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COUNTRY: BULGARIA
	REPORT N°

· Initial Report to the CRPD Committee, CRPD/C/BGR/1 

	PRE-SESSION/SESSION

· Pre-session: 8 (September 2017) 

	LAWS (1993 HC, GUIDELINES, DOMESTIC LAWS)

	· 1993 Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption: 2002
· 1996 Hague Convention on Child Protection Measures: 2006
· Family Code 2009
· Child Protection Act 2000
· Social Assistance Act 1998
· Family Allowances for Children Act 2002
· Ordinance No. 2 of 24 October 2014 on the Terms and conditions of granting and withdrawing a license for intercountry adoption mediation, and for carrying out and terminating the activity of accredited organisations

· Ordinance No. 03 of 24 October 2014 on the Terms and conditions for keeping intercountry adoptions register and granting consent by the Minister of Justice

· Order No. LS-04-1754 of 6 November 2014 on Terms and conditions for providing, gathering, and using information about children, for whom special measures for adoption have been undertaken, and for submitting adopters’ applications and documents

· Regulations on the terms and conditions related to measures for prevention of abandonment and reintegration 2003
· Regulations on the criteria and standards for social services for children 2003
· Regulations on foster care 2006
· Regulations on the conditions and the order for approval and keeping registers of intercountry adoptions 2009

	GENERAL SITUATION OF CHILDREN DEPRIVED OF THEIR FAMILY

	· Support to families: Opening Doors for Europe’s Children 2017 notes, ‘child poverty is one of the main reasons for the high rates of placement of children in institutions: 51.5% of the children in Bulgaria are at risk of poverty and social exclusion, while 78.2% of families with three or more children are living on less than 140 Euro per person per month.’
· Prevention of family separation: Establishment of family assistance services, such as Community Support Centres, Mother and Baby Units, Family Centres supported by UNICEF, Social Rehabilitation and Integration Centres for Children, and Day-Care Centres for Children with Disabilities. As a result of this network, there was a ‘significant reduction of proportion of children age under three in residential care, from 0.78 per cent at the end of 2009 to 0.43 per cent at the end of 2013’. With the State Budget Act for 2017, the Government has introduced new benefits for families of children with disabilities which are according to the disability type:

· 930 BGN (465 Euro) for children with 90 and over 90 % disability grade;

· 450 BGN (225 Euro) for children with disabilities between 70 – 90 % and 

· 350 BGN (175 Euro) for children with disabilities between 50 – 70 %. 

· In 2013, in the Regulations for the implementation of the Integration of Persons with Disabilities Act the scope of nationally represented organizations providing target benefits for attendants of people with mobility difficulties was expanded, thereby expanding the scope of beneficiaries who may benefit from the target benefit. The state also funds personal assistance programmes but they are linked with available funding and personal assistance is not considered a right for every child/young person with disability as demanded by their parents (See http://www.bta.bg/en/c/DF/id/1578596)

· Despite pilot projects aimed to strengthen parenting support, according to UNICEF, the inequity gap has widened, and poverty has negatively affected the access of the most disadvantaged groups to mainstream services and the response of the social services and health professionals to poverty and the related poor childrearing practices, as well as to disabilities of children, is still in favour of separating children and placing them in residential care, instead of providing effective support to families. 

· NGOs also report that existing parenting programs and initiatives are time-limited and project-based and lack clear policy vision for future development (see National Network for Children’s Report card 2017: http://nmd.bg/en/campaigns/notebook/).
Sources: ISS/IRC Country Situation: Bulgaria, 2017; UNICEF Bulgaria, Annual Report 2014 and 2013, http://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Bulgaria_Annual_Report_2014.pdf. 

	ALTERNATIVE CARE OPTIONS

	· Foster care: In 2004 there were only 29 children placed in foster care. Thanks to the support of local and international NGOs, UNICEF and the EU funded project « Foster me » the number increased to 2355 as of Dec 2016. The challenges are mostly related to the need to ensure quality of placements, the drastic decrease in volunteer foster families, lack of foster family profiling, unequal support for families that are in the process of child care and weak collaboration with biological families. There is still a lack of a well-developed network of foster families for children with long-term disabilities and more serious health needs.

· Family-type centres for up to 15 children. 
· Specialised institutions: (a) homes for babies 0-3 years; (b) homes for children deprived of parental care (4-6 years and 7-18 years old).
· Deinstitutionalisation process: Adoption of the 2010 National Strategy ‘Vision of deinstitutionalisation of children in Bulgaria’ (subsequently reviewed in 2014 with the support of UNICEF) and the National Action Plan to reform institutionalised care for children in Bulgaria 2008 – 2011 (also reviewed in 2016). Hope and Homes for Children, UNICEF and the EU have been assisting the country in closing several institutions for children by 2014, and to place children in a family environment. Research on gatekeeping mechanisms has also been undertaken. As a result of the reform, the number of children in the old-type residential institutions dropped from 7,587 in 2010 to 1,232 in June 2016. Аll institutions for children with mental disabilities and almost half of the institutions for children under three years of age have been closed down. Yet the majority of children and adolescents with disabilities have been placed in smaller Family Type Care Centres (small group homes/small scale residential services), where they keep on being segregated from the society. There is a lack of community services for people with disabilities and the stigma on them is still very obvious, particularly on people with mental disabilities. Inclusive education for children with disabilities have gained momentum on paper and it has been given a significant focus in the Pre-School and School Act, but in practice many children are excluded from learning in a common classroom with their peers.
· Leaving care: ISS Bulgaria, in partnership with ISS Switzerland, initiated the Care Leavers Integration Programme (CLIP) in 2002. 
· Participation of children with disabilities
· Requirements for the best interests of the child and for the participation of the children themselves in decision-making are particularly important for children with disabilities, whose interests and voices are all too frequently overlooked and undervalued. Most practices on children’s participation exclude them on the grounds that “it’s too difficult, children lack the capacity, adults/professionals dealing with them lack the appropriate skills and instruments, etc”. The participation of children with disabilities is often understood as participation in ‘activities’, which is not the rights-based approach enshrined in the international human rights standards, and efforts should be targeted at building the capacity of professionals as well as setting up mechanisms for participation and building a supportive environment. 

· According to the U.S. Department of State’s Human Rights Report 2014 for Bulgaria, there are particular concerns in relation to children with disabilities and children of Roma origin. This same concern has been raised by the CRC Committee Child in its concluding observations of 2016, recommending that Bulgaria “ensure adequate safeguards and clear criteria, particularly for Roma children and children with disabilities, based on the needs and best interests of the child, for determining whether a child should be placed in alternative care”. 
· Statistics: According to the official statistics quoted in the Action plan for deinstitutionalisation for the period 2016 – 2020:
· A decrease in the number of children in specialized institutions by 82% - from 7 587 children in 2010 to 1 232 in June, 2016;
· The number of children being raised in formal family care has increased by 50% - 8 705, in comparison to the children living in formal residential care – 4 573 (80% of the children in formal care in 2010 also used residential care);
· Decrease in the number of specialized institutions by 65.7% - from 137 in 2010 to 46 in June 2016. 91 institutions have been closed, out of which: 23 Homes for children between 3 and 7, deprived of parental care; 28 Homes for children between 7 and 18/20, deprived of parental care ; 24 Homes for Children with Disabilities; 1 Home for children with Physical Disabilities and 15 Homes for Medical and Social Care for Infants.  

· One bottleneck that remains is that social services are funded based on service capacity and often do not take the actual number of beneficiaries, the quality of service, and results into account. Children with disabilities still represent almost half of the total number of children in mainstream residential care. 

Sources: ISS/IRC Country Situation: Bulgaria, 2012; Hope and Homes for Children, 2011, http://www.hopeandhomes.org/media/media-releases/bulgaria-to-close-harmful-baby-institutions; UNICEF Bulgaria, Annual Report 2013, http://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Bulgaria_COAR_2013.pdf; Petrova-Dimitrova, N., Development of alternative services, including foster care, within the framework of reforming child protection system – Experience of Bulgaria, November 2009, www.unicef.org/ceecis/Family_based_care_-_Nelli_Petrova_ENG.doc; UNICEF Bulgaria, ‘106 children found foster parents for the past year thanks to UNICEF’, 2011, http://unicef.bg/en/article/106-children-found-foster-parents-for-the-past-year-thanks-to-UNICEF/248 and ‘332 Children Find Foster Families through UNICEF Bulgaria’s Foster Care Project’, 2012, http://unicef.bg/en/article/332-Children-Find-Foster-Families-through-UNICEF-Bulgaria-s-Foster-Care-Project/347; High level lunchtime discussion on the Right of Children to live in a caring and supportive family environment: Examples from Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, September 2014, http://www.bettercarenetwork.org/BCN/details.asp?id=32587&themeID=1000&topicID=1000; UNICEF Bulgaria, Deinstitutionalization of Children in Bulgaria: How Far and Whereto?, 2014, http://www.bettercarenetwork.org/BCN/details.asp?id=32585&themeID=1002&topicID=1017; Bilson, A. and Larkins, C., Providing Alternatives to Infant Institutionalization in Bulgaria: Can Gatekeeping Benefit from a Social Development Orientation?, 2013, http://www.bettercarenetwork.org/BCN/details.asp?id=31401&themeID=1003&topicID=1022.   

	ADOPTION

	· It is very positive to note that the principle of subsidiarity is clearly set out in the Family Code and that its effectiveness is guaranteed by several procedural mechanisms. With regards to consent, the Family Code’s provisions set out the wish to fight against improper financial gains, emphasising need for transparency. 

· However, some concerns remain, in particular, in relation to the fact that, even though the legislation mentions that siblings should not be separated in adoption proceedings, this may occur after some time. In addition, there are limited provisions that allow for the implementation of the right to access one’s origins.

· New provisions have been published in 2014, including for example in relation to the matching of children with special needs and older children to be adopted internationally (Order No. LS-04-1754 of 6 November 2014 on Terms and conditions for providing, gathering, and using information about children, for whom special measures for adoption have been undertaken, and for submitting adopters’ applications and documents) etc. This includes publishing information about these children on the Ministry of Justice’s webpage and providing specific information to accredited organisations. The applications of prospective adopters with an interest in these adoptions will be given priority, even if the applicants were not previously included on the Register (Arts. 41 – 44 of Ordinance Nº 3).

Source: ISS/IRC Country Situation: Bulgaria, 2017; for the new legislation, see: http://www.adoption-bg.com/post/translated-version-of-the-latest-regulations-introduced-in-nov-2014.

	STATISTICS

	· According to the TransMONEE database, 1,134 children were adopted in 2012, of which 739 were adopted domestically and 395 were adopted internationally. It is worth mentioning that the proportion of intercountry adoptions with respect to all adoptions in Bulgaria has been increasing in recent years.

· In 2013, 5 children were adopted Canada, 1 to Denmark, 49 to France, 1 to Ireland, 105 to Italy, 3 to Norway, 7 to Sweden, and 159 to the U.S.A.. 

Source: TransMONEE, Database: Bulgaria, http://www.transmonee.org/Databases.php; Australian InterCountry Adoption Network, Statistics: Bulgaria, http://www.aican.org/statistics.php?region=0&type=birth. 

	RISKS

	· Reported discrimination against Roma children in alternative care and adoption.

· Lack of individualised approach for children with disabilities?

· Lack of capacity on behalf of Child protection departments (the system allows social workers with high-school education, huge case-loads, lack of SW standards, etc.) which poses questions about quality of decision-making process and alternative care.

· Reports of trafficking of Bulgarian children.
Source: ‘A second case of Bulgarian child trafficking case emerges in Greece’, Standart, 12 March 2014. 

	POTENTIAL QUESTIONS

	· How will the positive increase of foster care measures be ensured and provided sustainability, especially with regards to children with disabilities?

· What is being done to address over-representation of children with disabilities in family-type placement centres/small scale residential care? 

· Despite the massive deinstitutionalisation reform and efforts to support inclusive education, Bulgaria still hasn’t accepted the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF). What actions and timeframe are envisaged to overcome this challenge?

· NGO reports show that integrated services continue to be mostly project-based and different ministries have different concepts and ideas for regulating new innovative services as early intervention, family-consultative centres, etc. What is the understanding behind ‘integrated’ services legal regulation and how will be this done in practice?

· What are the plans to ensure the right of participation of children with disabilities?

· What are the plans to develop quality standards, assurance mechanisms and improving coordination, planning and management to enhance the impact of social services and alternative care settings (such as foster care and small group homes) and their better integration with other social protection measures? 

· What actions are envisaged to be undertaken to improve effectiveness and efficiency of parenting support in the country? 
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