

Table 2: Knowledge about Grave Sexual Abuse before Incident/s and Resource/s

Question

Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3

Participant 4

10. Have your parents
ever talked with you
about child/grave
sexual abuse?

No

No

No

No

10.1. If they have,
which parent/s?

No

No

No

No

11. By whom have they
explained such acts may
be committed?

12. What was their
advice to you if it
happened to you?

13. Were you told about
sexual abuse
somewhere else? If so,
please specify who told
you about it (e.g.,
friend, scout, doctor,
etc.)

No

No

Street friends

No

14.Can
explain

you briefly
what child
and/or sexual abuse
means according to

your understanding?

“The trouble done
by a man to a
girl.”

“The inflicting
of forceful
sexual

intercourse on
female genitals
by males and
threatening to
keep it a
secret.”

“Grave
Abuse
something

when
older, usually
grown-up,

Sexual
means
really
bad and terrible.
someone

It's

a

does

things to a child that
they shouldn't do. It
could be touching
us in private places

or making us
things we

do

don't
want to do. It

S a

violation, a feeling

of being
and powerless.

trapped

It's

scary and makes us

feel  dirty

and

ashamed. We know

it's wrong, but

we

often don't know
what to do or who to

turn to for help.

a secret that

It's
we

carry inside, but it

hurts us deeply

and

affects us for a long

time.”

“Child abuse,
as | understand
it, is when
adults or older
individuals
harm or
mistreat
children. It can
be physical or
sexual, and it's
something that
can cause a lot
of pain and
suffering.
Sexual  abuse
specifically
involves
inappropriate

sexual actions
towards
children, and
it's a violation
of their trust
and
innocence.”
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The research findings indicate a significant lack
of awareness and communication regarding
grave sexual abuse among the participants. Most
respondents reported they had no prior
knowledge of abuse before victimization, and all
affirmed that their parents had never discussed
the topic with them. This communication gap
within families raises concerns about the girls’
preparedness and ability to protect themselves
from potential sexual abuse. It points to a
noteworthy deficiency in parental awareness and
a lack of proactive efforts to address this crucial
topic within the family setting.

The absence of information about who provided
explanations or what guidance was given in cases
of grave sexual abuse suggests that most girls did
not receive counsel from trusted sources,
particularly their parents. The sole mention of
learning about sexual abuse from street friends
underscores the significance of informal
networks and peer interactions as potential
sources of information for these girls. However,
the reliance on friends for information poses

potential issues related

reliability.

to accuracy and

Responses to the inquiry about defining child and
sexual abuse varied in depth and accuracy. The
first  participant  exhibited a limited
understanding, recognizing harmful actions but
lacking comprehensiveness. In contrast, the
second participant demonstrated a more explicit
and accurate awareness, likely derived from
personal experiences. The third participant
exhibited a comprehensive and empathetic
understanding, acknowledging the profound
impact of abuse on children, encompassing
personal boundaries, powerlessness, fear, shame,
and enduring effects. The fourth participant's
comprehension encompassed both physical and
sexual mistreatment, recognizing the pain,
suffering, and breach of trust involved. Overall,
these responses underscore the critical need for
improved communication within families and
emphasize the influential role of informal
networks in shaping participants' understanding
of sexual abuse.

Personal Experiences of Grave Sexual Abuse and Perpetrator/s

Table 3: Personal Experiences of Grave Sexual Abuse and Perpetrator/s

were you when it
happened the first
time?

Question Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4
15. Various forms | Forceful fondling | Non- Touching her | Forceful
of grave sexual | Rape consensual inappropriately(body) | fondling  with
abuse she has exposure to older children
faced genitals Made her perform
Forced to | sexual favours Forced to watch
undress  and explicit
show her own | Sexual assault. pornographic
genitals Rape material
Rape Rape
15.1. Number of | Multiple times 4 times Multiple times Multiple times
times faced?
15.2. Are you still | No No Yes No
currently
subjected to any
of these
situations?
15.3. How old | 9 years 13 years 14 years 13 years
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15.4. If not, how | 11 years 15 years - 17 years
old were you the
last  time it
happened to you?
16. Can you | Yes. Mother’s | Yes. Mother’s | No. Strangers No. Strangers,
identify the | former partner former partner teenagers, men
perpetrator or she has seen on
perpetrators? the streets or the
area
16.1. What is the | Male Male Males Males and
perpetrator’s /s’ | 39 years About 45 years | Ranging from 30-50 Females
gender/s and Ranging  from
age/s, teenagers to
adults
17. Whether | Has not informed | Has not | Has not informed due to | Has not
informed mother until he was | informed lack of trust in | informed due to
responsible remanded. due to | mother due to | authorities and | fear of potential
person/s  while | fear of threatening | fear of | institutions consequences if
facing it or soon | and abandonment | threatening and informed.
afterwards? If not, | from family. abandonment | Victim-blaming  and
why? from family, disbelief when | Lack of support
No other trusted reporting incidents of | from a
person to tell. Did not | sexual abuse responsible
understand individual
Had no idea on | what happened
how to explain the | and how to Lack of
incidents. explain it. awareness,
Felt scared and Fear of
ashamed so has retaliation
denied to seek Lack of
help. trustworthiness
in authority
figures.
17.1. If yes, what | - - - -
happened?

In questions based on personal experiences on
grave sexual abuse, responses indicate that all
four participants have experienced severe and
traumatic forms of sexual abuse and that
everyone has specifically been victims of rape.

Participant 1 reports experiencing multiple
instances of grave sexual abuse. Participant 2
mentions facing abuse four times. Participant 3
and Participant 4's responses aligns with
Participant 1. Comparing the responses, it is
evident that all four participants have endured
repeated incidents of grave sexual abuse. The
similarities in the types of abuse indicates a

pattern of predatory behavior. The presence of
recurring abuse underscores the long-lasting and
ongoing trauma experienced by these girls.

Regarding the current situations, Participant 1,
Participant 2 and Participant 4 state that they are
no longer subjected to these abusive situations.
However, Participant 3 mentions that she is
currently being victimized by abuse. The varying
circumstances reflect the different stages of their
experiences. Furthermore, the participants' ages
at the first occurrence of abuse vary. This
suggests that the abuse started at different stages
of their lives, but all participants experienced it
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during their early adolescence. The ages at which
the participants last experienced instances of

sexual

abuse signifies the culmination or

cessation of their victimization to some extent.
These observations highlight the varied durations

of abuse experienced by the street girls.

However,

any duration of sexual

abuse,

regardless of its length, can have severe and
lasting impacts on the victims' well-being and

development.

Physical and Mental Conditions Before and After Victimization

Table 4: Physical and Mental Conditions Before and After Victimization

Participant | Physical condition | Mental condition | Physical Mental  condition  after
before before condition after | victimization
victimization victimization victimization

Participant 1 | Innocence, Naivety with a | Weight  loss, | Defensive and guarded
resilience, and | street-smart self-neglect, body language with
survival instincts | mindset to | and  physical | withdrawal from physical

navigate realities | trauma  from | contact and signs of

of the | abuse discomfort

environment Trust issues, difficulty
forming healthy
relationships, and
maintaining a sense of
safety
Decreased self-esteem and
symptoms of anxiety and
depression
Flashbacks and heightened
hypervigilance

Participant 2 | Fragile, Pretends to have a | Worsened Withdrew into herself, seeks
malnourished, and | tough  exterior, | physical state | solace and safety by being
physically constantly on | with visible | alone from her family
neglected guard and distant | signs of | Feels deep anguish and

vulnerability sorrow
Constant feelings of fear,
confusion, and intrusive
thoughts
Sense of worthlessness and
despair

Participant 3 | Resilient yet | Holds onto hope, | Direct impact | Intense emotional distress:
vulnerable finds moments of | of abuse: | shame, guilt, worthlessness
physical state joy and | physical pain, | Weakened trust in others,

connection  with | sexually constant state of fear
Malnutrition, lack | fellow street | transmitted Nightmares and flashbacks,
of hygiene, | people infections, impacting sleep and mental
exposed to harsh | Certain level of | injuries in | stability
weather conditions | resilience and | genitals and | Decreased self-esteem,
determination to | other body | symptoms  of  anxiety,
persevere parts, depression, and  post-

traumatic stress disorder
Changed perception of the
world, withdrawal from
social interactions, loss of
hope for a better future
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Participant 4 | Delicate balance | Moments of
between solace and
vulnerability and | connection within
resilience the street

community
Struggles with | Glimmers of
finding  enough | hope, dreams of a
food, lack of | better future, and
access to basic | belief in
hygiene facilities | improvement
Physically Determination to
weakened and | survive and
more prone to | navigate  street
exhaustion due to | life
extreme  weather
conditions

Visible  scars | Overwhelmed by fear and
from abrasions | constant unease
Physical pain | Shattered trust in others,

and discomfort
from injuries

suspicion, and wariness
Deep sense of shame and

Exacerbated guilt

vulnerabilities | Disrupted perception of the

and difficulty in | world

physical Magnified challenges as a

recovery street  girl, increased
vulnerability
Dire need for
comprehensive support,
specialized care, and

trauma-focused
interventions

Long and arduous journey
of recovery, yearning for a
safe space to heal

In respect of physical and mental status before
and after grave sexual abuse victimization, all
participants experienced a decline in their
physical condition following the abuse. They
suffered from weight loss, self-neglect, and
visible signs of physical trauma. This suggests
that the abuse took a toll on their physical well-
being, resulting in  deterioration  and
vulnerability. Additionally, all participants faced
intense emotional distress as a consequence of
the abuse. They experienced feelings of shame,
guilt, fear, and worthlessness, indicating the
profound psychological impact of the traumatic
event. Furthermore, symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder

Challenges faced after Grave Sexual Abuse

were evident in the mental responses of all
participants, reflecting the lasting effects of the
abuse on their mental health. Lastly, each
participant exhibited coping mechanisms such as
defensive body language, withdrawal from
physical contact, and a sense of wariness towards
others. Despite these similarities, there are
notable differences. The participants’ physical
conditions before the abuse varied. These
differences suggest varying levels of
vulnerability. Mentally too the participants
exhibited differences. These differences
highlight the individual responses to the trauma
and the unique ways in which each participant's
mental well-being was affected.

Table 5: Challenges faced after Grave Sexual Abuse

Participant Challenges

Participant

Challenges

Emotional trauma

Flashbacks and intrusive memories
Isolation

Difficulty in daily functioning
Long-lasting effects

Participant 1

Participant 3

Physical Health Complications
Self-Esteem and Identity Challenges
Social Isolation and Stigma

Trust issues

Difficulty in forming connections
Persistent traumatic memories
Flashbacks

Emotional distress

Participant 2

Participant 4

Safety and Security Concerns
Substance Abuse and Addiction
Physical Health Challenges
Psychological and
Consequences

Emotional
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With respect of challenges faced after
experiencing grave sexual abuse, all participants
who have experienced grave sexual abuse share
several common challenges. Participants in this
study share common struggles resulting from
intense emotional trauma caused by abuse,
experiencing fear, shame, guilt, and confusion
that impede daily life. Their ability to trust is
damaged, leading to difficulties in forming
healthy relationships and seeking support.
Distressing flashbacks and intrusive memories
further contribute to their torment, perpetuating a
cycle of suffering. Social isolation, fueled by the
stigma surrounding abuse, hampers their ability
to openly discuss experiences or seek help.
Despite these shared challenges, individual
differences emerge in the severity and nature of
emotional struggles, trust issues, and physical
health complications based on unique abuse
experiences. Each case underscores the need for
tailored support, emphasizing the distinct aspects
of participants’ journeys. The study highlights
how disorganized and harmful environments
exacerbate post-abuse challenges, hindering
recovery and societal reintegration. The
overarching theme underscores the profound
impact of environment on coping mechanisms
and support-seeking behaviors.

Conclusion

The research focused on the prevalence of grave
sexual abuse victimization among street girls in
Colombo Suburbs, examining a sample of 25
interviewed individuals. Among these, 16% (4
girls, predominantly Sinhala-3 and Muslim-1)
reported experiencing grave sexual abuse,
prompting a detailed case study to gain deeper
insights into their traumatic experiences.

A significant contributor to girls entering street
life is broken families and fatherless households.
Financial strain within such families restricts
access to essential resources like education,
healthcare, and suitable housing, compelling

girls to turn to street life. The absence of positive
male role models leaves them vulnerable, lacking
protection, guidance, and affirmation, leading to
their susceptibility to abusive situations on the
streets.

Street girls encounter considerable hardships due
to limited education and the absence of stable
housing, constraining their chances for personal
and economic growth. Living on the streets
exposes them to various forms of grave sexual
abuse, with their plight worsening when
victimized by their homeless mothers' partners.
The absence of a safe and secure space leaves
them open to physical, emotional, and sexual
abuse, creating a challenging environment that
makes it difficult for them to break free from the
cycle of victimization.

Insights regarding grave sexual abuse highlight
that victimization can occur in diverse settings,
challenging stereotypes that it only happens to
young children or boys. The risk spans public and
private spaces, emphasizing the multifaceted
nature of sexual abuse for street girl victims. The
research finds that abusers come from different
backgrounds, and their motivations vary,
demonstrating the complexity of the issue.

Parental communication gaps contribute
significantly to the lack of awareness among
victimized street girls regarding child and grave
sexual abuse. The absence of discussions with
parents reveals a concerning reality faced by
these vulnerable individuals. Learning about
sexual abuse through informal networks formed
with other street girls suggests that these
connections play a crucial role in their
knowledge acquisition.

Victimized street girls consistently face grave
sexual abuse until the perpetrators exist in
common  environments.  Accounts  and
testimonies point to the prevalent occurrence of
rape among these individuals. The abuse often

gln.wm.

93



"8R8 - &#B-101E w@ikpde BEag Bdyst ewod, 1(1), 2024 @ibn

commences during early adolescence, with
varying ages of onset, culmination, or
persistence, reflecting a complex timeline. There
is a delayed disclosure and reluctance to report
the abuse among victims, stemming from factors
like fear, threats, abandonment, lack of trust, and
the absence of a trusted confidant.

Perpetrators of grave sexual abuse can be both
males and females, known individuals, and
strangers to victims, encompassing a wide age
range, including both younger and older adults.
Street girl victims often suffer physical health
decline and substantial psychological distress,
manifesting in symptoms like weight loss,
trauma, shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, depression,
and post-traumatic stress disorder.

Coping mechanisms, such as defensive body
language and withdrawal, are commonly
observed as survivors attempt to protect
themselves and adapt to the trauma they have
endured. Challenges faced by street girls who
have experienced grave sexual abuse include
intense emotional trauma, difficulties in trust and
forming relationships, distressing flashbacks,
social isolation, and long-lasting consequences.
The severity of these challenges varies among
survivors based on their backgrounds,
experiences of abuse, coping mechanisms,
physical health complications, and social
circumstances.

In conclusion, the research underscores the
urgent need for awareness, support, and
intervention to address the pervasive and
complex issue of grave sexual abuse among
street girls. Breaking the cycle of victimization
requires a holistic approach to mitigate the
profound challenges faced by these vulnerable
individuals.

Recommendations

The following recommendations emerged from
the findings of this research study. Implementing
them can contribute to address the issue at hand

and improve the well-being and protection of
street girls.

1. Strengthen support systems for street girls,
including safe shelters and rehabilitation
centers

2. Implement comprehensive sex education
programs

3. Establish community outreach programs

4. Collaborate with local authorities and law
enforcement agencies

5. Develop trauma-informed counseling and
therapy services

6. Engage and empower street girls through
peer support groups and mentorship
programs:

7. Raise awareness in the community

8. Establish  partnerships ~ with  local

organizations, NGOs, and government
agencies
9. Conduct training programs for

professionals

10. Foster collaboration with street girls

11. Provide accessible and confidential
reporting mechanisms

12. Promote gender equality and challenge
stereotypes

13. Allocate adequate resources and funding

14. Enhanced Surveillance and Monitoring

The implementation of these recommendations is
of utmost importance in preventing street girls
being victimized and re- victimized by grave
sexual abuse in Sri Lanka, particularly in
Colombo suburbs. These measures can
contribute to creating a safer and more supportive
environment for street girls, empowering them to
build or rebuild their lives and protect themselves
from harm or further harm. By implementing
above suggestions, we can address the
vulnerabilities faced by street girls and work
towards their holistic well-being and protection.
Incorporating these recommendations will not
only provide immediate support to street girls but
also contribute to long-term systemic changes
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and the prevention of victimization and re-
victimization.
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