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[bookmark: _dbbkg0a98pfi]Preamble
We take a deep breath.
We feel it passing through our lips – chapped or cracked, maybe from the cold or thirst. How it reaches our lungs – healthy or semi-functional, depending on how much care and access we've had to healthcare. How it passes through our stomach – full or empty, depending on how much our parents earn.
The air moves further, through our hands – soft or weathered from work, because there are still children who help their families survive instead of going to school.
It travels through our wombs – healthy or carrying a child, because not all of us have access to sexual and reproductive education. Through our reproductive organs, which have either endured unimaginable pain or not, due to abuse. To our feet – bare or with shoes, depending on how much money we have.
In Romania of 2024, we live in different worlds. Our lives are shaped by our parents' income, the city we come from, the opportunities we have, the color of our skin, our age, and how we love or feel in our own bodies.
In this age of deep social inequalities, we’ve taken our future into our own hands.
Children from all walks of life have come together to create this report. We put here our expertise, our ingenuity, our life stories to make the state understand that we are not just numbers, but we are real, we live, and we, above all, trust them. We know that many adults fight for us, but from now on, we need them to fight with us, for a tomorrow in which we are not afraid, in which we are not divided, in which we are not fighting anymore.
We created this report to show that our experience matters. The experience of existing in society, of interacting with our peers and the adults in our lives, of participating in community life. Of going to school, going to the store, staying at home, working, going to protests. Our experience is enough, valuable, and necessary in the decision-making process.
We invite you to read this report with the understanding that it comes from our hearts and our lived experiences. It is a call for action, a testament to our resilience, and a reminder that we, as children, are not just the future but also an integral part of today’s decisions. We trust that those who read it will recognize the urgency of our voices, the validity of our experiences, and the strength of our collective will. Together, we can build a tomorrow where no child is left behind, where our rights are upheld, and where we are not merely surviving, but thriving.

In friendship, 
The Children of FONPC


[bookmark: _r2cd2vzi130q]HOPE 

[bookmark: _m4wontk2yb56]Education 
[bookmark: _m3vkdryplt]Facing inequalities: Teachers as lifelines
It’s just after dawn when Andrei enters the classroom, his breath visible in the cold air. As the radiator switches on, the old system groans in protest, a necessary sound that announces it will warm the room by the time the students arrive. The space feels empty without them – it’s just the ticking of the clock and the hum of the radiator as he walks to the desk, where a few snacks are scattered. He brought them in this morning as small tokens of care for the kids who don’t have enough to eat at home. No one ever asks, but they come in, their eyes glancing at the snacks like they don’t deserve them, little hands grabbing the loud packaging and opening it hopefully. 
Soon, Anita and George, his colleagues will come with homemade coffee and together they will exchange some of the ideas for how to make the space more colorful, alongsider some of the tougher cases in the schools. Until then, he sits in the creaky chair of the teacher’s desk, takes out the tests he gave last week and begins grading them.
By the time the first bell rings, some of the students are still not there. Andrei watches them drag themselves through the door, heavy jackets that were meant for warmth but are now little more than thin fabric that fights against the winter. He sees the thinness in their faces, the bags under their eyes. He knows that many of them come from homes where there is no heat, no proper clothing, no food.
He sighs quietly. These are children who should be focusing on their lessons, but instead, they are thinking of how to stay warm, how to get through the day, how to survive another night. Andrei tries to teach them something more, something that matters for their future – financial literacy, sexual education, skills that could open doors for them. But he is met with resistance. He doesn’t have the resources. He doesn’t have the funding. Even worse, he doesn’t have the support from the administration or the community. 
He often finds himself filling in the gaps, being the teacher, the counselor, the medic, when the village doctor is nowhere to be found, when the clinic is closed for the day. It’s all part of the job, but it’s too much. Andrei feels the weight of it in his chest. He’s supposed to be shaping young minds, but there are days when he feels like he’s just trying to hold the pieces together, hoping something – anything – will change.
The students talk to him. They tell him their stories – stories of broken homes, stories of hunger, stories of pain. They trust him, in their own way. But he is just a teacher, and. oftentimes, that’s not enough. How much pain can one person shoulder, after all.
The rural poverty is suffocating, and Andrei can’t breathe under its weight. He looks around at the dilapidated classrooms, the lack of materials, the outdated curriculum, and wonders where it all went wrong. Why has it become so hard to give these children a chance? Why is it so hard to get anyone to care?
He believes in Romania. He does. But sometimes, it feels like the system is abandoning him. The politicians make grand promises about helping the educational system, but those promises are hollow. And Andrei is left standing at the front of the classroom, fighting a battle that feels impossible. He is passionate, dedicated, but he is also a man without the tools to build the future these children deserve.
He feels tired. He feels small. He feels alone. But he keeps going, because if he doesn’t, who will? And every day, in the face of despair, he finds a small moment of connection with his students – when they smile, when they finally understand something, when they trust him enough to share a part of their lives. Those moments are enough to keep him going, but they are fleeting, fragile. And in the back of his mind, Andrei knows that these moments are the only thing standing between him and giving up altogether.


School should be the place we spend most of our time, alongside our homes. But, unfortunately, this is not the case for some of us who, because of poverty, have to drop out to support their families. Education should not be a burden. For years, student councils and associations have sounded the alarm that this sector is underfinanced, even if the law says 6% of the GDP should go to everything school related. In reality, we do not get even half of that promise. This has devastating consequences on the quality of care we receive in institutions. 

[bookmark: _mi2ojx6634ru]Updating the curriculum and textbooks

Although we have seen an improvement in the diversification of subjects that need to be taught, more time is needed to integrate these electives, as most of our time is still taken up by subjects for national exams, which makes it difficult to focus on other areas. We want a diversified curriculum and gender-sensitive textbooks that include Romanian heroines and female authors in Romanian literature. 

Moreover, teaching resources are insufficient, even if their distribution should be without charge. World Vision Romania has shown that more than two thirds of pupils are asked by teachers to bring money from home for workbooks and compendiums.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://worldvision.ro/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Drepturile-copiilor-in-comunitatile-defavorizate.pdf] 


[bookmark: _c2lbpflst8b9]Meals at schools 

Learning on an empty stomach is hard for us kids, and nowadays 2 out of 10 children say their family sometimes or never provides enough food. While the Hot Meals in Schools program will be implemented in 450 schools on paper, the infrastructure of most of them is not favorable for distributing and storing amounts of food.  In the report published when the project was in its pilot phase, we can see that only 10% of schools have canteens, while most of them have had problems with finding caterers to deliver the food.[footnoteRef:3] There are still issues with transportation and food preparation. This year, over 100 children have been hospitalized due to food poisoning from the meals, showing that the system is still not working properly.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  https://www.edupedu.ro/lipsa-cantinelor-principala-problema-in-desfasurarea-programului-masa-calda-in-scoli-arata-un-raport-al-ministerului-existenta-unei-cantine-nu-este-criteriu-in-alegerea-scolilor-din-programul/]  [4:  https://www.edupedu.ro/dupa-un-an-in-parlament-a-fost-promulgata-legea-prin-care-se-acorda-o-masa-la-scoala-elevilor-din-450-de-scoli-cu-15-lei-pe-zi-intre-timp-guvernul-a-majorat-numarul-de-scoli-incluse-in-programul/] 


[bookmark: _rychud2uocq]Transport 

“Free transport is important, because in many communities a bus comes once every 6 hours and then children have to stay so many hours in the cold, waiting.  In the last 2 years, the prices have risen a lot. For example the ticket for a minibus was 5 lei, now it is triple 10, 15 lei. Some children go hungry to continue their studies because the money is not enough.” - Lavinia, 16

Despite pressure from civil society, on 25.06.2019, the Romanian Government issued GEO (Government Emergency Ordinance) no. 51/2019, which removed county passenger transport from the scope of public services, thus making it impossible to impose public service obligations on transport operators. As a result of the Ordinance, in the summer of 2019, the tragedy of Caracal took place, where 2 schoolgirls who had to hitchhike were kidnapped, raped and killed, as the Public Prosecutor's Office also held in its indictment.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  “Given the lack of public transport between villages in Romania, hitchhiking is a common activity, and it was not the first time the victims had hitchhiked.“.] 


Following this tragedy, the Romanian Parliament rejected GEO no. 51/2019 through Law no. 34/2020. The Romanian Government issued GEO no. 70/2020 establishing a transitional situation for the termination of public service contracts, which also introduced free transport for students, but was implemented with a deficient budgetary mechanism.

Children without access to intra-county public transportation are also entitled to free transport, with public authorities reimbursing transport companies directly. However, last year we witnessed delays in the Ministry’s reimbursement process and a lack of accessible routes for children. In some cases, timetables did not align with reality, and the distance between home and school exceeded one hour.[footnoteRef:6] Moreover, the process to apply for free transportation is, sometimes, difficult and, unless teachers help us, we do not know what to do.  [6:  https://www.edupedu.ro/lista-sumele-forfetare-pentru-elevii-navetisti-in-anul-scolar-2024-2025-trimisa-de-ministerul-educatiei-in-scoli/] 



[bookmark: _n4855a84982p]Child participation in schools and leisure time
As the state struggles with bureaucracy, we salute the efforts of most teachers who are striving to create meaningful change in the educational system. Despite national calls for child participation, especially in rural and vulnerable areas, much of the initiative comes from NGOs and certain governmental organizations such as UNICEF. We urge the government to make these initiatives more inclusive, recognizing that children who have never been asked for their opinions are finally being heard. We ask for patience – both for us as students and for our teachers – as we embark on this journey of being involved in decisions that affect us.
The recent educational laws passed contain language that is too complex for many, including adults, to fully understand. This also applies to the Statute of the Student, a document that is meant to outline our rights but is often inaccessible due to its difficult language. This made it harder for us to react when new punitive measures,[footnoteRef:7] such as detention and the confiscation of personal items like phones, have been introduced. While the aim of these measures may be to maintain discipline, it is crucial to understand that we need these devices to record abuses, which too often go unnoticed.  [7:  https://www.edupedu.ro/statutul-elevului-2024-a-fost-publicat-in-monitorul-oficial-sala-de-detentie-fara-telefoane-mobile-in-timpul-orelor-si-sanctiunile-care-pot-fi-aplicate-elevilor-din-anul-scolar-2024-2025-printre-no/] 

A third of us spend over 3 hours for homework outside school hours, sometimes even spending more than 4 hours on homework, even if we have a document that tells schools to give no more than two hours a day.[footnoteRef:8] We need rest and leisure time to recharge.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  https://www.edu.ro/sites/default/files/OMENCS%205893%20teme.pdf]  [9:  https://worldvision.ro/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Drepturile-copiilor-in-comunitatile-defavorizate.pdf] 


Lack of time is also an important barrier in participation. We invest a lot of time in educational activities and, for some of us, early work responsibilities are added to school responsibilities. All this makes it difficult to get involved in workshops, meetings, forums where our voice can be heard loud enough[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  https://www.sos-satelecopiilor.ro/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Manifest-pentru-participarea-copiilor-%C8%99i-tinerilor-1.pdf] 


[bookmark: _t0x8rm5fsk18]Recommendations
Ensure all children from struggling families receive access to hot meals and after-school academic support, with regular monitoring by schools to evaluate the program's effectiveness.
Implement targeted programs for rural areas to reduce dropout rates after 8th grade and provide specialized support to help students pass critical exams like the Baccalaureate.
Offer free workshops to teach parents the importance of education and equip them with strategies to support their children. Increase government support for families in need.
Prioritize recruiting additional teachers and classroom assistants for rural schools to ensure every child receives the support they need.
Raise teachers’ to recognize their critical role and enable them to focus fully on students’ success without financial stress.
Make sure every school has a school counselor and a school doctor, available when they are needed if they cannot be there at all times.
Develop user-friendly systems to inform schools and families about available financial aid, ensuring clarity and accessibility for all.
Require the Ministry of Education to adopt simple, child-friendly language in all official communications to enhance understanding and engagement.
Prohibit punitive measures like detention or phone confiscation, replacing them with positive approaches that foster learning and personal growth.
Establish a robust oversight system to ensure schools efficiently utilize funds and have the guidance needed to access additional resources.
 Adapt teaching methods by offering continuing professional development for teachers to improve their interactive teaching skills development and use of digital resources to teach each subject.
Subsidise accommodation and develop a meal program in high schools for students from disadvantaged, low-income families. Also ensure good conditions of the accommodation by complying with legislation, providing pest control, guaranteeing cleanliness, maintenance and repairs, and safe conditions. Modernise the infrastructure as and when needed or create new infrastructure to meet current needs.

[bookmark: _uqdvoshy069j]Migration

[bookmark: _je6tgignmow]Friends out of strangers: migration and community
I first noticed Danylo on a rainy Monday morning. He stood in the doorway of our classroom, clutching a worn backpack like it was the only thing keeping him upright. His eyes darted around nervously, and his clothes, though clean, were too thin for the early spring chill. He didn’t look at any of us, just at the floor, like he wished it would swallow him up.
Our teacher, Mrs. Popescu, introduced him with a gentle voice. “This is Danylo. He’s come from Ukraine, and he’ll be joining our class.” Her smile was warm, but I could see the worry behind it. She asked me to be his bench-mate, and I nodded, sliding over to make space for him.
Danylo sat down stiffly, and for the first few days, he barely spoke. He only knew a few words of Romanian, such as Bună ziua, mulțumesc, and scuze. But even without words, I could tell he was carrying something heavy. His eyes were always shadowed, as if he’d seen too much. When the teacher asked him a question, his face flushed with embarrassment, and he would stammer out a response in broken Romanian. The other kids whispered behind their hands, not out of cruelty but curiosity, unsure how to act around him.
School was harder for Danylo than for any of us. Romanian grammar twisted around him like a maze, and the letters on the blackboard seemed to mock him when he tried to copy them. I watched him struggle to read aloud, his voice trembling, and I could feel the tension in his hands as he gripped his pencil until his knuckles turned white.
But what hurt the most was seeing how much he wanted to belong. He would glance at us when we laughed, his eyes flickering with a longing to join in. But jokes lose their humor when you don’t understand the language.
I’ll never forget the day Danylo stood in front of the class to give his speech. We were supposed to talk about our families, and when it was his turn, he walked to the front, standing tall but gripping his paper tightly. His eyes shimmered, betraying the emotions he was trying to hold back.
“My home... it’s not there anymore,” he began, his voice steady but quiet. “It was taken from us.” He paused, glancing at Mrs. Popescu, who gave him an encouraging nod.
“My father stayed behind,” he continued, his voice firm despite the tremble in his hands. “He helps in any way he can. My mom and I are here now, and... we make it work. She’s strong. She says we’ll rebuild someday.”
The room was silent, not out of pity but respect. Danylo stood there, holding his gaze steady, as if daring us to see his strength despite the cracks in his voice.
When he finished, Mrs. Popescu clapped gently, setting off a wave of applause from the rest of us. Danylo nodded once, a small but proud gesture, and walked back to his seat.
After class, I found him sitting on the steps outside, staring at the gray sky. His hands rested on his knees, his posture straight despite the weight he carried. I sat down next to him without a word, pulling out my notebook to scribble a quick message: Vrei să joci fotbal mâine? (Do you want to play soccer tomorrow?)
He read it, then looked at me. For a moment, the corners of his mouth twitched, and then a small, determined smile appeared. “Da,” he said softly.
From that day on, things were still hard for Danylo, but they were different. He started joining us on the field, and though he wasn’t very good at soccer, no one seemed to care. We celebrated when he scored, and he laughed, really laughed, for the first time since he arrived.
There were still days when the shadows crept back into his eyes. He would get quiet, distant, lost in thoughts I couldn’t reach. Once, he told me in broken Romanian about the sounds of bombs, about missing his father who had stayed behind to fight. He didn’t cry when he spoke, but his voice was hollow.
We all tried to help in little ways. I would explain homework to him when he didn’t understand, and Mrs. Popescu gave him simpler assignments until he caught up. Slowly, his Romanian improved, and with it, his confidence. He even started teaching me a few Ukrainian words.
By the end of the school year, Danylo wasn’t the quiet boy who had walked into our classroom that rainy morning. He was still quiet sometimes, yes, but he smiled more. He had found a place among us, not just as a refugee, but as our friend. And when he spoke of Ukraine, it was with both sadness and pride.
One day, he gave me a small, tattered ribbon in the colors of the Ukrainian flag. “Thank you,” he said, his Romanian clearer now but still soft. “For being friend.”

[bookmark: _o90zixaxabmp]Access to Education
Many of us refugee children have had to leave behind the schools where we once studied, and starting again in a new place is difficult. Learning a new language is hard, and most of us don’t get enough Romanian language classes to help us catch up. There’s also a rule that only three Ukrainian students can be placed in a single class, but most of the time, we’re the only ones there. This makes it lonely and harder to fit in. Having at least two Ukrainian children in each class would help us support each other emotionally and socially.
For teenagers between 15 and 17, education is even more challenging. Some are too old for regular school, and the Second Chance programme isn’t designed for their needs. Without scholarships or affordable housing, many of them can’t study and are forced to work to survive. We need vocational courses in languages we can understand and more support so we can keep learning.
[bookmark: _ey5pdtpxya1e]Access to Healthcare
Trauma from leaving our homes and families behind affects our mental health deeply. Many of us struggle with sadness, fear, and hopelessness, but we don’t have enough access to mental health services. Psychological support is crucial to help us build resilience and move forward with our lives.
Some of us have experienced violence or abuse during our journey, and we need doctors and therapists who understand these situations and can help us heal. Our physical health is just as important, and we need systems that make it easier for us to visit doctors and get the care we need.
[bookmark: _h8s9rojxcu0]Access to legal help
Navigating the legal system in a new country is overwhelming, especially for children. Many of us don’t understand our rights or know where to get help. Unaccompanied refugee children need extra protection to make sure no one takes advantage of them. We need legal assistance that is free, easy to access, and explained in ways we can understand.
[bookmark: _ya54oaodi7]Access to participation and opportunities
As refugee children, we often feel invisible when it comes to decisions that affect us. Many of us want to have a say in how schools, communities, or governments plan for us, but we’re not given the chance. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds, like those in the protection system, with disabilities, or from Roma families, face even more barriers to participating. We need more spaces where our voices are heard, and we are treated as equals in decision-making processes.
[bookmark: _de2v9c57ffh]Access to social welfare
Families like ours are struggling financially. Programs like the 50/20 initiative helped refugee families afford basic needs, but many of these supports have been cut. Without them, we’re at greater risk of social exclusion.
For unaccompanied children, the situation is even more difficult. They need social workers who can make sure they’re safe and cared for, following the same laws that protect all children in Romania. Subsidized housing, financial aid, and other forms of support would help us live with dignity and build better futures.
[bookmark: _b85sdykzxk3k]Recommendations
Develop tailored remedial programs for refugee and migrant students to help them align with the curriculum.
Recruit bilingual educators and teaching assistants to address language barriers effectively.
Create extracurricular programs or summer camps focused on immersive language learning.
Train teachers and students on intercultural understanding and respect to prevent bullying.
Organize intercultural exchange programs that pair migrant students with local peers for activities showcasing each other’s cultures.
Introduce a funded preparatory year for migrant children, with guaranteed access to educational resources like textbooks, supplies, and school meals.
Establish youth advisory councils at the local level to ensure migrant children’s voices are heard in community planning.
Develop youth hubs or community centers where migrant and local children can collaborate on social projects and share experiences.
Establish a mentorship network pairing migrants with local youth for psychosocial support and integration guidance.
Reinstate and expand programs like "50/20" to offer financial aid for food, clothing, hygiene products, and shelter.
Prioritize unaccompanied minors for enhanced social protection to prevent abuse and neglect.
Expand access to school-based mental health programs and community counseling centers for trauma recovery.
Develop a multilingual, online database of general practitioners and specialists willing to treat migrant families, specifying languages spoken.
Train justice system professionals on the unique needs of migrant children to ensure sensitive and equitable treatment.
Implement specific protection measures in line with Council of Europe guidelines, including dedicated legal representation for vulnerable children.
Incorporate intercultural pedagogy, diversity management, and trauma-informed practices into teacher training programs.





[bookmark: _bv2gtkhfwhvt]BELONGING

[bookmark: _hbdnkp38si1w]Discrimination of children with disabilities 

[bookmark: _sxqs3v5vslbd]Living with a disability: the path to autonomy

This story has been adapted from a speech Patricia has given at the Youth and Children’s Government launch in Spring 2024. 
Imagine this: you wake up one morning, and everything is different. There’s no blurring of shapes or colors in your vision, no slivers of light creeping through the curtains. It’s all just... blank. Imagine trying to make sense of the world when it suddenly feels distant, unrecognizable. You reach out, searching for something familiar, but everything is muffled, like you’ve stepped into a world without sound or light.
Now, I invite you to do something with me: close your eyes for a moment. Not because you have to, but because I want you to try to step into my shoes — just for a second. And if that feels too much, if the silence of your own mind becomes too loud, feel free to open your eyes again. This is the exercise: to feel what I feel, even if it’s just a fraction of it.
Living as someone with a disability — especially as a blind person — is like constantly searching for clarity in a fog. Every day, I ask myself: Am I enough? Because the world around me is not built for people like me. I can’t do things the same way as others, and the effort I must put in just to keep up is exhausting. It’s a constant battle, trying to navigate a world that doesn't always have room for my existence.
I remember a time when I was waiting for a bus. I stood there, as I always do, waiting to hear someone tell me the number of the bus as it arrives. But that day, no one would help me because I was alone at the bus station. I had no choice but to stand there, feeling the cold press of isolation. It happens more often than you think.
Then there are the times when I’m with my guide dog — my faithful companion who helps me navigate the world. But even he faces rejection. People stare, frown, refuse to let us enter stores, buses, or even hotels. They don’t understand that my dog is not a pet; he is my lifeline. Legally, guide dogs are allowed everywhere, yet society often refuses to accept him. Why? Because people don’t see what I see, or rather, they don’t see my world.
The world around me — our world — doesn’t make room for people like me. Public spaces aren’t accessible. Sidewalks, streets, shops — they’re all designed with others in mind. I don’t have the freedom to move on my own; I rely solely on the kindness of strangers or my family. But that’s not what education is supposed to teach us. It’s not supposed to teach dependence, but independence — to grow into responsible, autonomous adults. And yet, I’m left with no choice but to ask for help, to depend on others, and to constantly wonder if I’ll ever truly belong.
Now, imagine that you wake up tomorrow with no sight. Do you think you could go about your day, live the life you live now, without needing help? Do you think you’d feel as confident in the spaces you move through, or would you feel lost in a world that isn’t made for you? Would you be able to find your way, or would you be left behind, struggling to be seen in a world that refuses to acknowledge you?
That is the reality I live with every day. It’s a challenge, but it’s also a reminder: we must ask ourselves, What kind of society do we want to build? One that leaves some of us behind, or one that embraces the dignity and autonomy of every person, no matter their abilities?
[bookmark: _d79rgbxgmqw]The need for independence 

As children with disabilities, we want to be independent, just like everyone else. But this isn’t easy when so many places are not made for us. Imagine needing help every time you go somewhere because the buildings, streets, or buses aren’t accessible. That’s how it feels for many of us. With better tools, like text-to-speech apps, Braille, or sound-based navigation, we could do so much more on our own. We just need people to make these tools available everywhere. Schools and universities need to adapt, too. Giving us accessible materials and fair exams shouldn’t be an exception—it should be normal.

[bookmark: _hpi0eajn73]The strain of stigma 

One of the hardest parts of living with a disability is how others see us. Some people are too careful, acting like we can’t do anything ourselves. Others can be cruel, calling us names or laughing at us. This hurts and makes us feel like we don’t belong. It’s not okay. We want people to know that we’re capable, that we can be strong, and that we deserve respect. Schools should teach kids and adults how to treat us fairly. We’re not asking for special treatment—just the chance to be seen as equals.

[bookmark: _eytvi6rbd2jr]Medical attention

We also need a healthcare system that listens to us. Sometimes doctors don’t understand what we need, and that makes everything harder. If healthcare professionals were trained to work with kids like us, it would make a big difference. We also need easier access to assistive tools and mental health care. Everyone says they want us to succeed, but that can only happen if we get the right support for our bodies and minds. This isn’t just about us—it’s about creating a system that works for all kids.

[bookmark: _rq686p8q061y]Recommendations 

Legally prohibit the use of pejorative terms like handicapped, one-eyed, or crazy in schools, workplaces, and public discourse.
Implement awareness campaigns to educate the public about respectful terminology and inclusion.
Provide books in Braille, audio formats, and large print, and ensure online resources are compatible with screen readers.
Equip classrooms, libraries, and bathrooms with ramps, elevators, and wide doorways to ensure physical access for all students.
Train educators to effectively support students with disabilities, including adapting teaching methods and classroom activities.
Allow flexible schedules and adjusted deadlines, especially for exams, to accommodate accessibility needs.
Introduce free eye check-ups for children and young people, available twice a year.
Offer a 10–15% discount on eye medication with a prescription that identifies the individual as visually impaired.
Develop an app to guide visually impaired individuals through hospitals and other healthcare facilities.
Allocate budgets to support transportation and check-ups for young people and children with disabilities.
Install public address systems on buses and trains to announce stops clearly.
Introduce tactile mats on pavements and pedestrian crossings to aid visually impaired pedestrians.
Improve street lighting and increase the volume of audible signals at traffic lights for better navigation.


[bookmark: _ooamnge7vcwf]Discrimination of Roma children

[bookmark: _nhhe8ymwfgpj]Turned away: difficult reminders of everyday stigma
The bus station hummed with the usual chaos: mothers calling after children, travelers juggling bags, and the low rumble of engines starting and stopping. Amid it all, a Roma woman stood quietly in line with her two children. Her long skirt swayed gently as she shifted her weight, holding a small, worn bag in one hand and keeping the other firmly on her son’s shoulder. Her daughter clung to her skirt, her small fingers gripping the fabric as though it were a lifeline.
She reached the front of the line and handed her ticket to the driver, her movements deliberate but unobtrusive. The driver, a middle-aged man with a gruff demeanor, glanced at her ticket before looking her up and down. His gaze lingered on her skirt, on the color of her skin, his expression hardening. Without a word, he shook his head and handed the ticket back.
The woman furrowed her brow, confused. She said something softly, her tone calm but firm. The driver didn’t respond at first. Instead, he waved a hand dismissively toward her and the children, his voice finally cutting through the station’s din: “This bus is full.”
Those close enough to hear exchanged uneasy glances. The bus wasn’t full, there were clearly empty seats visible through the windows. The woman hesitated, her grip tightening on her bag. Her son looked up at her, his young face a mixture of confusion and worry. The girl, too small to understand the specifics but perceptive enough to feel the tension, clung tighter to her mother’s skirt.
When the woman spoke again, her voice was firmer, but the driver only gestured impatiently toward the growing line behind her. “Move along,” he muttered.
The crowd murmured but stayed silent. Some looked away, pretending not to notice, while others shuffled uncomfortably, their gazes darting between the driver and the woman. One or two passengers whispered, shaking their heads, but no one stepped forward.
The woman stood there for a moment longer, her posture straight despite the weight of the rejection. Then, with a quiet dignity, she turned and began walking away. Her children followed, their small feet dragging across the station floor. The boy clutched her hand, his wide eyes darting nervously around the crowd. The girl glanced back once, her gaze meeting those in the line, as though searching for something – a kind face, an explanation, maybe even help.
The bus doors closed, and it rumbled away moments later. Passengers stared out the windows as the woman and her children disappeared into the crowd, swallowed by the noise and movement of the station. Those who had witnessed the scene soon busied themselves with their own travels, the moment fading as quickly as it had come.

[bookmark: _wxw2yhhg4z0u]Access to recreational places 
Today, Roma children in Romania face many challenges that make life difficult. One of the biggest issues is access to recreation. For example, in Sibiu, a group of Roma children, accompanied by an NGO, were denied entry to a waterpark.[footnoteRef:11] The owner claimed to have had bad experiences with other Roma groups in the past. This kind of treatment makes us feel left out and hurt, as we just want to have fun like other children. No one should be refused access to public places based on their background. [11:  https://www.oradesibiu.ro/2022/07/01/copiii-romi-au-interdictie-la-strandul-din-sibiu-patron-imi-selectez-clientela-mi-au-umplut-piscinele-cu-mustar/] 

[bookmark: _os3ypkxyp3xx]Access to public and private transport
Another problem is access to transport. In Sălaj County, a Roma mother and her children were denied entry to a bus by a driver.[footnoteRef:12] When the mother challenged the decision, the driver assaulted her, and the court dismissed the case as not being discrimination. The driver was only given a small fine, while the mother was fined and imprisoned for non-payment of the fine. This situation makes us feel unsafe when traveling and worried that we might be treated unfairly. Everyone should be able to travel without fear of being rejected or hurt. [12:  https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/femeia-saraca-batuta-de-un-sofer-de-microbuz-a-fost-condamnata-la-amenda-sau-inchisoare-iar-barbatul-a-primit-cu-suspendare-4228459] 

[bookmark: _yjqtz5oicczj]Reclaiming the media
Roma people are also often portrayed negatively in the media, which causes a lot of harm. During the Russian-Ukrainian war, some Roma Ukrainians who captured an enemy tank were called “the stolen Roma tank” in the media, reinforcing harmful stereotypes about our community.[footnoteRef:13] These stereotypes make us feel upset and misunderstood, and it hurts when the media doesn’t show Roma people in a fair and positive light. We need media that treats everyone equally and fairly, without spreading lies or stereotypes. [13:  https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25396083-tanc-rusesc-furat-romi-sambata-noapte-sudul-ucrainei.htm; https://www.realitatea.net/stiri/extern/video-cum-se-fura-un-tanc-rusesc-de-40-de-tone-romii-din-sudul-ucrainei-au-reusit_621be4604352121e79768088; ] 

[bookmark: _ds4ydfgrb5m9]Access to social benefits
Poverty is another major issue. Around 80% of Roma people are at risk of poverty.[footnoteRef:14] The system is complicated, and many people avoid applying for help because of the stigma attached to social assistance. This makes life even harder for Roma families who struggle to provide for their children. We want to have enough money for food, clothes, and school supplies, but it’s hard when there isn’t enough to go around. The government should make sure that everyone gets enough to live on, and that the process of applying for help is simpler and without stigma. [14:  https://ergonetwork.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/8-Social-protection-unemployment-benefits-2.pdf] 

[bookmark: _k7y03pggrufc]Gender-based violence in healthcare and justice
Early marriage of girls is another problem that the government often ignores, saying it is part of Roma “culture,” which is not true. We believe that every girl deserves the right to decide her future and should not be forced into marriage. The government should ensure that girls are protected and allowed to grow up, get an education, and make their own choices.
Finally, Roma women and girls face discrimination in healthcare. For instance, a Roma woman was denied medical care because of her ethnicity. This kind of treatment is unacceptable. All people, regardless of their background, should be treated with respect and dignity in healthcare settings. The government should make sure that all healthcare workers are trained to provide equal care for everyone and that Roma people have the same access to healthcare as others.
Girls and women in the Roma community are often treated unfairly, but they fight back through dedicated campaigns and the power of community. Despite the many challenges they face, they continue to stand up for their rights. However, we dream of a world where they don’t have to fight to be treated with the dignity and respect they deserve.
[bookmark: _cngplsl32nby]Recommendations
Make it easier to get the guaranteed minimum income by reducing paperwork and offering support to help Roma families access it. 
Create local strategies for Roma inclusion to address specific challenges in different regions. These plans should focus on issues like education, healthcare, and jobs, which can vary from one community to another.
Make spreading harmful stereotypes about Roma a crime with clear punishments for those who spread lies or hatred. This will help change public attitudes and promote inclusion.
Stop early marriages of Roma girls by strengthening laws that protect young girls from being forced into marriage. 
Help Roma women get more opportunities through programs that offer job training, healthcare, and other support to fight discrimination and improve their lives.
Run public awareness campaigns to highlight the culture and achievements of Roma communities and reduce prejudice. 
Fight against segregation in housing by creating policies that help Roma families live in better conditions and support those facing eviction or living in poor housing.
Run trainings with healthcare professionals to ensure that Roma girls get the medical help they need. 
Offer help to Roma communities to sign up for family doctors.
Acknowledge and address the 500 years of Roma slavery by officially recognizing this history and offering reparations to the Roma community.

[bookmark: _h3xhnbvabpd]Discrimination of  LGBTQ children

[bookmark: _k4qgc1dde6nn]“You are not alone”
I sit in the back of the classroom, sinking as far into my chair as I can, hoping that somehow I might vanish entirely. The walls seem closer today, the air heavier, as the teacher begins his lecture. His tone is stern, almost performative, as he declares, "Being gay is a disease. It’s unnatural. It goes against the natural order of things." His voice carries the weight of conviction, as if these statements are axioms.
My stomach twists into a knot, and I clench my fists beneath the desk, willing myself not to react. I’ve learned to keep my face blank during these moments, to hide the surge of anger and shame that bubbles up inside me. My heart pounds so loudly that I’m convinced the entire room can hear it. All I want is to disappear, to slip away from this suffocating place where being myself feels like the worst crime imaginable.
Around me, the atmosphere shifts, the familiar buzz of whispers creeping in from the desks behind me. I strain not to listen, but the words are impossible to ignore. “Did you hear about Alex?” one boy murmurs. “I think he’s... you know… one of them.” The last word lands like a slap, sharp and cutting. Another voice chimes in, louder. “Yeah, I heard. Honestly, it’s disgusting. Why doesn’t he just transfer schools or something?”
Their words sting more than I care to admit, each one like a small needle pricking at my carefully constructed armor. I keep my head down, staring intently at the blank notebook in front of me, pretending to take notes as my mind spins. My cheeks burn with humiliation, and my throat feels tight, as though the weight of their judgment is physically pressing down on me.
I want to scream at them, to tell them that they don’t know me, that I’m not some mistake. I want to stand up and tell the teacher that his words are harmful, that they make kids like me feel small, feel invisible, feel like we don’t belong. But I stay silent, the fear of what might happen if I speak louder than my desire to defend myself.
The truth is, I’m terrified. In this classroom, in this school, being who I am feels like a secret that could destroy me. Even outside of school, society reinforces the message that being gay is something to be ashamed of, something to hide. It’s exhausting to carry this weight, to constantly pretend, to live with the fear that someone might discover the truth.
When the bell finally rings, signaling the end of class, I gather my things quickly, desperate to escape before anyone can say more. I keep my head down as I walk through the hallway, ignoring the snickers and the glances that follow me. But as I turn the corner, something unexpected happens. A girl I recognize from the student council stands near the lockers, holding a stack of leaflets in her hands. She smiles at me, a genuine, kind smile that feels so foreign after the tension of the last hour.
“Hey, Alex,” she says softly, her voice calm and reassuring. “I wanted to let you know we’re starting a new LGBTQ+ support group. It’s for students who might feel alone or need a safe space to talk. Here, take this.” She hands me one of the leaflets, the edges slightly crumpled from being carried all day.
I look down at the paper, my fingers trembling slightly as I take it. It’s colorful and bold, with the words “You Are Not Alone” printed across the top in big, bright letters. For a moment, I can’t find the words to respond, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She just smiles again and adds, “We’d love to have you there. No pressure, though.”
As she walks away, I stand there clutching the leaflet, feeling a strange mix of emotions – relief, hope, and something I haven’t felt in a long time: belonging. Maybe, just maybe, things don’t have to stay this way. Maybe there’s a chance for something better.

Growing up LGBTQ+ in Romania feels like living in a constant state of fear and invisibility. Romania is one of the most oppressive places for people like us in all of Europe. There’s no official way to track violence, discrimination, or harassment against LGBTQ+ people. No one collects this information, and that allows the hate and mistreatment to keep happening. Without this data, there’s no accountability, no consequences for those who hurt us, and no support for victims. Instead, we’re left to fend for ourselves, with no protection from authorities or even the basic acknowledgment of our struggles.
In June 2020, a terrifying law almost became real. It would have banned any talk about gender identity in schools, universities, or vocational training. It was like erasing us from education, as if our existence wasn’t worth learning about or understanding. This law specifically targeted transgender and intersex people, making it clear that we are not welcome in this society. Thankfully, activists and academics fought back, and it didn’t pass—but the fact that it was even considered makes us feel like we’re under attack.
Then, in May 2022, things got even scarier. A new law was proposed to stop any discussion about sexual orientation and gender identity with minors. Imagine what it’s like knowing that people in power want to silence any conversation about who we are, as if we’re something dangerous or shameful. This law is censorship, plain and simple, and it threatens our right to learn, to express ourselves, and to exist freely.
These laws don’t just hurt us on paper; they make life even more dangerous. People feel emboldened to attack us because they know there won’t be consequences. We read about two queer boys who were beaten up in one of Bucharest’s biggest parks just for sharing a kiss. A witness described how one boy tried to protect his partner but ended up being beaten by a group of men shouting slurs at them. When the boys called the police, they were told to file a complaint because the attackers had already left. But they didn’t, because they knew nothing would change, and they didn’t want to relive the trauma. This is what it means to grow up LGBTQ+ in Romania – we’re afraid of the system that’s supposed to protect us.
Now, during the 2024 elections, it’s worse than ever. Politicians are using us as targets to gain votes. People are taking to the streets to protest against LGBTQ+ rights, emboldened by hateful speeches from their favorite presidential candidate. This hate isn’t just words—it’s physical. It’s aimed at us, at children, at anyone who doesn’t fit their narrow idea of “normal.”
To make it all even more horrifying, a new anti-LGBTQ+ law is making its way through Parliament. Every day, we feel the weight of a government and society that doesn’t want us here. They want us to disappear, but we won’t.
[bookmark: _dqty4exnij]Recommendations
Invest in training programmes and information campaigns for Romanian police officers, judges and prosecutors to ensure effective investigations into crimes against the LGBTQI+ community;
Commemoration campaigns about the victims of Article 200, which punished same-sex relationships with imprisonment. It was only repealed in 2001.
Establish national public information campaigns on negative prejudice and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity;
Establish national public information campaigns on negative prejudice and discrimination against people diagnosed with HIV/AIDS;
Ensure that all hate crimes against LGBTQ+ people are properly and effectively investigated and that perpetrators are punished in accordance with the law by setting up a database;
Create local hubs for young people to do peer-to-peer education and support groups for the LGBTQI+ community;
Ensure that school staff are trained on gender identity and sexuality and, moreover, school counselors have experience in working with LGBTQ+ youth.
Invest in accessible, culturally competent mental health services tailored for LGBTQ+ individuals, especially youth, to address the mental health challenges caused by stigma and discrimination.
Create outreach programs and resources specifically targeting LGBTQ+ individuals in rural areas, where access to support and community is often more limited.
Launch programs to educate parents and broader communities about LGBTQ+ identities to foster acceptance and reduce stigma at the family and community level.
Conduct national studies and create a centralized database to gather data on the experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals, focusing on areas such as discrimination, violence, and healthcare disparities.

[bookmark: _tymbnkmab594]Discrimination of Children in Alternative Care
[bookmark: _pr0hqlg0fkx9]Leaving care: from struggle and hope
Ion had been in foster care since he was 7 years old. The first few years were turbulent – moving between different homes, adjusting to new families, and struggling to find a place where he truly felt at home. By the time he turned 18, Ion had grown used to feeling like an outsider, a visitor in everyone else's lives. When his 18th birthday arrived, it marked not only the end of his childhood but also his official departure from the care system. There were no parties, no celebrations – just the cold reality of being on his own.
The day he left the group home felt like stepping into an unfamiliar world. He had no family to turn to for support, and his social worker had been replaced by new faces as the system shifted to a new set of responsibilities. He had to figure out how to survive, pay bills, and find a place to live, all while navigating a world that seemed to have little room for people like him.
Ion had always been a good student, but when it came to finding work, he hit wall after wall. He applied for countless jobs – everything from entry-level positions at local cafes to retail spots. However, the moment his prospective employers learned about his history in foster care, they seemed to back away. They saw the care system as a red flag, something that spoke to his inability. He couldn’t understand why his past, something he had no control over, seemed to overshadow his skills and potential. Months went by, and the anxiety grew. The fear of rejection started to feel personal. Alex began to doubt his abilities. Maybe he wasn’t good enough after all. The loneliness of these long, empty days started to erode his sense of self-worth.
With no job and no savings, Ion couldn’t afford an apartment. He tried to rent a small studio in a nearby neighborhood, but every time he filled out an application, the landlord would tell him that the apartment had already been rented out, even though he knew it hadn’t. The discrimination was palpable. He felt it in the way they scrutinized his financial situation, in the cold stares, and the sudden “unavailability” of spaces.
It didn’t help that Ion didn’t have a solid support system to turn to. The friends he’d made in care had scattered, moving to different parts of the city or the country, each trying to make their way in the world. He tried asking for help from local housing charities, but the bureaucracy was overwhelming, and often, the resources were already stretched thin.
The few apartments he was able to visit were out of his reach financially. The market seemed to be built for people with family support, people who had a safety net. Alex felt like he was constantly falling through the cracks.
One night, however, as he scrolled through his phone, he came across a post in an online forum for people who had aged out of the care system. It was a support group for people like him – young adults who had struggled with similar issues after leaving care. The post was about a success story: a young woman who had faced the same housing discrimination and job search struggles, but had found her way to a successful career after a lot of hard work, networking, and using support systems that she didn’t even know existed at first.
The group’s stories were full of ups and downs, but they shared something Ion hadn’t seen before: hope. They had found ways to navigate the system, ways to support each other, and ways to speak out about the injustices they faced. It wasn’t easy, and it wasn’t immediate, but it was possible.
Ion joined the group, reading through posts about resources for housing, job hunting, and mental health support specifically for people who had been in care. There were connections to mentors, information about programs offering housing for young adults, and stories of people who had successfully fought against discrimination. The group became a lifeline, giving him a new sense of direction and purpose.
The road ahead remained difficult, but Ion no longer felt like he was walking it alone. The online support group was more than just a source of information, it was a reminder that, no matter how hard life became, there was always the possibility of change, and always someone willing to help you fight for a better future.

Young people in the care system often feel left out or judged by others around them, like the people in their schools or neighborhoods. They need just as much love and support as other kids, but also the freedom to make their own choices. It’s important to treat them with respect and help them feel like they matter, giving them a space where they can feel safe and cared for.
A lot of kids in care talk about how they need to understand who they are, what they can do, and how they feel. Knowing these things helps them grow and get ready for life’s challenges. Many also feel like they don’t get enough information or help about what happens when they leave care. They don’t always know what to do next, like where to go for help, what their rights are, or how to start living on their own.
The programs that are supposed to help don’t always give them what they need to grow emotionally, learn about money, or become stronger. Many kids don’t get enough help for their mental health, which can make it harder to build good relationships. They also don’t always learn how to manage money or plan for the future, so they don’t know how to take care of themselves financially. And when it comes to learning life skills, like handling tough situations, there’s not enough support to help them get ready for life outside care.
When talking to young people who have already left care, they say they often feel anxious and unsure about their future because they don’t get the help they need after they leave. Even though they can get some support after turning 18, it’s only for a few weeks, and it’s not enough. They also struggle to find good places to live because they face judgment and problems with renting. All of this makes it harder for them to feel confident about becoming independent. That’s why it’s so important to have programs that really help them grow and feel ready for life on their own.
[bookmark: _mbl2za8layl]Recommendations
Establish children’s and young people’s councils to engage them in decision-making about the protection system and their needs.
Facilitate interaction between children in care and care leavers through an annual forum.
Improve existing programs with workshops focused on emotional and financial readiness, including financial literacy, mental health, and career advancement through internships and work experiences.
Create clear reporting mechanisms for abuse and ensure children know how to report incidents.
Train staff to build rapport with children, boosting self-esteem and preventing bullying.
Create a special support fund for care leavers facing financial crises, managed in collaboration with local councils.
Facilitate decent housing opportunities for care leavers through social housing, funding for furniture, and rental assistance.
Ensure free access to medical services, including psychotherapy.
Create a virtual space for care leavers to stay informed about available services and share success stories.
Promote vocational training programs to improve employment chances and support job-seeking processes.
Increase the number of social workers based on needs and caseloads.
Implement professional development programs for social workers on communication, empathy, and emotional support.
Include information on the specific rights of migrant children in training modules.





[bookmark: _kq2tgz4174f7]SAFETY
[bookmark: _c23339ycr6zu]Mental and reproductive health
[bookmark: _pa0pv58pwpn]A cold touch
The clinic smelled of antiseptic and uncertainty. As I stepped through the glass doors, my hands were damp with sweat. I was 17, alone, and terrified. I’d spent hours reading articles and forum posts about what to expect at a gynecologist appointment, but nothing could prepare me for the crushing anxiety that came with actually being there. My mom wasn’t around to come with me, and I couldn’t bear the thought of asking anyone else. This was something I needed to do on my own – or so I told myself.
The waiting room was quiet, except for the faint hum of the fluorescent lights and the occasional murmur from the receptionist’s desk. I sat down, clutching my bag tightly, and stared at a poster on the wall about cervical cancer screenings. It featured a smiling woman who looked confident and reassured – everything I wasn’t.
When the nurse called my name, my stomach flipped. I followed her down a narrow hallway lined with identical doors, each one hiding someone else’s vulnerability. She led me into a small room and handed me a thin gown. “Take off everything below the waist,” she said flatly, as though she’d repeated those words a hundred times that day. “The doctor will be with you shortly.”
I nodded, my voice caught somewhere in my throat. Once she left, I undressed slowly, folding my jeans and underwear into a neat pile on the chair. The air felt cold against my skin as I tied the gown around my waist. The paper sheet on the exam table crinkled loudly as I climbed onto it, my legs dangling awkwardly over the edge.
The doctor entered without knocking, her presence abrupt and businesslike. She was older, her glasses perched low on her nose as she scanned my file. She didn’t introduce herself.
“Why are you here?” she asked, her tone sharp and impatient.
I hesitated. “I thought... I thought I should get checked. I’ve, um, started being sexually active.”
Her eyes flicked up to meet mine, and I wished I hadn’t said anything. “At your age?” she said, her voice laced with disapproval. “Do you even understand the risks? Do you know how many girls come in here regretting their decisions? You should focus on school, not boys.”
Her words hit like a slap. My cheeks burned, and I stared down at my hands, which were clenched tightly in my lap. I wanted to explain that I was trying to be responsible, that I had come here to do the right thing for my health. But her tone left no room for explanation.
“Lie back,” she instructed, pulling on a pair of gloves with a snap. “Feet in the stirrups.”
The stirrups were cold, and I struggled to find a comfortable position. My legs felt exposed and awkward, and I couldn’t stop them from trembling.
“Move closer. No, closer,” she barked. “Relax.”
Relax. The word felt impossible in that moment. My entire body was tense with fear and self-consciousness.
The speculum was cold as it touched me, and then came the pain – a sharp, intrusive discomfort as she inserted it without warning. I gasped, my body instinctively pulling back.
“Stay still,” she snapped. “You’re making this harder than it needs to be.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes. The pain didn’t subside as she adjusted the instrument. It felt like my body was being pried open against its will, every nerve screaming in protest.
She didn’t explain what she was doing, didn’t tell me what she was looking for or why it hurt so much. I tried to ask if the pain was normal, if everything looked okay, but she cut me off. “We’ll talk later,” she said curtly. “Just stay still.” I bit my lip to keep from crying, gripping the sides of the table as she continued the examination. It felt like an eternity before she finally removed the speculum. The relief was immediate, but it was overshadowed by the lingering ache and the weight of my humiliation.
She scribbled something in my file and handed me a prescription for birth control. “Take this,” she said, her tone dismissive. “And next time, think before you act. You’re too young to be dealing with this.”
I tried to ask about the pill – what side effects I might experience, how it worked – but she waved me off. “Read the instructions,” she said, already turning back to her computer. “We’re done here.”
I dressed quickly, my hands shaking as I pulled on my jeans. My body felt bruised, and my chest was tight with a mix of shame and anger. I had come here looking for answers, for guidance, for someone to tell me it was okay to take charge of my health. Instead, I left feeling violated and dismissed, as though I had done something wrong simply by being there.
As I stepped back into the sunlight, I realized I didn’t feel any more informed or reassured than before. I felt small, silenced, and painfully alone. This wasn’t what I had imagined taking care of myself would be like.
–

In Romania, many young people struggle to access the health services we need, and it affects more than just our bodies – it impacts our emotions, thoughts, and social lives too. Health isn’t just about not being sick; it’s about feeling good in every part of life. But even though healthcare is supposed to be a basic right, there are so many barriers that stop us from getting the help we deserve, and this holds us back from growing up happy and healthy.
For example, Romania has one of the highest numbers of underage mothers in Europe, yet schools don’t teach us proper sex education. Learning about our bodies, consent, and how to prevent pregnancies or protect ourselves from abuse shouldn’t be optional—it’s necessary. Without this education, many of us are left confused and without the knowledge to make good choices. Some schools might offer health education, but it’s rare and usually only once a semester, which isn’t enough to make a real difference. Other countries make this a normal part of school life, teaching kids about hygiene, nutrition, and relationships, but in Romania, we miss out on these lessons, leaving us vulnerable to problems like STDs or unintended pregnancies.
Mental health is another big issue. When we feel sad, hurt, or overwhelmed, it’s often brushed off, or worse, we’re told it’s our own fault. Many kids feel ignored during tough times, like puberty or after something bad happens, like abuse. And even if we want help, going to a psychologist is seen as something only “serious” problems need. People might judge us or treat us differently if they find out, which makes it harder to ask for the support we need.
Mental health matters as much as physical health, and every child has the right to feel good and enjoy life. But right now, Romania doesn’t even collect proper data on kids’ mental health or issues like suicide, so we can’t fully understand how bad the situation is or how to fix it. We also face different challenges based on where we live, our ethnicity, gender, or even how much education we’ve had, and these differences stop some kids from getting the help they need.
Contraception is not free, which creates another barrier for many of us. Even when we know about options to protect ourselves, we might not be able to afford them. It is vital for us, as children and young people, to have access not only to information but also to the tools we need to take care of our reproductive health. 
Doctors often don’t take our symptoms seriously, and all we want is for them to listen and treat us with kindness. Even though the law allows us to access healthcare independently at 16, especially when it comes to reproductive rights, many clinics fail to respect this rule. This makes it even harder for us to get the care we need and deserve, leaving us feeling ignored and unsupported at times when we need help the most.
We need a system that supports us no matter who we are or where we come from, with quality healthcare that cares for our bodies, minds, and futures.

Recommendations

Expand child-friendly psychological clinics and services, with a focus on reaching underserved rural areas
Expand the program Din Grijă pentru Copii.
Address the shortage of school counsellors by promoting the profession, ensuring reasonable caseloads, and extending services to more students.
Regularly update training for school counsellors to improve their psychosocial skills and ensure ongoing professional development.
Implement awareness campaigns for parents, teachers, and professionals to challenge stigma and misconceptions about mental health and disorders.
Create an accessible online portal for children and adults to find accurate mental health information and resources, including local services and activities.
Make health education a mandatory subject in schools, aligned with WHO standards, and provide teachers with specialized training or partner with experienced NGOs.
Design programs that address the real and ongoing needs of underage mothers, including financial aid, access to education, guidance, and hygiene products, while combating stigma.
Supplement the personnel of Social Services to address teenage mothers in a stigma-free environment. 
Implement a national scheme to provide free sanitary products like pads and tampons, particularly in schools.
Fully fund programs that distribute contraceptives, ensuring they are free of charge or subsidized by the state.
Establish a teenage-friendly family planning clinic in every county to improve access to reproductive healthcare.
Ban collaborations with organizations that do not adhere to WHO standards for reproductive health.
Conduct national and local campaigns through television, radio, and online platforms to promote awareness and reduce stigma around reproductive health.
Organize campaigns to ensure that medical professionals are aware that young people aged 16 and above can independently consent to healthcare.
Update forensic practices to be more victim-friendly, particularly for minors, ensuring supportive and empathetic interactions.
Regulate platforms sharing reproductive health information to prevent stigma and misinformation, ensuring freedom of choice is respected.
Increase awareness and access to HPV vaccination, particularly among young girls, to prevent cervical cancer.
Encourage peer-to-peer initiatives in mental and reproductive health.
Decriminalize small amounts of drug possession as youth currently do not call the ambulance because of fears of prison. Advocate for youth and children who consume drugs to safely call medical services without the risk of being prosecuted under the current laws. 

[bookmark: _fw064elv6i9]Sexual abuse and School Related Gender Based Violence

[bookmark: _q1wbg5cb1k0h]Reframing resilience
This story has been adapted from a speech given by the FONPC Youth and Children’s Council in 2023. 

Bianca
I remember when I used to go in the summer to the village on the hill with just my friends, our backpacks full of candies and fruits, with a speaker playing music in the background while we laughed and laughed at jokes that kept repeating, how we would meet all the neighbors who would smile at us and remind us of childhood times. Then we would reach a little glade, lie down on the wet grass just touched by the dew, and start thinking that this would be every day of our lives.

I remember the mornings when I would wake up with excitement and start preparing for the competitions, how my mom would braid my hair into two ear-length braids and tie a ribbon in the colors of the national flag. I would arrive full of emotions, lying on the mats with the whole team cheering my name and giving me the strength to continue the fight. Then, I would win match after match and climb on the podium, but only after the real reward, I would realize, was the group hug where everyone would tell me how proud they were of me.

I also remember my first success at the math olympiad after weeks of preparation and hard work with classmates and teachers. I remember how, after hearing the results, I walked down the street for a long time with my brother, slowly realizing how important the world around me is, and how a small piece of advice or a hug helps more than I ever thought.
And yet... I always come back to the same memory, the memory of how all these people promised me... they promised that they would always be there for me.

Alexandra 
But I also remember all the hands that touched me on the train, on the street, on the bus, at school. I remember all the whistles, all the shouts, all the nights with my key held tightly in my fist, all the calls made to friends to feel safe.

I remember how the school management organized awareness campaigns about what to do to avoid putting ourselves in danger, how to not be vulnerable, they said. “Dress more decently,” advised my French teacher, “don’t laugh so loudly,” suggested my math teacher, “be careful how you sit on the chair,” my Romanian teacher said, after all, I don’t want to give a wrong impression.

I complied, I no longer smiled at people on the street, I wore loose clothes, I stopped taking shortcuts, I no longer went out after 9 alone. I did all these things, but for nothing. Nothing prepared me for what I went through and felt at that moment, for everything that died inside me that day and slowly, little by little, sank two meters underground with each person who heard me but didn’t listen; with each story shared by others who had gone through what I went through.

A lot of time has passed since the abuse, and everyone appreciates that I managed to forget that I was strong, but when did I tell someone this? Why does the world associate the passing of time with forgetting? Do they know that I still feel their hands even now? Now, I don’t feel them on my body, at least not touching me without my consent, but how they cover my mouth so I can’t speak freely. How they use their hands to repeatedly rip my heart out of my chest every time life seems suddenly better. Do they know, the teachers, that neither my clothes, nor my laughter, nor the way I sat could have changed anything for me that day?

Andreea 
Do they, the teachers, and all the adults who listened to the story, know that we are not guilty for the hands that invaded our intimacy?! Do the adults know that when they respond to our questions with numbers from statistics, they throw us into loneliness? These statistics dehumanize us! How many of us know the story behind the numbers? How many of us feel abandoned in a world that allows the story of abuse to continue? The intensity of the feeling of abandonment that we experience grows, it worsens, as the correct term is hidden: abuse, not love, not play, not a mistake…

I am Andreea, and abuse can be the story of Bianca, Alexandra, or any other child, from any background, whether physical or online. Abuse, in all its forms, surrounds us at every step. And the fear we feel now, after the abuse, towards this vast and unsafe space, the daily life and the social media platforms we once felt were a refuge! Then comes the shame that it happened to me, each of us says, that look that seems to say: “You must have worn tight clothes, you must have laughed too loudly!” And then silence... This mute condemnation suppresses all emotions! I would like to cry with big tears and sobs, but I know others expect me to be strong, to forget and move on. But how can I do that? How can we handle all these emotions that freeze our trust in ourselves and others? We feel blindfolded in a world full of obstacles! We dream of that ideal space, safe, friendly, where crying is followed by authentic listening, understanding, and then concrete guidance. Doesn’t that mean resilience?!

Robert 
Resilience, initially a shining beacon of hope, cutting through the fog of injustice, has gradually darkened and distorted into a weapon against children and young people. Children and young people, who, despite their pure and fragile nature, were pushed to bear the burden of overwhelming obstacles and hardships, leaving invisible scars behind.
The challenges of our generation are well known: the pandemic, inflation, wars. These major earthquakes in our lives have left marks, suffocating our hope and strength. However, what can never be forgotten is the fog of guilt that hovers toxically over the major pillars of support in this country, which exposed the youth to abuse in the once-sacred space of school, society, and even within their own families.

Today, the word "resilience" resonates like a bandage meant to cover deep, open wounds caused by the absence of promised, and humanly expected, support. This word has come to echo loneliness, isolation, and silence, and we are tired of being labeled as heroic survivors, when the reality is we needed more than that – compassion, understanding, and authentic support.

Bianca 
Our words today are harsh, but they come from a place of love. From a desire to reconcile all the moments when we didn’t feel supported. They are a first step toward that safe space where we listen to one another, because, when we go home and see our parents, when we go to school and look at our teachers and other adults in our lives, we realize that the children in them have faced the same words and the same normalization of various forms of abuse. That they, too, were once classmates going to picnics and camps, wanting to make their parents proud and feel less alone. We recognize each other’s humanity – it is what unites us and keeps us alive – a warm look, a question asked at the right time, a promise kept.

The forum becomes, as every year, that community where we cultivate resilience together and redefine all the pains we have. We openly discuss responsibility, friendship, solutions, and, perhaps above all, hope. Because resilience means finding happiness even in the most difficult moments, playing, exploring, staying curious, believing unceasingly in the goodness of people, even when they sometimes disappoint us. Resilience is when we gather together and have the courage to imagine new possible worlds and create support networks. It means working together with the adults in our lives to heal.

Resilience is the fuel that powers our dreams, inspires our projects, and guides our activism.
So today, we dream and lay the foundations for a new world where everyone feels protected, heard, and loved.

School-Related Gender-Based Violence (SRGBV) is a pressing issue in Romania that has yet to be formally recognized. Girls and boys experience this type of violence differently, with girls disproportionately affected by behaviors such as offensive language and street harassment (hărțuire stradală) from a very young age. The lack of acknowledgement and specific measures to address SRGBV perpetuates a culture where these behaviors are normalized, further undermining our safety and well-being in educational environments.

Formal recognition of SRGBV and targeted interventions are essential to creating safe, inclusive spaces where all of us can learn without fear or discrimination. This includes raising awareness, implementing gender-sensitive policies, and ensuring proper training for educators and school staff to identify and respond to such incidents effectively.

Currently in Romania, although the country has developed legislation on prohibiting, combating and punishing cases of sexual abuse in lower education institutions, in practice the problem is not a priority for the authorities within the education system. This has been repeatedly demonstrated to us by the attitude of teachers, headmasters, counselors and inspectors and by the countless testimonies the feminist group Girl Up Romania has from students. That said, another element that highlights the lack of interest of the Ministry of Education in sexual abuse in schools is the absence of a centralised data network documenting both individual case information and the post-complaint process (i.e. the consequences suffered by the perpetrator and the help offered to the victim). 

The lack of an official database becomes an excuse for inaction by the authorities, so reported cases end up being ignored, only to be reopened and punished in an unserious and damaging way. Excessive bureaucracy, unclear accountability structure and splitting the procedure between far too many documents makes it difficult to report the case and reduces its chances of being resolved. 

A World Vision Romania report revealed that one in four children interviewed had been subjected to sexual comments about their bodies at school.[footnoteRef:15] A RISE Project survey also said that 1 in 2 students have reported a form of sexual harassment at school.[footnoteRef:16] [15:   https://fb.watch/f-Kqtt_LFU/]  [16:   https://www.riseproject.ro/unul-din-doi-elevi-si-studenti-au-trecut-prin-cel-putin-o-forma-de-hartuire-sexuala/
] 

While the law says that we are not allowed to give consent until we are 16, not everyone seems to know that. Many adults, even those in social services, still say that younger children can consent, which makes us feel confused and unsafe.
When something horrible happens to us, like rape or sexual harassment, it’s already hard enough to talk about it. But the justice system, instead of helping us, often makes things worse. We feel like no one believes us or cares enough to protect us. It’s frightening and painful to speak up when we know the system might just hurt us more. We deserve to be listened to, supported, and treated with kindness, so we can start to heal. We need the law to be understood by everyone, and we need real help, not more trauma.
[bookmark: _rhrkvl4dzaz6]Recommendations
Introduce clear and detailed articles on sexual abuse in the Framework Regulation on the Organisation and Operation of Pre-University Education Units (ROFUIP). 
Align and consolidate existing laws into a single, comprehensive document that focuses on protecting children from sexual abuse in schools. This document should outline the responsibilities of both students and staff in preventing, identifying, and reporting abuse.
Official documents should clearly distinguish between bullying and sexual abuse to ensure that both issues are taken seriously and addressed appropriately. 
Introduce mechanisms such as audio-video surveillance cameras in classrooms to ensure teacher accountability and safeguard students. Additionally, self-reporting by school management regarding any incidents or suspicions of abuse should be made mandatory.
Develop and implement clear and accessible mechanisms for reporting abuse by teachers. These systems should be built in collaboration with civil society, NGOs, and organizations like UNICEF, ensuring they are trusted and effective. 
Introduce workshops for children – they should teach students how to recognize abuse, how to report it, and inform them about the resources available to them.
Implement mandatory training sessions for teachers on how to identify signs of sexual abuse, the resources they can turn to when faced with such cases, and the penalties for failing to act appropriately. 
Schools and governing bodies should face strict penalties if they fail to act on reports of sexual abuse or harassment from students or staff.
Schools where sexual abuse has been reported should receive immediate, specialized support to ensure a safe environment for all students. This support could include counseling for students, training for staff, and oversight by external experts in sexual abuse cases.
Every school should have access to trauma-informed specialists who can support students who have experienced abuse.
Each school should designate a specialized person to assist victims of sexual abuse during the reporting procedure. 
Implement a system for collecting and centralizing data on sexual harassment and abuse in schools. This information should be public and regularly analyzed and published in up-to-date statistics, providing transparency and allowing for better monitoring of the issue.
Raise the age of consent for marriage to 18 years old in all cases. 




[bookmark: _kp9xsny8geb3]Children Human Rights Defenders and child participation

[bookmark: _prn7fwuulgg9]Our Voices, Our Future
Every day, we, young people and children, are at the forefront of fighting for everyone's rights. From student associations and formal youth organizations to informal groups, we are always working to make a difference. We organize protests, create forums, hold workshops, and tackle important issues that affect our lives. We know what we need, and we are ready to bring the changes Romania urgently needs. We believe that a better world is possible, and we want to show everyone that things can be different. Our participation in decision-making is crucial, and we know it’s supported by international treaties.
One of the biggest problems we face is not feeling safe when we stand up for our rights. We often feel afraid to speak out because we might get bullied by other kids or even by the adults who are supposed to protect us. This makes us feel bad about ourselves and harms our mental health. It can even stop us from speaking out because we fear punishment or being pushed aside.
Also, when we get involved in different activities, our personal data and privacy should be protected. We need a safe space where we can speak up and take back our rights without worrying about being judged. To do this, we need help to learn how to express ourselves confidently and openly. We want to grow our skills so we can make decisions about our future. We need programs that help us develop leadership, public speaking, and organization skills, so we can better fight for the changes we want to see. We also need to learn how to recognize and talk about the injustices we face and how to organize events and activities for ourselves in our communities.
For us to truly have a say in the future, our voices must be heard in decision-making. But sometimes, we’re not satisfied with just promises. We need to see that our involvement actually leads to real changes. This is why it’s so important for adults to really listen to us, understand what we’re saying, and treat us with respect. When they do this, we feel empowered and valued, and we won’t feel discouraged.
If our environment is not safe and inclusive, we can feel excluded and ignored. That’s why it’s so important for us to be involved in decisions that affect us. We want to celebrate every person’s uniqueness and create spaces where young people can be themselves, grow, and engage with each other without fear. With love, encouragement, and support, we can make this a reality.
[bookmark: _krcgle8cm849]Recommendations
Integrate children and young people's rights defenders into the Whistleblower Law or create a separate law that provides them with the same protections.
Establish child-friendly, confidential channels for reporting abuses, including a dedicated protection service for child activists. 
Set up a network of mental health professionals who are sensitive to the needs and identities of young activists. This network will provide support to prevent burnout and vicarious trauma resulting from the emotional toll of dealing with social injustice.
Develop an interactive platform for mentors to connect with young people, offering guidance and practical advice to help them implement their projects.
Develop a platform for young people to directly communicate with politicians and decision-makers. This platform should allow them to send questions, proposals, and suggestions, and encourage regular online engagement.
Provide formal recognition for young people’s participation in civic processes, including incentives such as scholarships, work experience, and public acknowledgment.
Ensure that information is accessible to young people with disabilities and those from marginalized communities by adapting materials to different formats and providing support such as interpreters or translators.
Develop community-driven consultation events, both online and offline, to reach young people without digital access, especially those in rural or underserved areas.
Encourage the creation of local youth councils or advisory bodies where young people can take an active role in addressing local issues and participate in decision-making processes at the community level.
Establish local youth centres to provide safe spaces where young people can collaborate on community initiatives and learn from each other.
Promote internships and placements in local government to strengthen collaboration between young people and local authorities, fostering a culture of civic engagement and leadership.
Reduce the voting age to 16 in the European Parliament and local elections.
Establish a parliamentary committee of young people and children to be consulted and advise on official documents.
Establish a national programme in which ministries adopt at least one project or idea proposed by young people per semester or per year.
 Create a fund for supporting youth initiatives
Develop and implement funding schemes providing grants or other forms of financial support for initiatives proposed by young people. The schemes should support all types of initiatives, irrespective of their scale or desired level of impact (at a local or national level).
Establish the Adopt a Youth Association accelerator programme. Youth associations to be selected through an annual competition by ministries and other governmental institutions to receive funding and support for their initiatives for one year.
Develop and implement a platform to identify funding opportunities. Create an interactive online platform providing a variety of information on funding sources available for young people, including European, national, governmental or private funding schemes.
[bookmark: _hx5x6i6xot]Methodology and Acknowledgement

This report has been made possible through the efforts of the children and youth of our member associations and partners (Constanta School Students’ Association, The Youth Federation of Constanta, Girl Up Romania, Youth for Youth, The “Youth Delegate to the UN” (UNYDRO) program, Valcea School Students’ Association, The Romanian Students' Union). It has combined extensive work done in other reports which we advise the Committee and the State to consult, especially since we offer more recommendations there: UPR Joint Submission on Education and Discrimination, UPR Joint Submission on Health, Work and Protection, The Children’s and Youth’s Government - Governance Proposal. 

The report contains the views of the children who participated in the project activities:  

In November 2022, FONPC organized the Youth Forum in which 186 people participated, including 104 children - from 5 counties of the country, Romanian children and children from Ukraine. During this Forum the priorities that the children think the alternative report should contain were discussed. 
In November 2023, FONPC organized the Youth Forum in which 151 children and youth participated to discuss mental health, reproductive rights and the right to education. 
In the framework of the FONPC Children and Youth Participation Department, a series of workshops for children and young people were organized from March 2022 to September 2022 with the aim of personal development, but also to prepare children and young people to monitor the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Children understood which institutions they can turn to for support and the existing mechanisms for consultation. Working meetings were also held on the UPR report and the Alternative Report on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
22 children participated in the review of the Child Friendly Versions of the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, in collaboration with EuroChild.  
A further 13 thematic workshops on personal development and the preparation of the UPR alternative report were held to identify topics that are considered a priority by children. 
Fourteen workshops were organised with 152 children and young people on different child rights themes. 
The Youth and Children’s Council of FONPC which has over 30 children and youth in its composition. 

All the children and young people who participated in these activities came from different backgrounds and organisations, from different schools or areas in Romania: 
Children and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
Children and young beneficiaries of FONPC member organisations (e.g. SCOP, Star of Hope Foundation Romania, Buna ziua Copii din România, World Vision etc) 
Children/young people with disabilities 
Children and young beneficiaries of partner organisations (e.g. UNICEF) 
Children from the General Department for the Protection of Children's Rights
Children from various schools 

The areas from which they came from cover a large part of Romania’s counties: Bucharest, Ilfov, Constanța, Iași, Vaslui, Timișoara, Cluj, Botoșani, Vâlcea, etc.

The stories have been crafted by the children of the Youth and Children’s Council of FONPC and edited by their coordinator. 

We are grateful to the State of Romania for years of flourishing cooperation and we trust in elected officials to make children’s safety and participation once again, with concrete measures and revolutionary vision. 
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