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2023-11-24 Nr. 2023-11-24/01
The Committee on the Rights of the Child
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION AHEAD OF THE SESSION
NGO for Children Confederation in Lithuania (further – Confederation) consists of 65 NGOs, out of which 4 of them are umbrella structure with 135 subunits. Confederation concentrates and operates in the field of child welfare along with other NGOs, as well as the State institutions. 
One of the concerns that non-governmental organizations want to raise is that the Child Rights Protection Ombudsperson Institution is not getting enough financial resources for their work. From 2018 until 2023 the Child Rights Protection Ombudsperson Institution receives funding that is usually 10% higher than the previous year. However, it must be noted that the higher funding is not related to the development of Ombudsperson Institution’s activities but more because of such changes in situation like inflation, growing prices and similar. Therefore, there are no additional finances dedicated to better performance of Ombudsperson Institution’s activities or to ensure sufficient financial, human, and other necessary resources, so the Ombudsperson Institution can do its’ job effectively. Having in mind this situation there were no changes in the human resources and at the Ombudsperson Institution’s for several years already. There are 23 positions approved at the Ombudsperson Institution’s but only 16 of them are occupied do to the limited financial possibilities to hire more people. According to the law, Child Rights Protection Ombudsperson Institution is funded from the state budget. The Institution can also initiate additional programmes or other initiatives related to the implementation and protection of children’s rights – funding for such initiatives must be approved by the decision of the Parliament of the Republic of Lithuania or the Government (such decision approves additional funds from the state budget). The Child Rights Protection Ombudsperson Institution may also have other legally obtained funds.
Another important aspect is children participation in decision making. Children’s participation in democratic decision-making is approved by UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and successfully adopted in Lithuania’s most important law on the protection of the rights of the child – Law on Fundamentals of the Protection of the Rights of the Child. It means that believing in a child’s ability and need to take part in decision-making has the basis of legal action. Some efforts were made to include children in decision-making process, both on local level (in decisions related to children’s lives like e.g., decisions made during case management process, during adoption process, during foster care process and similar) and national level (in relation to laws and regulations, or decisions made in relation to children’s well-being). One of the most successful examples in Lithuania in relation to the children participation in decision-making is Interinstitutional Child Welfare Council under the Government of the Republic of Lithuania. This is a high-level mechanism to monitor, discuss and issue suggestions, advice and recommendations related to actual issues of children rights, children well-being and their welfare. In this Council, only representatives of high level can be members – i.e., from ministries, only vice ministers or minister’s advisers can be members of the Council. Additionally, representatives from NGOs, Child Rights Protection Ombudsperson Institution, State Child Rights Protection and Adoption Service, and others are included. Children representatives are full members of the Council too, and have same rights to participate in discussions, decisions making and other work of Council as all other members. It must be noted though that such participation of children is limited in some way because no child-friendly materials/information about discussed topics are prepared, so children do not have access to information that is clear and easy to understand for them. This leads to situation that in many cases, children only participate and listen to the discussion of the Council’s members, but do not express their opinions actively. Also, there are no mechanisms in Lithuania to include children more actively in discussions that are related directly to their lives, and all policies, strategic documents and other documents that include measures for children, are usually made without consulting children. General attitudes of society, including specialists working with children still requires a lot of changes too, to make everyone understand the importance of children’s voice in decision making. There is no understanding of child participation as “listening to the opinion of a child” or “establishing partnership with a child” based on the principle of democratic communication. In most cases, e.g., when decisions are made on the local level, child’s opinion is listened to only because there is a legal requirement in the regulation, but even specialists working with children often lack proper knowledge and skills to create favourable conditions for children to speak, to be heard and their opinions to be included in final decisions. Usually, children participation in such cases is limited to specialists asking the child “what do you think?”, “is there anything you would like to say?” or similar, without providing the child with necessary and easy to understand information, without explanation of the process the child is involved with, and without providing the child with the feedback which of his/hers opinions, expectations and similar were included in the final decision. Therefore, it can be said that despite progress, there are still limitations in meaningful participation, varying from cultural barriers to lack of resources for child-friendly forums. Specialists lack proper skills to include children in decision-making in meaningful ways too. There is also still a need to have more materials for children about their possibilities to participate in decision-making – in different languages, in child-friendly manner and spread widely.
Additionally, the NGOs are concerned about recent cases of very young children that do not have their best interests met properly. This includes support to children as well as to their families. Recent cases raise a high concern if there are enough sufficient mechanisms that help to identify service, support and other help need of children timely and effectively. Some recent cases that raise the most concerns are cases of a very young child getting pregnant (at the age of 12; supposedly from a friend who was 15 at that time) as well as cases of post-partum depression that lead in few cases to mothers killing their children. It must be said that both social and health sectors have done a huge progress in promoting better support to all families with children. The new services and other support measures for families with children were developed in the recent years – some of them are very important to solve social problems of children and families that were in place for many years. Another important change is that now social services as well as other support measures are accessible to all children and families – not only to families who were seen before as families at risk or families who face big crisis situation or dangerous risks. This includes also financial support – e.g., universal child benefit (so called “Child’s Money”) is paid to all children in Lithuania, does not matter from what social, economic, cultural or other background they come or what is the situation of their families. Therefore, it for sure can be said that now in Lithuania many families with children have better access to services including preventive social services that were established in the law as a new form of services, and all of this helps to prevent crisis situations and help families receive necessary services as soon as possible. Legal regulation, including algorithms important for identifying children and families in need, and providing them with necessary help are also in place – their analysis lets to say that legal regulation is quite strong in Lithuania, based on principles of United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child, and creates proper conditions for specialists to help children and families taking into account their individual needs and individual situation, choosing best measures according to the situation. In both social and health sector new measures – often evidence-based – are piloted and established. At the same time, in practice many problems still are in place that prevent families and children from getting proper support. E.g., the discussions with practitioners who work with women expecting a child reveal that many women have a negative experience with medical staff during their pregnancy. For example, many women say that they faced bullying and other inappropriate behaviour towards them during the pregnancy at the hospital/health institution, especially when they tried to ask for help or expressed that they feel not well emotionally. Also, although there are some measures that set a requirement for doctor or other health staff to ask a woman if she feels well after the birth of the child or during the pregnancy, there are even some tools for medical staff to assess the emotional situation of a woman – in reality this assessment often is done only formally, just to meet the legal requirement but not to help a woman in an effective way. Therefore, many cases of postpartum depression are left without proper attention and many families, especially women, do not have enough confidence and enough trust in specialists to ask them for help. All of this leads to the situations when women with postpartum depression or with a very serious emotional crisis are left without proper help and in turn, this leads to the situations when some tragic cases occur. It must be said that in November 2023, Ministry of Social Security and Labour together with Ministry of Health has developed a plan with additional measures to change described situation – NGOs plan to monitor implementation of this plan and measures included in it, to see what changes these measures will create. However, the remaining concern is that a lot must be done to change negative attitudes and communication between families and staff of health institutions, because this leads to how open the family will be to receive help, to speak about challenges they meet after the birth of the child or during the pregnancy, and how timely the crisis situations will be identified. Even more – the role of municipalities in ensuring quality services and other support measures to children and families is often overlooked, although according to the law, development and access to services in social, health, education and other areas is independent function of the municipality. Municipalities’ budgets are on the rise – each year they do receive more and more funds, and some of the measures (e.g., Foster Care Centers, social workers, case managers, partially – Children Day Care Centers, etc.) are funded by state budget. However, in many cases local authorities lack proper understanding of the need to invest more in children and families, and many problems at the local level are not sufficiently covered by high quality services or other measures of help. The lack of accountability and more strict monitoring of how municipalities plan investments in children and families, how much they invest, how they assess such investments, how they ensure that children from most vulnerable groups have the access to necessary services and other support lead to the situation, where municipalities almost do not have any accountability and do not invest in development of better services, new services or other new solutions to the problems they have at the local level. Respectively, this leads to the situations, when children and families do not have proper access to services and other support. Not enough focus is also put on the accessibility of the services – e.g., many services are only available during working hours of the family or are placed in the location that is difficult to reach for the family and children. Although transportation service is included in the law as a measure to help children and families to receive necessary service, transportation is not always ensured by the municipality in a proper and timely way. Therefore, to ensure better services at the local level, some mechanisms that raise the accountability of municipalities must be developed too. Not all services are of a high quality, but there are no effective tools to monitor and evaluate such quality. E.g., there is a Social Services Supervision Department under the Ministry of Social Security and Labour, but this department monitors not all services provided at the local level. Also, such monitoring and evaluation often focuses on documentation and meeting legal requirements, but no evaluation of the impact of services on children and families is made. Therefore, it is not possible to say what services are helping children and families to make their situation better and what have no impact at all. This for example, can be said about positive parenting training. Since Lithuania has fully banned in the law all forms of violence against children, including corporal punishment in all settings (education system, juvenile justice system, child care system, family settings), many services to promote non-violent upbringing of children as well as helping parents to find other ways than violence to discipline their children were developed. Many such services are accessible to all parents, through different means – it can be said that positive parenting training, consultations related to this topic etc., are really easily accessible to everyone. E.g., Parent Line is in place (free of charge professional consultations line for everyone about children’s upbringing, problems arising during child’s upbringing and similar), as well as positive parenting training that are also free of charge and available in all 60 municipalities in Lithuania. At the same time, it must be noted that some of these training are of low quality or they do not really meet individual needs of parents. E.g., some of the training are of the general nature – and parents have children of different age, different needs, also, with disabilities or other special needs that require specific approach. Therefore, sometimes positive parenting programmes do not really teach parents how to deal with their individual situation. There are also cases when there is a lack of all necessary services available at the local level, and many families are sent to the positive parenting training only because there is nothing else that municipality can provide to the family. Therefore, there are cases in practice when parents are being sent to the positive parenting training, which has no real positive impact on the situation of the family and children in the family. It can be said that sometimes positive parenting training is being used as the only available measure to ensure some kind of support to the family and the child, due to the lack of other necessary measures. Positive parenting training are mostly financed by the state budget and EU funds. Additional services must be developed by municipalities too, especially when it comes to the preventive support to children and families. As mentioned before, a recent case of a 12 years old girl who got pregnant from 15 years old boy shows that some of the problems are not identified timely, and even if some of the risks are observed, not always effective intervention measures are in place, to avoid more serious outcomes. As mentioned before, preventive social services were established in the Social Services Law – from July 1st 2022, all municipalities have all legal conditions to develop and implement any preventive services they find useful for their community, including families and children. However, municipalities’ efforts in this field are still not active and not effective enough, and an attitude to work with families and children when problem occurs rather than preventing such problems still prevails. More focus must be put on the development and strengthening of specialists’ competences too, so they have enough skills to help families by providing concrete support. In many cases, specialists’ work with families and children is limited to the information and general conversation; specialists lack proper skills to motivate families to receive services and help, to provide them with services that do change parents’ skills, abilities to take care for the child and similar. The skills to assess families’ situation are often not strong enough too, which leads to the fact that families are obliged by specialists to perform tasks that are out of the possibilities for these families. Too much focus is put on the aspects that are easier to notice and measures – e.g., too much attention is put on the living conditions of children, and not enough attention is put on the relationships, emotional well-being of children and families, relations dynamics that might lead to some problems and similar. Therefore, in some cases the work with the families and children focuses on the consequences and not on the roots of the problems, which leads to situations when provided help is not really as effective and long-lasting as it could be, was the focus put on the things that cause crisis or unfavourable conditions for children in the family.  At the same time, positive developments must be taken into consideration too – e.g., many services were accredited to ensure their better quality, many new services were stablished (e.g., Family Conference, Multidimensional Family Therapy Programme, individual supervision workers, and other), and the general attitude is being formed that social services are not only for those who are seen being at risk, but to all families and children, also to prevent bigger crisis. Even though this attitude changes slowly, some positive development have been made anyway – as an example, complex services provided within EU funding in all municipalities in Lithuania gathered about 90 thousand service recipients (including families and children), although the planned number was only 30 thousand. This shows that more families (not only families at risk) turned to these services and found them useful for their situation. The most popular services were positive parenting training, psychological counselling and mediation.
As a positive development NGOs see the ratification Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on a Communications Procedure. Despite the Optional Protocol was ratified later than Lithuania’s commitment to do so, it must be said that professional work was done in this case, to ensure that all legal conditions meet the proper implementation of this protocol. It is for now too early to assess if all necessary enforcement and implementation conditions work properly and if there are no gaps e.g., in relation to limited resources and varying priorities, but NGOs plan to monitor implementation of this Optional Protocol as well, and provide their remarks and recommendations when necessary. NGOs did welcome enthusiastically signature of the National Action Plan on the Implementation of the Child Guarantee System 2023-2030 in Lithuania. This Action Plan includes 38 measures to fight discrimination that leads to social exclusion and poverty of children. It must be stated that children poverty in Lithuania is still among highest in EU countries, and more efforts must be done in this situation too. Some of the measures already brought positive changes – like Universal Child Benefit, other financial support to families, better access to services, that already led to poverty numbers going down. At the same time, access to services, especially in rural areas remains challenging. E.g., access to psychological, psychiatric services, as well as to all necessary services to children with disabilities is still low in rural and remote areas, and the social inclusion of children with disabilities, with traumatic experience and other children from more vulnerable groups is often not ensured enough due to the mentioned limitations. In general, it can be said that efforts are being made to address discrimination, especially against children in poverty and those with disabilities, through social welfare programs and inclusive education initiatives. At the same time, disparities persist due to insufficient resources, lack of awareness, and societal biases.
The most positive changes are noticed in the field of children care system reform, i.e., deinstitutionalization. Several mechanisms and services were developed to ensure that less children are deprived of the care of their parents, especially in cases where such removal of the child from his/her family is not in the best interest of the child. Case management, mobile teams, temporary child’s supervision as well as social services make it possible to keep more children in the family, and therefore, minimise the need to place the child in the case system. Most of children in Lithuania are placed in the families of foster parents, and foster parents as well as adoptive parents are provided with the services and other support from Foster Care Centers that are available in all 60 municipalities in Lithuania (in big cities there are even few of them). This helps to prevent children from being removed from the foster care families due to the crisis situations or situations when a foster parent is not able to deal with the situation properly, and the foster care case ends up in breakdown. It must be noted that the number of broke down foster care cases (when a child is removed from foster care family and (or) changes many foster care placements) become more and more rare. Professional foster care families are in place to, and they help to prevent children from being placed at the institutions. Also, the numbers show that from 6800 children in foster care system, 80% are placed in family-based settings. Only about 7% of children remain in old type foster care institutions, but only due to the fact that foster care families are still searched for them, or they have about 1-2 years before reaching the age of majority, or they still wait to be placed in the community-based children care homes (in some municipalities these are still in development due to the longer process of searching for the proper place for children or similar). In the community-based children care homes only 8 children the most can be placed together (except cases when there is a need to keep brothers and sisters together and prevent their separation), and the whole environment of these homes is totally different than that of old type huge institutions. There was an evaluation done too, to assess the first results of the deinstitutionalization process, and children were interviewed too. They could provide their opinions about changes, including changes they experience after transfer from old type institutions to the community-based children care home. Many children were satisfied with the changes – they said that community-based children care home feel more like a real home, that they do not feel being different from other community members anymore, that they feel like they have more possibilities to decorate their rooms and environment the way children at home do and similar. In general, there was a positive attitude among children concerning their life in community-based children care home. At the moment, in community-based children care homes about 12% of children are placed. Some of the municipalities were able to develop additional strong support to the foster families, and in these municipalities no children at all were placed in the institution, not even in the community-based children care homes. In relation to the legal regulation, many positive changes were made too – e.g., it is not possible to place children under 3 years old at the institution at all (except very rare and specific cases, and only with the approval of the State Child Rights Protection and Adoption Service), financial benefits to foster families to help them to meet all needs of children left without parental care have been significantly raised too (which has not been done during more than a decade), and changes were made in the legal regulation to ensure that a foster care family is assessed thoroughly and responsibly, taking into account all important aspects, before placing a child there, so child’s full safety is ensured. At the same time, there still is a need to ensure that all children can live in a family-based settings. NGOs monitoring shows that children with severe disabilities, children with challenging, delinquent behaviours, children older than 10 years old are at the greater risk to be placed in the community-based children care home than in the foster care family. Therefore, more work must be done to motivate people to also foster these children in family-based settings, thus ensuring these children’s right to grow up in the family environment. More investments must be made to promote better competences of specialists working with children at community-based children care homes. Many of these specialists are the same who worked with children in old type institutions. Therefore, the needs to receive additional trainings – also on-going training, not only one-time activities – to ensure that they know how to work properly under the new conditions, that they know how to ensure best interests of children in practice, how to ensure proper implementation of other provisions of United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Some training was organized for these specialists already which can be seen as a positive development – the training focused on the better understanding of the needs of children left without parental care, on better ways to meet these needs and similar. However, NGOs see in practice that specialists are still not able to meet all needs of children left without parental care properly and timely – e.g., there were recent cases of dangerous behaviours of children from community-based children care home that were not successfully solved by specialists, also, when evaluating the numbers of children who run away from their place of living, the highest number of such cases is among children from institutions. Some of these children run away from the institution even 10 or more times, which shows that the problem is not addressed properly.
Director                                              [image: image1.jpg]


                                     Elena Urbonienė

2

[image: image2.jpg]