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Introduction

The current report is prepared by the National Network for Children which is an umbrella organization of 127 non-governmental organisations working directly with and for children and families in the country.  
The promotion, protection and observing the rights of the child are part of the key principles, that unite us. We do believe that all policies and practices, that affect directly or indirectly the children should be developed, applied and observed, taking into account the principle of the best interest of the child and with the active participation of children and young people themselves.

In all our activities we are led by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as a key document that lays down the philosophy, the values and the way of work of the Network.

Our vision is a society where every child has their own family and enjoys the best opportunities for life and development. There is a harmony between the sectoral policies for the child and the family and the child rights and welfare are guaranteed.
Aims and objectives of the report

The aim of the report is to complement the official state party report and provide information and input from civil society organizations’, children and young people and other stakeholders such as parents, professionals working with children, etc.  

The report is intended to provide an independent assessment of the realization of children’s rights in Bulgaria. It highlights gaps and challenges to be addressed by the Government in order to fully implement its obligations towards the rights of child in line with the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).

 The objectives of the report are as follows: 

· To assess general measures of implementation including the role of independent national human rights institutions, strategic and administrative framework for the rights of the child and child protection;
· To review national legislation, policies and administrative practices for compliance with the CRC in the area of family environment and alternative care, education, health and justice for children; 

· To provide concrete examples of child rights violation in-country reported by members, partners and supporters of the Network;
· To identify weaknesses or shortcomings of domestic policies and their implementation, as related to CRC, and provide suggestions for their overcoming, and
· To provide an opportunity to involve children and young people in consultation regarding their input and opinion on key recommendations of the report.
The goal of the document is to foster a dialogue between Bulgarian authorities and civil society organizations working towards the effective implementation of children’s rights in Bulgaria on how to best achieve the aims of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Methodology

The document is prepared on the basis of regular independent monitoring of children’s rights situation in-country undertaken by the National Network for Children - Bulgaria and its members and assessment of the Government’s own commitments to children which is supported by facts and data done through the annual reports “Report Card: what is the average score of Government’s care for children” for 2012, 2013, 2014 and 2015.
 
For the purpose of the reporting to the Committee of the Rights of the Child, the National Network for Children - Bulgaria has also developed guidance for documenting concrete child rights violations. The guidance and the recording and reporting template were disseminated among members and partners of the organisation within the first two weeks of June 2015. As a result, 18 cases of child rights violations were reported. Some of the cases concern violations in respect of concrete children; others are related to more general and systematic problems identified by the members, partners and supporters of the Network. A summary of the examined cases, the rights they are related to and suggestions for possible ways to address them is enclosed in Appendix 1 – Examples of child rights violations. 
As part of its advocacy work on improving adoption policy and practice in Bulgaria, the Network has also contributed to a review and survey of approximately 77% of the children registered in the adoption register in Varna region. Some of the results of the survey are also fed into the examples of child rights violations. 
Some of the recommendations of the report have also been consulted with children and young people to ensure their views are taken into consideration and as part of the efforts of NNC – Bulgaria and UNICEF to promote children’s participation and to fulfill the rights of the children to be active citizens in our societies. We believe this should also involve providing them with tools to make use of existing international, regional and national mechanisms. 
“Adults continue to assume they know best .... The Convention on the Rights of the Child demands that we question that assumption. It insists that we listen to children and that their views must inform decisions and actions taken on behalf of children. It also insists that we promote, respect and protect children’s own capacities to take responsibility for those decisions and action they are competent to take for themselves.”

UNICEF – Bulgaria had undertaken a consultation with children and young people focused on their experiences and opinion on what issues they face and what priorities and measures should be planned in the National Strategy for the Child 2008 – 2018 which is now in process of revision for the period 2015 – 2020. In this regard, the focus of NNC – Bulgaria consultation with children and young people was put on reccomendations for overcoming the identified issues and problems. Detailed feedback from the consultation with young people could be found in Appendix 2 - Consultation with children and young people carried out by NNC and UNICEF to inform children’s rights monitoring, policy development and the complementary report to the CRC.
Chapter I: General measures of implementation (arts.4, 42 and 44, para 6) 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child was ratified by the Bulgarian Parliament on 11 April 1991 without any reservations and entered into force for the Republic of Bulgaria on 3rd July 1991. The Government has ratified the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict and the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography. 

The Bulgarian constitution states that “international treaties which have been ratified in accordance with the constitutional procedure, promulgated and having come into force with respect to the Republic of Bulgaria, shall be part of the legislation of the State. They shall have primacy over any conflicting provision of the domestic legislation.”

The state has neither ratified, nor signed the CRC Optional Protocol on a communications procedure. In 2014, the National Network for Children – Bulgaria joined the International Coalition for the implementation of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on a communications procedure (OP3 CRC) and advocates for the ratification of the Protocol by the Bulgarian state. The organization has proposed that the State Agency for Child Protection – as a specialized institution of the Council of Ministers for the management, coordination and control in the field of child protection, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs – as a body responsible for the co-ordination and international cooperation including in the area of children’s rights, to initiate a working group together to develop a mechanism and action plan for Bulgaria’s ratification of the Protocol. 
In this respect, Bulgaria has not fulfilled the recommendation of the Committee to the State party that “an independent monitoring agency be given the responsibility to monitor and promote children’s rights and provide an accessible complaint mechanism for children and their representatives”.
The Ombudsman is an autonomous independent institution established by the Ombudsman Act adopted in 2003, in force as of 1 January 2004. The first Bulgarian Ombudsman was elected in April 2005. Article 2 of the Ombudsman Act in general terms mandates the Ombudsman to intervene when citizens’ rights and freedoms have been violated by actions or omissions of the State and municipal authorities and their administrations as well as by the persons assigned with the provision of public services. In addition, amendments to the Ombudsman Act in force as of 11 May 2012 granted the Ombudsman specific mandate to protect the rights of the child (Article 19, para 1, item 9). However, there is no specialized child ombudsman and in practice the protection of children’s right is done by the department “People with disabilities and children’s rights” which consists of 3 people mostly dealing with complaints by individuals and/or organizations. 
Therefore, we consider that the current strategic and administrative framework for child rights lacks an independent body which has the mandate, the expertise and resources to protect and promote children’s rights in practice. 
Furthermore, the administrative organisation for implementation of the child protection policy includes two main administrative structures – the State Agency for Child Protection (SACP) and the Agency for Social Assistance (ASA) – an executive agency reporting to the Minister of Labour and Social Policy. The main functions and the implementation of the child protection measures are assigned to the Child Protection Departments (CPD), structures within the ASA Directorate for Social Assistance (DSA) in the regions. 

The formal division of the ASA functions is vertical from the Regional Directorates for Social Assistance through the DSAs to the CPDs. The principal mission of the ASA is to “implement the state social assistance policy”. Social assistance for children is obviously an extremely important element of the child protection policy, especially for children at risk or in a disadvantaged position, but it is also true that the scope of the child protection policy extends beyond the range of the social assistance. In fact, the basic focus of the current child protection policy is the social assistance and work with children at risk or in a disadvantaged position. This is how, effectively, a considerable part of the children remains outside the focus of the general child protection policy. According to the Child Protection Act, the Chairperson of the SACP manages, coordinates and supervises the child protection policy, including licensing and control of Bulgarian and foreign legal entities providing social services. In effect, the discretion of the Chairperson of the SACP referring to the management and coordination of the child protection policy is not independent and is exercised through another executive body – the Minister of Labour and Social Policy. The personal discretion of the Chairperson of the State Agency for Child Protection is to a large extent similar to that of the “state commissions” which execute “supervisory, registration and licensing functions on the implementation of a law or a Council of Ministers decree”. Similarly, the functions of the State Agency for Child Protection and the Control on the Rights of the Child General Directorate in particular rather resemble the administrative functions of a “state commission”. 

The analysis of the development of the protection system shows significant fragmentation of the functions and overlapping of some elements between the Agency for Social Assistance, where the Child Protection Departments are in charge of the operative measures for protection and the State Agency for Child Protection. Currently the work of many Child Protection Departments is largely unsatisfactory. This statement is based on a multitude of surveys by various Bulgarian and international organisations and their work in Bulgaria. In some cases, social workers in these departments work on more than 100 cases, lack appropriate training, resources in terms of offices, computers, travelling facilities/cards, etc. as well as professional supervision and support. The capacity of the Child Protection Departments should be addressed as a priority if the undertaken and/or envisaged reforms in the area of deinstitutionalization, justice for children and inclusive education are to be successful and contribute to respect for all children’s rights rather than further violations. 
Child rights education in Bulgaria is delivered through civic education as an inter-subject area, and its content is delivered in the process of teaching other school subjects – like history and civilization, geography and economics, the philosophy cycle subjects, Bulgarian language and literature, foreign languages – within the secondary education curricula. The civic education standards which cover the tree levels (elementary, primary and secondary) correspond to the concept for developing the social

and civic competences from the European Reference Framework.

Introducing civic education as an integrated approach in the humanitarian subjects is no doubt a step in the right direction, however Bulgarian children are still lagging behind their peers from the other European countries with regard to their awareness of their rights. Irrespective of the existence of state educational requirements (SER) there is no developed teaching content in civic education, including on the rights of the children, for the different grades and the respective progression of the teaching content related to the need for acquiring knowledge, skills and attitudes in the different grades. The topics related to civic education and the rights of the child are covered in the class lessons, as well as in the lessons in different school subjects, however without enough prior synchronization in the school curricula, which makes the activities of the teachers incidental, does not allow the students to transfer information and at the end of the day makes the requirements, and hence the outcomes from civic education in schools, non comparable. 
Reccomendations: 
· Setting up Children’s Ombudsman by differentiating a special position within the national Ombudsman’s team called ‘Children’s Rights Ombudsman’ whose main function is to serve as independent monitoring of children’s policies.

· The adoption of a broader child protection concept is necessary to include a guarantee for each and every right of the child and meeting the needs of the child as an individual, personality and citizen. The general measures that guarantee the child’s rights have to be distinguished from those in place for children at risk or in a disadvantaged position, the social assistance inclusive.

· The structure and content of the legislative framework need elaboration especially in the light of the Legislative Instruments Act
 stating “The social relations within one sphere of life are regulated by one and not several legislative instruments of the same rank.” (Article 10, Paragraph 1). Full codification of the legislative instruments and synchronization of the mechanisms for the subsequent drafting of rules and regulations, when planning the measures for elaboration, are recommended. A concrete recommendation in this direction the National Network for Children advocates for is the adoption of a Children and Families’ Act. 
· Improvement of the efficiency of the child protection system through clearly outlined and effectively distributed prerogatives and responsibilities of the bodies in charge of child protection and ensuring adequate competent resource for the system to operate effectively. A concrete recommendation to the Government in this direction is to develop and propose a plan for decentralization of the social protection system including the functions for child protection at local level. 
· Developing of policies focused on prevention, early intervention and support to parents rather than focusing on penalties or labelling them as “irresponsible”. This could be achieved through the development of a comprehensive family policy with clear goals, measures and activities and adopting a family-oriented approach in all areas concerning child welfare – social and economic measures, education, healthcare, housing, child protection, social assistance, etc.
· Unification of the licensing and registering regimes accordingly with regards to the providers of social services for children, observing Article 19, Paragraph 2 of the Bulgarian Constitution concerning provision of equal rights to perform activities for the various providers of social services for children. 

Chapter II: General principles (arts. 2, 3, 6 and 12)
In an amendment from 21 July 2014 in an Ordinance on endorsement of the medical standard “Obstetrics and Gynaecology’ the criteria for a definition of a live birth changed. Live birth is considered when the weight of the child is at least 800 grams and the birth is after the 26 gestation week. Below this range if the child has not survived 3 days the birth is considered as an abortion. This amendment is not in conformity with WHO definition and may have various negative implications, including the denial of lifesaving medical care for the newborn immediately after birth, denial of the right of the parents to bury their child, etc.
Attitudes towards girls continue to be unequal and based on stereotypes. In some communities they are the ones who primarily take care of younger children. The negative consequences of a lack of systematic health education in school strongly affect girls, and there are a number of early pregnancies and births even at school age. 

2.1. Non-discrimination

Commitment 1: Setting up a special unit for combatting discrimination of children at the Commission for Protection against Discrimination
What is the current situation?

For the forth year in succession no progress on this commitment has been reported. There is no special unit at the Commission for Protection against Discrimination to deal with cases of discrimination against children and there are no indications that activities in this direction have been planned.
In 2011 the Commission against Discrimination and the Ombudsman were given mandate B as independent human-right organisations in compliance with the Paris principles 
 setting up minimal standards with regard to the status, powers and functioning of the national human-right institutions. Bulgaria in one of the eight countries in the EU being given status B for the lack of full compliance with the Paris principles.  
There is still no children’s rights ombudsman in Bulgaria to guarantee independent monitoring and control in observing children’s rights. Bulgaria is one of the three EU member-states not having such a specialized child protection figure. 
Unfortunately, in spite of the efforts of the Bulgarian Government to include vulnerable groups and accelerate their social inclusion according to the provisions in a number of strategies, there are still practices of discrimination and unequal treatment of refugee and migrant children, children with disabilities, children living in institutions and in alternative care and Roma children in terms of their access to education, healthcare and adequate housing and social environment.   
Main recommendations: 

· To take actions for tackling the issue with the need for specialized and independent children’s rights advocate in accordance with the recommendations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child.
· To introduce a special, simplified procedure applicable in the cases of infringement  of the rights of children, in view of the specific and fast developing process with children, and training the members of the Commission for Protection against Discrimination responsible for its implementation.  
Highlight: Bulgaria still doesn’t have children’s rights ombudsman to guarantee independent monitoring and control in observing children’s rights. Bulgaria is one of the three EU member-states not having such a specialized child protection figure.
Commitment 2: Change in the attitudes towards the role of girls and women in the family and society and guaranteeing the right of development and equality  
What is the current situation?

Sexual abuse of children and especially minor and under-age girls, in the form of indecent assaults, rapes, cohabitations and the resulting ‘early marriages’, childbirths and abortions, continues to be a significant issue recognized by the society, media and state institutions. 

The National Plan for Prevention of Child Abuse 2012-2014 makes provisions for only one measure in the area of sexual abuse of children, implemented in 2012 within an NGO project funded from outside
. Not all agencies and organisations working with children have child protection policies and procedures, providing for the application of appropriate mechanisms for staff and volunteers recruitment and selection, training, support and supervision, as well as clear procedures for response in the cases of child abuse.

Directive 2011/92/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 December 2011 on combating the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of children and child pornography whose transposition deadline has expired at the end of 2013, hadn’t been implemented in the national legal system. The Amendment and Supplement draft law of the Penal Code, drafted by the institutions at the end of 2013 with the aim to implement the provisions in the Directive, even though brought to a plenary session on a second reading in June, 2014 hasn’t been passed by the Parliament. 
Another form of sexual abuse not tending to decrease in time
 is the cohabitation with minor and uder-age girls. The usual results from these so called "early marriages" are abortions, pregnancy and child delivery by children. The measures taken in this area resolve into "Making Verification by Referral in the Healthcare System in Cases of Minor or Under-age Pregnant Girls"
. In October 2013 the State Agency for Child Protection (SACP) undertook a special-purpose planned check on „Early Childbirths and Prevention of Adandonment of New-born Babies at the Maternity Hospitals“. The check proved the lack of a working mechanism for inter-agency coordination in these cases and resulted in issuing instructions for institutional cooperation
. The majority of early-marriage cases have been reported to the appropriate prosecution offices; however in most of the cases criminal proceedings haven’t been undertaken. 
It is a fact that measures are taken post-factum, however neither prevention of the phenomenon, nor active field work with the Roma community and formal health and sexual school education have been initiated. 
Main recommendations:

· Change in the legal framework treating child sexual abuse;

· Carrying out awareness-raising campaigns, developing and applying programmes on prevention of early marriages, for parents and state officials involved in protecting girls at risk of entering early marriages and the respective consequences;

· Urgent actions on introducing formal health and sexual school education.

Highlight: Early marriages, cohabitation with minor and under-age girls and the resulting early childbirths are looked at mainly in the light of ethnicity, while the attitude to gender perspective is totally missing. This puts the suggested and subsequently adopted measures at the risk of being discriminative in terms of gender, age or ethnic origin, as well as the risk of girls, victims of crime or parental neglect, to be the affected ones by the measures. 

2.2. Opinion and Participation of Children

Commitment: „Development of children’s structures – introducing a four-level model“.
What is the current situation?

The analisys of the national child protection programmes up to 2014 including and the 2011-2013 and 2014–2016 SACP strategic plans shows that child participation is recognized as a significant area and is a stated priority in the activities of the SACP. At the same time, it shows that in spite of the development of the local councils and the invested amount of efforts in this, the strategic focus is mainy on the Council of Children where 75% of the 2011-2013 activities have been concentraded, the trend continuing with the ones in the current 2014-2016 plan. 
The Council of Children still faces the general difficulty of not being part of the Structural Regulations of the SACP, but only serving as a consultative body under the SACP Chairperson which is regulated in the Coulcil of Children’s Regulations alone. This results in a significant functional and resource dependency and prevents the Council from exercising its functions adequately with regard to the local councils including.
In 2014 the operational implementation of the provisions in the SACP Strategic Plan with regard to its own specific work on child participation continued to be carried out by means of the “Encouraging Child Participation by Strengthening the Role of the School Councils at School, Municipal and National Level” project implemented by “Partners - Bulgaria” in partnership with UNICEF – Bulgaria and the SACP. The project will continue through the 2014-2015 school year, the key challenge being how to turn the work of and with the councils into a starting point for the whole development of an institutionally supported child participation across the country without consisting in it alone. 
Main recommendations:

· With regard to the recommendations of Gerison Lansdawn, the SACP to begin a purposeful consultation process with the stakeholders from agencies and civil organisations aiming at developing a comprehensive Child Participation Plan in line with the 2008-2018 National Child Protection Strategy.

· To develop a monitoring and evaluation framework and start a process of regular assessment of child participation across the country to inform the development of the policies and practices in the area. This being based on the Child Participation Plan operationalizing the goals of the National Child Strategy.  

Highlight: In 2014 the purposeful work on the children’s right to opinion and participation was limited to one project and one specific way of child participation while the scope and number of needs related to this right remain unclear. 
2.3. Child Poverty and Welfare

Commitment: Reducing the number of children aged 0-18 living in poverty with 78 000 persons (30% of the general national goal and 25% of the number of poor children in 2008)
What is the current situation? 
Children are still a particularly vulnerable group in terms of the poverty indicators. Even though the general poverty indicator has decreased a little, the rate of poor children has grown and reached the level of 2010 - 28.4% (28.2% in 2011). It turns out that children are the poorest part of the population. With regard to their vulnerability of becoming poor or socially excluded, they rank second after the people aged 65+ (57,6%) with 51.5% or nearly 609 000 children. This is almost twice the EU average of children according to this indicator, which stands at 27,1%. 
. 
Those at greatest risk of poverty remain the children raised by single parents and children raised in large families. The poverty level of the large families has decreased at the expense of an increase of the single parents’ poverty level in the past period, while the current trend is the opposite and the rate of large families living in poverty is 68.1% compared to 31.6% single-parent families. The data on material deprivation of the children in the household show that almost half of them can’t afford at least one daily meal consisting of meat, fish, fruit and vegetables, and 2/5 of the children can’t be provided with new clothes. 

As a result of the amendments in the Rules on the Implementation of the Family Allowances Act in the autumn of 2013, the monthly allowances for children have been bound to the compulsory attendance of kindergarten (pre-school group) and school since the beginning of 2014 г. In the opinion of the National Network for Children this measure is ineffective since the compulsory character of the attendance itself doesn’t result in the wider inclusion of the vulnerable group children. Outreaching these children demands comprehensive approaches and comprehensive family support services instead of punitive approach based on poverty. Another example of this punitive approach is the current proposal for amendments in the Family Allowances Act
, which stipulates that once suspended monthly allowances for families, whose children don’t attend school, could not be granted again earlier than a year after the suspension date. 
In spite of the undertaken measures and increase in some of the allowances, in 2014 there is still no comprehensive approach to child and family support binding the social benefits with social work. According to the last National Social Report of the Republic of Bulgaria for 2013 – 2014, the influence of social transfers (pensions not included) on the decrease of the poverty risk is 4.7 %., which is twice lower than the EU average – 9 % and highlights the need to improve the effectiveness of social transfers which is part of the EC Specific recommendations to our country.
 

Another challenge related to policy effectiveness is the need of development and practical implementation of the ‘money follows the child’ mechanism.
 Under the current legislation the increased allowances in 2014 don’t result in quality improvement of the outcomes but only increase the expenditure on ineffective policies.
Recommendations: 

· Developing and approving National Plan for the implementation of the „National Strategy for Decreasing Poverty and Social Exclusion 2020”.

· Developing a separate family policy with clear goals, measures and activities and adopting a family-oriented approach in all areas related to child welfare.

· Improving the effectiveness of social allowances by binding social benefits with social work based on individual approach and family assessment, too. Family support needs to be provided not only on the basis of the parents’ income assessment but also of the other factors specifying the resources of the parents to look after their children. 

Highlight: Children remain the poorest part of the population of the country (28,4 % compared to 28,2 % in the previous year) and in significant risk of becoming poor or socially excluded (51.5 % or 609 000 children).

2.4. Safe and Healthy Environment
Commitment 1: Prevention of risky behavior and health promotion among children
What is the current situation?

The National Child Protection Programme for 2014 provides for four operational objectives one of them being ‘Prevention of Risky Behavior and Health Promotion among Children’ in the implementation of the strategic aim ‘Development and Promotion of Appropriate Services for Children and Families in the Healthcare System’. A number of campaigns and activities such as awareness-raising on the ill-effects of active and passive smoking, healthy diet, prevention of unwanted pregnancy, etc. have been planned and implemented to achieve this objective.

The analysis shows that efforts have been made in preventing child diseases; however there is no evaluation of the effectiveness of the activities. The number of activities is also insufficient to take in all the children. 

Recommendations 

· Providing for the necessary funds from the state budget to finance the activities planned for the implementation of the programmes on prevention of risky behavior and child health promotion.

· Developing a mechanism for evaluating the effectiveness of the campaigns, making an annual analysis of the outcomes.  

· Specifying the indicators to be achieved with the campaigns provided in the 2015 National Child Protection Programme and the other national prevention programmes.  

· Developing National Programme for improving sexual and reproductive health which has been delayed with more than 10 years.

Highlight: Efforts have been made in the prevention of child diseases; however there is no evaluation of the effectiveness of the activities. The number of activities is also insufficient to include all the children. 

Commitment 2: Introducing state policies for taking up part of the bank credits for housing of young and large families 
What is the current situation?

The National Child Programme for 2014 doesn’t specify measures and activities or agencies involved in providing real access to quality housing (own or rented) with view to child welfare in the family context. Besides, the Programme is not linked with key strategic documents in the housing field, the main one being the National Housing Strategy. This results in lack of consistency and sporadic inter-sectoral approach of work distanced from the needs of the target group and strengthening the feeling of the families, especially the vulnerable ones, that there is no adequate state housing policy. 
The available municipal housing is totally insufficient to meet the housing needs even of the persons filed for housing in line with the Regulation on the Terms and Conditions for Identifying Housing Needs, Accommodation and Selling Municipal Housing. The natural disasters in 2014 and the forced demolition of illegal Roma houses on the territory of Stara Zagora municipality and of Block 20 in Yambol some years earlier highlight the need to increase the number of available social housing to meet the housing needs of the identified families. 

Recommendations: 

· Integrating specific measures and activities part of the housing component in the strategic documents conducting children’s policies with the aim to provide housing conditions appropriate for quality early childhood development. Introducing quantity and quality indicators to monitor the implementation progress. 
· Developing social housing policy focused on the child in a family context and the child’s right to access to quality housing (own or rented) as a form of prevention of poverty and social exclusion. Municipalities to take the leading role.
· Making an assessment of the condition and needs for municipal housing aiming at updating the municipal housing strategies and programmes by putting specific indicators and the budget needed for their accomplishment. Introducing provisions for annual increase in the number of municipal housing by building new one or utilizing the available unoccupied housing.  
Highlight:
The trend of decreasing the rate of occupied public (municipal or state) social housing continues. They amounted to 2, 6 % at the last census in 2011 or nearly seven times less compared to the 1985 data when their rate was 16, and 2 %. 
Chapter III: Family environment and alternative care (arts. 5, 9-11, 18, paras. 1 and 2; 19-21, 25, 27, para.4 and 39)
The family is the natural environment for the growth and development of children. The state and its institutions should take care to strengthen and support families when parents cannot fulfil this role. Every effort should be made for child and family to be together and to live in harmony and understanding, and if this is impossible and the life and health of the child are in danger, then the child should be protected. One of the ways to do this is to ensure another suitable family environment such as foster family, or in the last resort residential care at small group homes. Every effort should be made for relations in the family of origin to be stabilized so that the child can return to their parents. Public institutions have made significant efforts in these areas but yet the results are still far from the expectations and objectives set out in the strategic documents.

An important part of ensuring the child's right to grow up in a family environment is prevention of abandonment of new-born babies. One of the key elements is that intervention by professionals, such as social workers, and support to mothers and families should take place as early as in the maternity ward. Unfortunately, parents in all maternity wards in the country are not yet provided with social and psychological support, nor are staff members trained what to do in situations of risk. The rate of abandonment of children at birth, while decreasing, remains high. The majority of children who are placed in infant homes for children aged 0-3 arrive there directly from maternity wards. There remains a significant risk, in particular for children with disabilities, with parents in some places still being advised by medical personnel to abandon their children in institutional care and a continuing prevalence of the medical model of disability. External experts
 have a critical gap in the system of professional qualification in relation to disability services and a general lack of understanding of disability issues among social workers and care workers who are working with children with disabilities and their families. This issue needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency and all programmes should be informed by the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF-CY).  

There remains an insufficient focus on prevention measures, understood widely as the prevention of abandonment, separation, violence and, ultimately, institutionalisation.
3.1. Family environment 
Commitment 1: Increasing the knowledge and skills of the health professionals to provide appropriate and timely support to children at risk.  
What is the current situation?
Increasing the knowledge and skills of the health professionals, who are on the front-line in interacting with children and families, to provide appropriate and timely support to children at risk, remains unaccomplished in 2014. There is progress from practical point of view since hospitals recognize children at risk and refer them to the CPD. In most of the cases, however, their role is limited to making the referral and transferring the whole responsibility of the case on the CPD social workers. The cases of children with severe diseases or disabilities living in very poor and risky families are of special concern. After the expiry of the clinical pathways the child is sent home and the GP observation and follow-up care alone is insufficient to guarantee safe and appropriate care of their special needs and timely professional response in case of complications. This is exacerbated by the lack of sufficient high quality services for disabled children within communities, including a lack of access to kindergartens. Good practices, such as early childhood intervention for children with disabilities and the provision of social services in hospitals and maternity wards to prevent abandonment, have been developed by several non-government organisations, but despite these practices showing tangible results, they remain fully within the purview of charities and the government has not taken any steps to implement them more widely in the country. This situation often results in CPD making the decision to place the child in residential care which is painful both for the child and the family. The multidisciplinary teams consisting of health professionals, psychologists and CPD social workers need to continue to support the family and the child at home where is most favourable to the child’s recuperation. 

Hospital staff are still mostly negative and prejudiced against families at risk and ethnic minority families. No attempts have been made to empathise with the concerns and difficulties of the mothers with new-born babies or those attending their young child at the children’s ward. They often have other children at home and the care routine in the mother’s absence doesn’t seem very reliable to the staff. The need of these mothers to provide safe and needs-based environment to the other children or dependant adults has been interpreted as an ‘escape’. A well-trained, with the right attitute multidisciplinary team consisting of health professionals, CPD social worker and service provider would provide individual support recognizing the needs of the all children in the family.
The fee for in-patient stay including basic hygiene materials and food for the person attending the child, the payment for some medical checks and basic necessities for the baby still presents difficuty to families at risk.  The hospital requirement for foster children or children living in Family-type Placement Centres/ Emergency Centres to be attended can be very difficult to meet sometimes. In some cases the foster mother has more foster or birth children at home and finds it impossible to provide informal respite care for them. The Centres need to organize second shift which is not always possible and premises for accidents and worse quality of care for the rest of the children in the Centre. Most hospitals do not allow male family member attendants especially in the children’s wards. 
Recommendations:
· Trainings to be provided to the professionals working directly with children and families. The Ministry of Health to monitor the work of the trained professionals.  
· To set up multidisciplinary teams at the hospitals consisting of health professionals, psychologists, CPD social workers and service providers. The teams must follow the same values and work standards in prevention of child abandonments/ institutionalization by providing multidisciplinary support to the child in the family environment in the light of the community pediatrics supporting child protection. 
Commitment 2: Setting up a minimal package of activities in taking protection measures – prevention of abandonment, reintegration, kinship care, foster care and adoption 
What is the current situation?

The response of the SACP and the ASA when asked about the progress on this commitment makes referral to other commitments related not to child protection measures but rather to the development of social services.  

Among the commitments included in the 2014 National Child Protection Programme are not only the ones related to the service provision network but also to the child protection measures: setting up a minimal package of activities in taking protection measures – prevention of abandonment, reintegration, kinship care, foster care and adoption.

The rationale behind the commitment formulated in this way leads to the conclusion that the state institutions’ expectation has been to involve not only the social services but other child protection authorities as well in a consistent and filled with minimal activities work process in applying the protection measures. According to the Child Protection Act these authorities are the Minister of Labour and Social Policy, the Minister of Education, Youth and Science, the Minister of Justice, the Minister of Interior, the Minister of Culture, the Minister of Health and the municipal mayors. If this was the commitment’s idea and the commitment was included in order to outline the work process of the state isntitutions when applying protection measures then certain steps needed to have been taken in this direction. This is especially valid in a situation where systems don’t operate in a synchronized way even in applying protection measures. (For example, a Dawn syndrome child (a twin in a family with 3 children) reintegrated in the family from an institution has been refused access to kindergarten due to the insufficient capacity of the kindergarten.)

In view of the above, comes the logical question how effective is the development of the National Child Protection Programme. If the state institutions responsible for the implementation of the commitment have different interpretations, and no steps have been taken in this direction, we recommend a review of the process of developing and agreeing the Programme.  

Highlight: The principle behind the identification and planning of the operational objectives of the priority areas, and the relative activities is not clear – there is no general methodology for planning and monitoring of the National Child Protection Strategy and the respective National Child Protection Programme. 
Recommendations:
· To make the development of the National Child Protection programme more effective so that the commitments of the state institutions involved are incorporated in their plans in due course.
· The commitments of the state institutions involved in the National Child Protection Programme implementation to be planned on a longer-term basis (at least 2-yearly). 
3.2. Deinstitutionalisation

Commitment:  To introduce a funding mechanism encouraging the municipalities to develop community-based services and based on the ‘money follows the child’ principle. 
What is the current situation? 
To a certain extent the mechanism of compensated change reviewed in detail in the 2014 
 Report Card gives opportunities to the municipalities to re-direct resources from decreased capacities or closed down institutions (mainly Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care) to setting up new social services, increasing the capacity of functioning ones and providing sustainability of the services set up under the ‘Human Resource Development’ Operational Programme. This mechanism however is far from the ‘money follows tha child’ model, which provides for individual financial standard for each child to best meet the needs of the child in the new family or family-type placement. These include reintegration (currently families are given small fixed allowances), foster care and residential care. The practice in many institutions is to discharge the children even without clothes which puts burden on the receiving family/ service. One of the legal amendments, developed in 2014 and coming into force from January 2015, is the introduction of a differentiated approach to outlining the standards for funding delegated by the state social services - Family-Type Placement Centre (FTPC), Protected Housing and Daycare Centre, by means of the municipal budgets. This approach in a way compensates for the low costs for these services but demands differentiation of the services – the more difficult the target group, the harder to find staff to work with it. The cost increase for the difficult service-users is insufficient to offer attractive remuneration or to hire extra staff.  
As far as re-directing funds from the closed down Homes for Medical and Social Care for Children (HMSCC) is concerned, the existing practices are partial and inconsistent. The model of closing down the HMSCC in Teteven 
 hasn’t been replicated in the closure of the HMSCC in Shiroka Laka and Kyustendil, in spite of the need and willingness of the municipalities to set up new/ increase the capacity of the existing children and family services.  

The 2014 National Child Protection Programme provides for developing a funding mechanism for re-directing funds from institutional care to the new alternative services and measures – and/ or family support by taking part in a working group at the Ministry of Finance. An inter-agency working group (MoF, MLSP, MoH, National Association of the Municipalities of the Republic of Bulgaria) has been set up all the way back in 2013 with the task to develop a mechanism for re-directing the released funds from institutional care to community-based care for children and their families however there is still no mechanism guaranteeing re-direction of funds from the closed down specialized institutions to the new services. There is no information about the work pattern, models used and the progress of the group.  

The current practice with regard to the ‘money follows the child’ principle is a practice of transferring funds from one service to another without actually following the child.  
Recommendations:
· To finalize the development and introduction of a mechanism for re-directing resources in order to provide not only sustainability to the EU funded social services but also individualized financial support to the families raising children as part of the work on prevention of abandonment, reintegration, kinship care and foster care. 
· To put in the agenda of the Ministry of Finance working group the development of ‘money follows the child’ approach with the participation of NGO, external experts and study of the international practices.
· To provide for more transparency in the calculation and decision-making process on the use of the saved from the institutional system funds.
· To reinstate the work on the new Social Services Act.  
· The financial sustainability of alternative care services, including foster care, needs to be ensured through ring-fencing of funds that are currently going into maintaining institutions and creation of detailed financial standards for the various types of alternative care services. Poor practices, such as the current principle of financing Family Type Placement Centres on a “per head” basis, rather than on the basis of capacity, which is the result in atempts to fill up these already fairly large residential services, need to be addressed as a priority.
Commitment 2: Continuing the process of reforming institutional care and observing the rights of the children raised in specialized institutions by implementing the projects in the Action Plan
What is the current situation?

The projects from the Action Plan were supposed to enter their final stage in 2014. In fact, the six projects
 were extended to implement their activities and spend the financial resources to the highest degree. 

In general, the state institutions report progress in the implementation of the pilot projects, however the information from working meetings and informal contacts with municipal and NGO representatives about the way the activites take place locally, is contradictory. Several organisations responded by sending official letters to the state institutions raising serious concerns with regard to the assessments, the preparation of children and young people for moving and the moving to the new services itself. The main concerns are related to the fact that project indicators and administrative requirements are given priority at the expense of the best interest of the children and young people.  
Children in institutions continue to be viewed as passive objects of care, as opposed to rights-holders, with children with disabilities being particularly disadvantaged. During the initial planning of the deinstitutionalisation process, institutions for children with disabilities were rightly prioritised for closure, given the greater vulnerability of these children, through the project “Childhood for All”. However, in 2013 the target group of the project was changed to also include children living in Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care, against the advice of civil society, including the members of the inter-ministerial and intersectoral ‘Expert Group’ that is responsible for coordinating the process. The project has also suffered long delays, during which the needs and situations of the children who had initially been assessed and for whom plans were made for the move to alternative care settings (primarily to newly built Family Type Placement Centres with a capacity of 14 children), changed significantly. There is now a significant risk that children with disabilities will be left behind in the deinstitutionalisation process, with the focus of state institutions shifting towards the “low-hanging fruits” – those children who are most easily deinstitutionalised, as opposed to those in greatest need.

We are concerned that some of the children who have been moved from institutions to the new Family Type Placement Centres have been relocated without a proper preparation process and due concern for their well-being, which has in some cases led to devastating results, particularly when it comes to children with special needs, disabilities or challenging behaviour. Staff in some of these new centres is neither properly trained, nor supervised, and nor are there sufficiently developed monitoring and quality control procedures. Moreover, there is an increasing concern that the new centres are not seen as a temporary measure but as a permanent alternative to the large institutions, with no national plans for reintegration of children living in them into communities or family-type care. Overall, we believe this can lead to a significant risk of re-institutionalisation for the children living in this type of alternative care.
A turning point in reconsidering the experience was the review of the external expert Joanna Rogers written in June, 2014 “Review and Evaluation of the Implementation of the National Strategy ‘Vision for the Deinstitutionalisation of the Children in Bulgaria’” 
. It gave an impartial view on the achievements and challenges to the process which need to be addressed adequately in the next stage. Key moments in the review are the finalization of the process of deinstitutionalisation of all HMSCC, HCDPC and HCLD with a focus on preventing the separation of children from their families, updating the Action Plan, introducing a general monitoring system of the process.  

Although a number of non-governmental organisations have openly stated their willingness to cooperate and provide support on local level, in 2014 the NGO sector remained excluded from the management and coordination of the deinstitutionalization process. The inter-agency group on deputy-ministerial level met only once during the year and by the time of outlining the commitment there had been no clarity about its members, chairperson and willingness to communicate with NGO representatives. 

There has been no information by the end of the year either on how and whether the Action Plan of the DI Vision would be updated or how the NGOs concerns with regard to the lack of proper coordination and communication among the stakeholders would be addressed. 
Reconsideration of the future development of the DI process needs to include the methodologies for managing the various ‘community’-based services of residential type with regard to separating the accommodation of the children from the service provision. This goes with a change in the staff structure – care staff in the services and social workers in the social services. 
Recommendations: 

1. Emphacising on increasing the effectiveness of the child protection system by providing systematic, purposeful and regular support and training to its employees. 
2. Publicity and transparency of the whole process of leadership, coordination and decision-making by making it clear who manages the whole DI process and coordinates the actions of the stakeholders; setting up the inter-agency working group and inviting NGOs to take part in it. 
3. Updating the Action Plan for 2015-2020 so that the commenced reforms don’t end up as sporadic intervention without sustainable and complete outcomes. 
4. Carrying out an impartial analysis of the model of closing down the pilot HMSCC and planning the closure of the rest of the baby homes. 
Highlight: There are serious concerns that the implementation of the projects is focused on their technical and administrative provision rather than on the best interest of the children and the protection of their rights.  

3.3. Adoption and Foster Care
Commitment: To develop social services for mandatory preparation of prospective adopters and children who are to be adopted; and for support of adopters and adopted  
What is the current situation?

The process of adoption in Bulgaria is not a state priority; it is complicated, confusing and not coordinated among the numerous agencies. The bad practice of disclosing the adoption to the children inappropriately and by the wrong people deeply hurts them and has long-term effects on their mental and emotional development. The research of the Bulgarian Association of Adopted and Adopters carried out among adoptive parents, shows that Bulgarian society is still neglecting and discriminative against adoption. This has a negative effect on the overall situation of the adopting families by putting them in isolation. There is no standard for prospective adopters’ trainings, no support services for the child and the adopters during the post-adoption period; the work with families is not of mandatory or preventive nature. Key factor for successful adoption is building the sensitivity of the adopters towards the past of the child, the traumas and the effects of institutionalization. This is possible to achieve only through intensive work with the family. The monitoring done by the CPD is often formal and doesn’t provide support; the social workers haven’t been trained to work with adopters and adopted children. 
There is no practice of collecting, processing and analyzing statistical data and information about the problems in the adoptive families, abuse, bad school results, deviant behavior, etc. There are no measures to prevent adoption breakdown. 
In spite of the recommendation of the UN Human Rights Council to Bulgaria in the UPR report from 2010: ‘To introduce legislation prohibiting the secrecy of adoption and guarantee the right of the child to know their origin’ the secrecy of adoption is legally regulated and practiced. The origin and family relations of the child are kept in secrecy or thoroughly deleted thus infringing their rights enshrined in art. 8 of the UN CRC i.e. the right to preserve his or her identity, including nationality, name and family relations. Birth origin of the children adopted under the conditions of full adoption has its legal meaning in a number of occasions including the assessment and recognition of obstacles to concluding matrimony between relatives next to kin, brothers and sisters, as well as other relatives who are collateral kinsmen up to 4th level (Art.7, Par.2, I.1 and 2 from the Family Code).

In practice there are no provisions on the responsible authority, type of procedure and stage at which an assessment of the obstacles to concluding matrimony is made. This raises the question whether such an assessment is made at all. The procedure of the only legally settled provision for disclosure of birth origin (Art. 105 from the FC) is slow and requires court proceedings. 

Recommendations:
· There is a need for a state policy on supporting the adoption process, raising the awareness of the society and forming a tolerant, humane and civilized public attitude towards adoption. 

· To provide specialization and qualification in adoption of the professionals working in the child protection system, service provision and education. 

· Collection, summary and analysis of detailed statistical data on the adoption process, the adaptation of the adopted children in the family and society as well as information on the effect of adoption on children. 

· To regulate a mandatory package of support services for adopters including design of financial regulation and standard for support services and support for children and adoptive parents during the matching and the post-adoption period. 

· To support the parents in disclosing adoption to the child in the right moment and in an appropriate way, so that the child feels part of the family and not excluded or betrayed.    

· To collect and keep both essential information about the origin of the child and information regarding health circumstances and genetic predisposition. 

· To simplify the procedure of exercising the right to information about birth origin, observing the rights and interests of all parties. 

Highlight: There is no practice of collecting, processing and analyzing statistical data and information about the problems in the adoptive families, abuse, bad school results, deviant behavior, etc.  

Commitment 2: To improve the quality of the kinship care services and the voluntary and professional foster care
What is the current situation?

A total of 2178 children
 have been placed in foster care by June 30, 2014. Foster care has already been developed on a national scale during the year and people living in smaller towns as well as in the cities have been involved with it for the first time. Between January – September 2014 a total of 599 children were placed in foster care – 173 of them are children from specialized institutions and 315 are children from the community. Young children aged 0-3 are the ones most often placed in foster care – a total of 315. 

The so-called unified financial standard for foster care was expected to be finalized in 2014 as part of the ‘I Have a Family, Too’ project. It was supposed to make possible the provision of foster care by the municipalities with clear subsidy from the state budget. This hasn’t been achieved by the end of the year and there is no information about the progress of the process. 

A special questionnaire has been worked out for the purposes of this analysis to ask foster carers about their definition of the service quality. Part of them have very good understanding of what makes foster care – from the proper selection of applicants and the fact that foster care shouldn’t be taken for granted to how foster carers and service providers can meet the needs of the child. Good attitude towards the family and support from service providers have been ranked high. Another category of foster care responses, however indicate either about lack of support or ineffective support. These responses recommend foster carers ‘to be left alone and to be visited only quarterly’, they deny the role of the trainings provided by the foster care provider and set requirements such as ‘not to adopt children placed in foster care’
. Comprehensions like these about foster care shared by foster carers raise concerns whether these are the right people for the job and what happens to the children placed with them. 
Foster care is both a service and a child protection measure according to Bulgarian legislation. At the same time, the main foster care providers until recently have been the CPDs and they are still a key factor in the quality of the service in spite of their dual role as placement body and service provider. CPD decisions about children are key to the quality of foster care in the light of the needs and rights of children, especially in the process of deinstitutionalization. 

Case study: A five-year old child placed at the Home for Medico – Social Care for Children (HMSCC) in Varna since birth. The child has already experienced 2 broken adoptions and 1 broken foster care placement by the age of 5. In 2014 the child was moved from the institution to foster carers in Sofia. At some point, the child was identified for adoptin again by the Child Protection Department and only the insistance of the foster care provider and the restoration of the child’s life story had stopped the adoption process for the time being. 
The review of such cases proves the failure of the CPDs’ role in the foster care process. They don’t have the capacity to respond to children's cases timely and appropriately, don’t have the time and capacity to restore children’s life stories and make informed decisions. The placement of children from big cities to small towns and villages only because there are foster carers (but no children) questions even further the centralized model of management of the child protection system and its key role in the care and service quality on local level. 
There is also a number if issues related to the management of foster care services. The Action Plan rightly identifies the development of foster care as a priority, recognising its importance for ensuring that children who are abandoned or separated from their families receive appropriate family-type care. The plan thus includes a project focusing specifically on foster care, which has however been beset by problems right from the initial design stage through to its implementation. The design of the project is directed only at the level of “foster child - foster family - social worker”, while completely missing the level of management - analysis, planning, training, capacity building and provision of support services to foster families. Neither the centralised child protection bodies (which take decisions on placements), nor the local commissions and foster care teams that have been created in municipal administrations, have the knowledge and the capacity to run foster care services. This has led to poor placement decisions, failed placements, the recruitment of high-risk families as foster carers and the placement of children with families who are not properly trained and supported, as well as moving of children from family to family and from оne failed placement to another. As with the Family Type Placement Centres, there is a lack of understanding of foster care as a temporary measure, including among some of the foster families, and we have observed attempts to obstruct adoptions or efforts to reintegrate children into their biological families. 
Children in kinship care 

More than 6700
 children have been raised formally in kinship care by December 31, 2013 in Bulgaria and another 925 children
  have been placed in kinship care only between January and September, 2014. No significant changes have been observed with regard to this measure in 2014. It is not clear how many carers get support and how many don’t get since there is no information on this
. 
Recommendations:
· To make a long-term plan for the development of foster care across the country based on the target groups on municipal and regional level so that municipalities can apply for state funding. 

· To finalise the process of foster care decentralization by introducing the unified financial standard for the ‘foster care’ service to guarantee the sustainability of the service as delegated by the state.  To give municipalities clear instructions on applying the UFS and managing foster care. 
· To review the UFS after one year of operation and to update its structure, amount and way of provision as subsidy. 
· To plan for a project on strengthening the capacity of the municipalities in foster care provision and management. Financial and quality standards are urgently needed if foster care is to be managed professionally. 
· To involve NGOs in the process of piloting new types of placements across the country and to inform the UFS.
· To clarify the quality indicators applicable on local and national level. They will be used in the monitoring of foster care and kinship care. To involve children and young people in the process. To introduce indicators reflecting the trends in foster care on national level.  
· To work towards broadening the scope and variety of services for children in kinship care and children whose parents are abroad.
Highlight:  The issue of children whose parents work abroad remains acute in 2014. An eleven-year child died and his sister was severly injured in an explosion at home in March 2014. The two children, whose parents worked abroad, lived on their own with occasional overseeing by relatives. The accident gave rise to a number of TV reportages and press publications about ‘the children of working abroad parents’, who are left in Bulgaria. According to the SACP the number of children, whose parents work abroad, is not clear. According to a study carried out by ‘Partners - Bulgaria’ their number is nearly 270 000. The effects of the so called ‘Skype parents’ have been discussed recently.

Chapter IV: Basic health and welfare (arts. 6, 18, para.3, 23, 24, 26 and 27, paras 1-3)
Ensuring children's right to access free and quality health care begins before birth. Normal pregnancy, its medical examination and the way of life of the mother-to-be are important factors affecting the health of the baby.
Practices in maternal wards of hospitals often involve violation of the basic rights of women and children, and in particular the right to protection against violence and the right to private and family life. The routine separation of mothers from their babies in the maternal wards, as well as the constrained access of fathers to babies denies the right of mothers and fathers to spend time with their child, thereby violating their right to family and personal life (decision of the European Court of Human Rights). Treatment in hospitals in some cases can inflict serious psychological harm to women and can be considered as amounting to psychological and physical violence. This includes, for example, verbal and emotional abuse and neglect on the side of hospital staff and the performance of medical procedures without the consent of the women. In addition, participation of mothers and their partners in all decisions regarding the care for the mother and the baby before, during and after the delivery is neither encouraged nor actively supported by the existing practices.
4.1. In-patient and out-patient care
Commitment 1: Situational analysis and evaluation of the provision of preventive medical checks to pregnant women and children and the effectiveness of these checks
What is the current situation?

The Ministry of Health has provided for legal and financial mechanisms for access to healthcare of all pregnant women regardless of their health-insurance status. Unfortunately, not all pregnant women (due to poverty, illiteracy or health ignorance reasons) make use of the services of the system. The state provides the pregnant women, who are not insured against health risks, with the following: one free obstetrician medical check consisting of ultra-sound and clinical exminations; midwife’s assistance during childbirth in a hospital chosen by the pregnant woman. 
The work of the health mediators also contributes to improving the access of marginalized communities to healthcare. Health mediators organize and support the doctor’s visits for observation of ethnic minority pregnant women without health insurance.  
With regard to the implementation of the Health Strategy for Disadvantaged Persons from ethnic minorities, the health inspectors from the Regional Health Inspectorates and the health mediators have organized a number of discussions, trainings and campaigns on prevention of unwanted pregnancy, the significance of vaccinations, and seminars with medical professionals from kindergartens and schools, teachers, educators, etc. during the first half of 2014. 
Recommendations:
· To plan targeted activities in the 2015 National Programme for Child Protection for reducing children diseases of social importance. These need to have measurable outcomes and indicators otherwise separate programme reporting makes the responsibilities of the stakeholders and the activities themselves unclear.  

· To develop a system for monitoring and control of the provision of preventive medical checks to pregnant women and children. To set measurable indicators serving as a basis of the evaluation.  

· To set real indicators for reporting the effectiveness of the preventive medical checks of pregnant women and children. 

Highlight: A total of 1 756 321 preventive medical checks have been made under the ‘Children Healthcare’ programme and 349 996 under the ‘Maternity Healthcare’ programme between January 1 and September 30, 2014 according to information from the National Health Insurance Fund.  

Commitment 2: Providing early diagnostics and rehabilitation to children with neurological diseases by setting up specialized centres 
What is the current situation? 

Rehabilitation of children with disabilities can be provided by seven different clinical pathways in hospitals depending on the main disease resulting in the need of rehabilitation. One can also be provided by out-patient care and health insurance.
 Early diagnostics of neurological diseases during the pre-, peri- and post-natal period of the child’s development is essential in view of the potential of timely treatment. The total number of children diagnosed with neurological diseases in 2014 is 23 828 compared to 24 578 in 2013 and 24 387 in 2012. 
 

Children born with neurological diseases need to be referred to specialized hospitals where a team of professionals develops and carries out a programme for thorough diagnostics, treatment and complete medical and pedagogical rehabilitation, controls its implementation, trains parents and makes them part of the rehabilitation team. There is an urgent need for a single register of children with chronic and neurological diseases. It would make it possible for proper, long-term planning of the funds needed for medical and social activities with these children. Currently, the Ministry of Health has no such information and register.
 

According to the Ordinance on using the service pack covered by the Health Insurance Fund, children with cerebral palsy are entitled to 120 days of rehabilitation on an annual basis scheduled by the doctor. Rehabititation is available in 57 hospitals and 17 Homes for Medical and Social care for Children and is funded by the Health Insurance Fund. Specialized rehabilitation centres are insufficient to meet the needs of the large number of children with disabilities. 

More specialized centres need to be equipped and furnished to provide access to quality medical and psychological rehabilitation of children with cerebral palsy, and training of specialists in applying contemporary methods of treatment. Only a few specialized hospital wards are equipped with modern appliances and have specialists trained to apply contemporary work methods and approaches. Several Homes for Medical and Social care for Children already have traditions in multi-disciplinary approach to treatment and rehabilitation of such disabilities. 

Recommendations:

· To introduce mandatory pre-natal screening. Although there is a trend in increasing the number of screenings of women with risk pregnancy in the last 3 years, it is recommendable some of them to become mandatory for all pregnant women in order to give them the opportunity to make an informed decision. 

· To train birth parents, foster carers and adopters in providing care and rehabilitation to children with neurological diseases. 

· To provide quality training and specialization to Bulgarian professionals in centres for treatment and rehabilitation abroad. 

· To provide access to children living in remote areas by setting up specialized hospitals and centres for treatment and rehabilitation. 

· To make a single register of children with chronic and neurological diseases. It would make it possible for proper, long-term planning of the funds needed for medical and social activities with these children. According to information from the MoH, there are provisions for the implementation of ‘Improving the Control and Information Systems for Prevention of the Risk in Healthcare’ project, with beneficiary the National Centre for Public Health and Analyses (NCPHA). 

· To research and compare the provided healthcare with regard to rehabilitation and treatment of children with neurological diseases in the small towns and big cities in Bulgaria. 

· To provide opportunities for running self-support groups and psycho-therapeutic support to parents in any hospital for treatment and rehabilitation so that parents can share information on their experience and ways of coping with everyday issues. 
· To adopt a comprehensive disability policy, based on the ICF-CY.
Highlight: Currently, the Ministry of Health has no single register of children with chronic and neurological diseases. 

The planned set-up of specialized centres for treatment of children with neurological dieases hasn’t happened yet. No such centre were opened in 2014. 

4.2. Mental Health
Commitment 1: Introduced programmes for mental health wellbeing of children, including preventive care programmes for children with mental health issues and their families.
What is the current situation?

The reform in psychiatry adopted by the State in 2007 hasn’t been implemented following Bulgaria’s EU accession in spite of the commitments and the existence of strategic documents for healthcare reform. As a result, Bulgaria comes last in Europe on mental health care as indicated in the report of The Economist Intelligence Unit
. 
The development of ‘Child Psychiatry’ medical standard in 2014 marks the main progress in the area of children’s mental health. The standard is to be discussed and accepted by leading medical professionals in the area and approved with an ordinance issued by the Minister of Health. The approval of the standard is expected to achieve the following objectives: early diagnostics and effective treatment, consultation and methodological support for the medical and non-medical specialists working with children; increasing the expert work of the Labour Expert Doctors‘ Panel system, social care and education on children’s mental health issues.
 The Ministry of Health approved a paper called ‘Measures for Improving Care in Support of Autistic People and Their Families’ in June 2013. The paper is accompanied by an Action Plan consisting of the following directions: ”screening of autism”, „early diagnostics”, „early intervention”, „provision of integrated services”, „raising the awareness of the society and health professionals on the issues and potential of people with autism”, „staff training and qualification”, „partnership with other countries/ international cooperation“. NCPHA took part and organized five events on the topic of autism in 2014. Hundreds of participants and service users, parents of children with autism, NGO members, etc. were involved in the events. The aim of the events was raising public awareness on the issues of autism and improving the quality of care and life of children with autism. NCPHA supported training for sensor integration specialists delivered by an NGO between June – September 2014.

The need for providing psychological support to children victims of abuse is urgent. Kindergarten and school professionals are possible resource in meeting it. Psychological counselling and support come up as a leading topic in the discussions regarding care provision in the cases of child abuse and emerges as an urgent task of the state. Unfortunately, there is still no clearly outlined national policy on psychological provision in education. The work of the National Mobile Group for Psychological Support was stopped with a decision of the Minister of Education and Science in 2014. It used to meet the need of interaction in crisis or child abuse cases and to provide support to schools in response to the growing needs of the students. This had a negative effect on the education system and made it uncertain in case management, especially in the areas where there are no school psychologists and pedagogical advisors or there is shortage of psychologists from the resource centres for children with special educational needs. 
The lagging behind of the health sector in child care is a major obstacle for the further implementation of programmes, projects and planned activities which have turned successful and paved the way for programmes for mental-health wellbeing of children. 
Recommendations:

· To prioritise the development of national programme targeted at investing in children with a focus on early childhood development. To apply in practice the standards for early childhood development.

· To apply in practice the childhood development screening test for children aged 3-3.5 from the pilot kindergartens of the Ministry of Education ‘Inclusive Education’ project.  

· To start the provision of mental health services for autistic children according to a document adopted by the Ministry of Health. 

· To carry out a national research on children’s mental health and the need for services and care programmes.  

· To turn into action the initiative for setting up a care network for children’s mental health by integrating the services in the healthcare, social and educational systems jointly with the NGOs. 
Highlights: The work of the National Mobile Group for Psychological Support was stopped in 2014. 
Mental health issues of children continue to be outside the scope of the definition for Special Educational Needs. This deprives a number of children from the opportunity to get support, and makes them subjects of treatment of the methods and measures of the Juvenile Delinquency Act which often doesn’t correspond to their needs of mental-health care and treatment.
4.3. Infant Mortality 

Commitment 1: Reducing the infant mortality indicators and making them close to the good EU member states practices to achieve the Millenium goals for Bulgaria: reducing infant mortality rate of children aged up to 5 to 9,5 out of 1000 live births; of children aged up to 1 - to 7,0 children out of 1000 live births,  perinatal mortality rate to aim at 8,0 out of 1000 children, the percentage of low-weight born alive children to aim at 6 out of 1000 born alive children.
What is the current situation?

Infant mortalty rate
 is an indicator reflecting in part the quality of medical care, but is most of all linked with the standard of living and health awareness of the population. 

According to the National Institute of Statistics (NIS) information, a total of 489 children aged up to 1 (7.3%) and 115 children aged between 1-4 (4 years, 11 months and 29 days) have died in 2013 i.e a total of 604 children aged up to 5.
 The ‘Mortality rate of children aged up to 5 in 1000 live births’ indicator is 9.07‰ according to this information which means that one of the Millenium goals - 9.5‰, has been achieved. The number of deaths of children aged up to 1 has reduced progressively amounting to 536 children in 2012 and 601 children in 2011. 

On a regional scale, in 2013 the infant mortality rate is lower than the average one for the country in 12 regions: in Turgovishte region being the lowest one of 2.7‰, Varna - 4.2‰, and Sofia (the capital) - 4.7‰. The highest infant mortality rate has been registered in the Lovech region (16.5‰). Higher than the average infant mortality rate are the ones in the regions of Shumen (12.9‰), Sliven (12.8‰) and Pazardjik (11.1‰). In spite of the positive trend in reducing the levels of infant mortality, it is still among the highest in the EU. It is only Romania who has higher level of this indicator than Bulgaria. In most of the EU countries the infant mortality rate is below 5.0‰, the lowest ones being in Slovenia - 1.6‰, Finland - 2.4‰, and Luxembourg - 2.5‰. The infant mortality rate was 3.8‰
 in 2012 for EU-28 in general. 

Perinatal infant mortality
 keeps high level in 2013, too (10,3‰), however there is a reduction in comparison to 2012 (11.0‰ ) and 2011 (11.7‰).

The analysis of the deaths of children aged up to 1, based on death causes doesn’t differ significantly in the last years. The birthrate indicator for still-births has reduced compared to last year. It was 7,25‰ in 2013 and 8.06‰ in 2012; the death cause in 451 out of 483 cases of still-born children in total was related to some perinatal conditions and in 32 cases – to innate abnormalities, deformations and chromosome malformations.

The National Programme for Improving Mother and Child Healthcare 2014-2020 and the Action Plan were passed in 2014. 

Recommendations:

· To make every attempt for the implementation of the planned activities in the National Programme for improving mother and child healthcare in line with the accepted deadlines and provided funding.  

· To take concrete measures for reducing infant mortality rate in the regions of Lovech, Shumen, Sliven and Pazardjik. 

· To priorotise measures for reducing the impact of the risk factors on the health condition of pregnant women and new-born babies. 

· To point out concrete activities in the National Child Protection Programme for 2015 for reducing infant mortality. The activities have to be implemented on the basis of documents passed by the respective agencies. 

Highlights: 1. The ‘Mortality rate of children aged up to 5 in 1000 live births’ indicator is 9.07‰ according to this information which means that one of the Millenium goals - 9.5‰, has been achieved. 

2. The highest infant mortality rate has been registered in the Lovech region (16.5‰). Higher than the average infant mortality rate are the ones in the regions of Shumen (12.9‰), Sliven (12.8‰) and Pazardjik (11.1‰) compared to 3.8‰ for EU-28 in general in 2012. There are serious issues influencing the healthcare of pregnant women and children the main ones being the uneven distribution of GP practices, gaps in the implementation of the packages of preventive and dispensary check-ups for pregnant women and children, lack of organized ultra sound screening of pregnant women, insufficient capacity of the system for diagnostics of pathological pregnancies, etc.  

Chapter V: Education, leisure and cultural activities (arts. 28, 29 and 31)
Education is one of the most discussed topics, and has raised many debates and concerns about the poor performance of our children in the most recent international study by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) called the Programme for International Students Assessment (PISA). Several governments have failed to achieve the adoption of a new Law on Pre-school and school education curricula, including integrated education, a new organization of school life and other important issues. 
5.1. Early Childhood Education and Care
Commitment 1: Introduced standards for early childhood development
What is the current situation? 

There are a number of negative trends with regard to key indicators for children welfare
 showing that national policies and institutional framework are unable to respond to the growing inequalities in society and meet the needs of children and families, especially the most vulnerable ones. 
Early childhood development incorporates the whole range of support to the child starting from the prenatal phase till the age of 8 in order to implement the child’s right to survival, protection and care guaranteeing their best development. In November 2014, a team from the Institute for Population and Human Studies, part of the Bulgarian Academy of Science, introduced development standards and indicators, as well as strategies for care, upbringing and education of children aged 0-36 months. The project was initiated and supported by UNICEF – Bulgaria and appeared as a response to the need of applying a systematic, interdisciplinary approach to early childhood development in order to improve the quality of childcare. 

A parent-oriented toolkit on the implementation of the standards is to be developed.
 Screening tests for early childhood development of children aged 3 - 3,5 are being used in kindergartens at the moment. There are programmes for psychological and speech-therapy support for children at risk, too. At the same time, there is no information about the MoE plans with regard to the future use of the collected data and the provision of support to professionals to ensure quality direct work with children. 
The SABER 2014 report of the World Bank
 analyzing the early childhood development programmes and policies in Bulgaria, reports that the various ministries and state institutions provide a number of services focused on the development of young children, however their approach is fragmentary. The evaluation points out the need for coordination of the national efforts in encouraging the overall early childhood development by adopting an integrated framework for early childhood which incorporates all sectoral policies and efforts and unifies them in a comprehensive inter-sectoral strategy ensuring shared philosophy and uniform approach to early childhood development. 
Recommendations:

· To define the concrete application of the developed standards for early (0-36 month) childhood development and their potential users. 

· To undertake activities for developing standards for the development of children aged 3-7. 

· To develop a uniform, multi-sectoral strategy for early childhood development and a plan for its implementation. 

· To develop programmes for early childhood development which are flexible, oriented to the early prevention of risks, and meet the emerging children and families’ needs. 

· To make use of the existing and NGO-applied good practices on early childhood education and care and to replicate them across the country.

· To regulate and make possible the development of a variety of alternative care for early childhood education and care to meet the individual needs of the children

Highlight: The various ministries and state institutions provide a number of services focused on the development of young children, however their approach is fragmented. There is no integrated framework for early childhood which incorporates all sectoral policies and efforts and unifies them in a comprehensive inter-sectoral strategy ensuring shared philosophy and uniform approach to early childhood development. 
Commitment 2: Developing syllabuses for pre-school education and preparation
What is the current situation? 

The term ‘early childhood education and care’ (ECEC) refers to publicly funded and provided services for children who haven’t reached the compulsory school age. ‘Education’ and ‘care’ are united in a phrase to emphasise that services for children under 7 can incorporate physical care but need to provide opportunities for learning and development, as well
. The list of key principles for quality framework in the area of ECEC suggested and prepared by an EC working group, and published in October 2014, points out the definition that ECEC services cover the age range from birth to the compulsory school age irrespective of the environment of provision, funding, working time or content of the programme. 
The national rate of admission of children between 3 and 6 years of age to kindregartens in Bulgaria was 83.6% in 2013/14 and has indicated stable increase since 2010. 
In its position paper on the draft programmes
submitted for public discussion in the autumn of 2014, the National Network for Children insists that the quality improvement of the programmes follows a systematic approach. This approach provides for a consistency and sustainability cycle of the acquired knowledge and skills, interconnection between the separate programmes, and opportunity for adding further modules to the programme responding to the interests and needs of the children. 
The Network member organisations insist on abolishing the ‘subject’ model of education in the kidergartens and focusing on areas of child development and knowledge, e.g. ‘man and society’ (incorporating the ‘I’ and ‘the others’ concepts, relationships with the others, building tolerance and skills for accepting the different, everyday activities, interaction and acquaintance with the environment and artefacts, etc.), ‘language and communication’, ‘science’, ‘art and aesthetics’, ‘physical culture’, etc. 
Recommendations:

· To prioritize the development of state educational standards for pre-school education and learning Bulgarian and to go in parallel with the process of discussion and adoption of the Pre-school and School Education draft law. 

· To develop multi-sectoral strategy for early childhood development in Bulgaria. 

· To develop standards for development of children aged 3-7, and early child education and care programmes for children aged 0-3 as well as 4-7. 

· To pay special attention to the adults-children ratio in the nurseries and kindergartens since the quality of interaction depends to a large extent on the potential of the teachers and specialists to pay individual attention to every child.
· To pay special attention to the environment as a factor for the education at the nurseries, kindergartens and pre-school groups at school. 
· To pay special attention to children with special educational needs and bilingual children at the early childhood education and care stage. 
Highlight: The National Network for Children propones to change the name ‘syllabuses’ of the programmes since this has connotation of early schooling while the process of piling knowledge in early childhood  should not be limited only to cognitive development. The term ‘early childhood education and care programmes’ has been put forward instead. 
5.2. School Education
Commitment 2.1.: Taking in 100% of the children from the primary school stage, 95% of the children from the junior high school stage, 90% of the children finishing high school.
What is the current situation?


The Governemnt passed a Plan for the Implementation of the 2013-2020 Strategy for Decreasing the Number of Early Drop-outs for the 2014-2015 period. The Plan aims at achieving better inter-agency cooperation by uniting the efforts of the ministries, state institutions, citizens and local governemnts. It has to pave the way for the operation of a Coordination Mechanism on municipal, regional and national level. 
As a result of the delay in passing the Implementation Plan (at the end of October 2014), the practical implementation of the measures will start in the beginning of 2015. This will further delay the processes and due to the peculiarities of school year scheduling many of them will start at the beginning of the next school year.  

The rate of students leaving school to go abroad should not be underestimated since according to the NIS
data this is the second major reason for school drop-out straight after the family reasons at the primary and junior high school. 
The lack of effective mechanisms for coordination between the school, social services and parents makes very difficult the work of the school teams, who are limited in responding to cases of children at risk of dropping out.  
A comprehensive change of the educational environment and the perspectives for the students, especially the ones at the final stage of education, is needed to provide sustainability of school attendance. 

Recommendations:

· To improve and enlarge the scope of the data analysis and the application of the Register for movement of children and students by increasing the commitment of the local authorities in monitoring the enrolment and drop-out of students; all agencies involved to provide full support to schools in doing this. 

· To set up proper mechanisms for tracking down the children leaving the country with their emigrating parents; to make amendments in legislation regulating guardianship and wardship in the cases of children staying in Bulgaria; to develop school mechanisms for equating knowledge, different from the individual form of training, giving opportunity to children who have returned from abroad to continue their education.  

· To provide more intensive support and social work to children at risk of dropping out from school due to social and economic reasons and marginalization, and their families. To work with parents, teachers and students on prevention of early pregnancy and school drop-out due to employment. To encourage parents involvement and the support of the whole school community to all students. 

· To continue the good practices for career guidance including all secondary schools; to encourage the business to take part in the educational process and to develop its corporative responsibility towards young people and their professional realization – skill development training, financial education, entrepreneurship training, etc. 

· To continue the comprehensive efforts for modernization of education by updating the curricula, introducing innovative teaching methods and mostly focusing on retaining young professionals – teachers in smaller locations and vocational schools. 

Highlight: The lack of effective mechanisms for coordination between the school, social services and parents makes very difficult the work of the school teams, who are limited in responding to cases of children at risk of dropping out.  
Commitment 2.2.: Increasing the quality of education as a precondition for personal development of each child and student and prevention of early school drop-out
What is the current situation?

The results from the ‘Workforce Monitoring’ made by Eurostat
 in 2013 show that the rate of early school leavers aged 18-24 in Bulgaria is 12.5% compared to 12.0% in EU-27. The national goal for Bulgaria is for this rate to drop below 11 %.

The strategy sets three key groups of measures for the implementation of this goal – measures on preventing the reasons for Early School Leaving (prevention), on creating conditions for limiting Early School Leaving (intervention) and on supporting early school leavers in their secondary school attendance (compensation). Expanding the focus beyond prevention is one of the positive features of the Strategy.  

A key measure for effective prevention of school drop-out is improving the quality of education – school environment, facilities, organization of the education process, complexity of the school content, updating the teaching methods in accordance with the individual child and student, effective monitoring and control in the education system, school capacity to involve parents, development and implementation of innovative forms of education, etc. The prioritization of the activities and tasks leading to the implementation of this measure need preconditions, which are still unavailable in the Bulgarian educational system.

No new measures have been undertaken to prevent school drop-out. Changes are a result of cohort effect, the expectations being that the number of early school leavers will grow and more young people will not have finished secondary education. 
Recommendations:

· To pass urgently a new Pre-school and School Education Act, providing for extra measures for increasing the financial independence of education and ensuring reduction of the rate of early school drop-outs.

· The draft proposals on school autonomy to give schools the opportunity to set syllabuses for extended and additional preparation based on the needs and interests of the students.
· The consistency of the subjects for additional preparation with the interests of the students would create favorable conditions for improving the quality of school education and training, hence reducing early school leaving. 
· To make regular appraisal of the teaching staff and directors which would lead to a comprehensive analysis of the work, competency and achievements of the teaching staff – teachers and director – hence more effective and focused selection of qualifications and training. 
Highlights: The lack of mechanism for quality assessment of education, the quality of teaching and management included, questions the effectiveness of the operational programmes funds used for training teachers. 
5.3. Inclusive Education
Commitment 1: Setting up a model of successful inclusion of children with special educational needs (SEN) in the mainstream educational system
What is the current situation?

The ‘Inclusive Education’ project, commenced in 2012, is supposed to run in parallel with the discussion on the new draft law for pre-school and school education and the 18 state educational standards. The contribution of the ‘Inclusive Education’ project been limited to the appointment of specialists in the mainstream and primary schools so far has who face a situation of not being provided with work methodologies in the new circumstances. The project targets 84 pilot schools with more than 1600 children who have various complex needs, most of which being of psychological and social nature without medical reasons. In fact, the support is often limited to diagnostics and assessment without focusing on the process, i.e. on including the child and meeting their various needs. 
According to information provided by the MoE, an intense process of inclusive education of children with SEN has been implemented in 2014. Just for the record, only 717 children and students with SEN have been educated at the dawn of inclusive education in 2004, while in 2014 their number has grown to 13 313 children and students. The total number of children with SEN receiving inclusive education during the school 2013/14 year (the children from the pilot project including) is 14 967. They are supported by 1 364 specialists from the Resource Centres.
 

A comprehensive evaluation of the ‘Inclusive Education’ project is yet to be made with regard to its effectiveness and efficiency. The project is, however a step forward in setting up a model for inclusion of children and students with SEN in the system of education. It becomes clear for the first time in Bulgaria that inclusion is possible when children are provided with timely professional support where they are – at school or kindergarten.  
At the same time, education is not only about specialists at school – it is a concept comprising all the factors making the child an equal participant in the educational process, allowing them to reach their full potential and demonstrate their strengths. The components of supportive environment are the well-trained professionals, physical access, adapted classrooms, individual curricula, appropriate school aids, teaching technologies, facilities, appliancies, etc. 
Recommendations:

· To analyze the process of educational integration since its beginning in 2001 when the first amendments in legislation have been made, going through the eight-year experience of the Resource Centres in Bulgaria and relating it to the deinstitutionalization process running in parallel with the ‘Inclusive Education’ project.  
· To put the child/ student with SEN in the centre of care – to measure the intensity and progress to their own abilities and personal achievements. 

· To develop a clear-cut model (all-dimensional) for successful inclusion of students with SEN to apply in all mainstream schools and kindergartens. 

· To focus on teamwork when integrating children with SEN – in close cooperation between the mainstream teacher and the specialists working with the child. 
· To identify and apply good practices for achieving the objectives with regard to child education and change of the whole educational environment. 
· To deliver trainings not only for the specialists working with children with SEN but for mainstream teachers and all the actors involved in the inclusion process as well. Many mainstream teachers find communication with students with SEN challenging and the lack of sufficient teaching aids makes the effective inclusion of children even more difficult. 

Commitement 2: Providing extra support to children who don’t speak Bulgarian as a first language 

What is the current situation?

The MoE reports on the introduction of the compulsory two-year preparation prior to school entry, provision of all-day education for pupils between І and V grade, the National Programme ‘With Care for Each Student’, ‘Supporting the All-day Education of Primary School Pupils’ module, the National Programme ‘No Absencies from School’, and the development of Action Plan on the implementation of the National Programme on Roma Integration. 

Essentially, the majority of the above-mentioned activities focus on providing extra support to all children irrespective of their mother tongue. They definitely contribute to the fuller intake of children and their more successful realization. At the same time, they fail to address in a sufficient way the specific difficulties of the children who don’t speak Bulgarian as a first language: bad command of the official language
, negative stereotypes and discrimination (against Roma children, in particular), segregation in some schools and classes, insufficient inter-cultural education forms, etc. For instance, the educational forms provided within the all-day education process are a standard continuation of the school day: semi-boarding groups and activities in multiple groups. They are not oriented towards the specific needs of the ethnic minority children (e.g. inter-cultural education activity classes) and thus their effect on the children and students is reduced. Neither have the enlisted activities been changed, nor has their effect increased in 2014. 

Recommendations:

· Applying for funding under the ‘Science and Education for Intelligent Growth’ Operational Programme for the activities providing extra support to children who don’t speak Bulgarian as a first language: both within the ‘Socio-economic integration of marginalized communities such as the Roma community’ investment priority and the other priorities for investment.

· Setting up a mechanism for coordination of the activities on educational integration done by the Ministry of Education, NGOs, municipalities, schools and other stakeholders.

· Incorporating texts in the new Pre-school and School Education Act prohibiting the establishment of segregated schools for same-ethnicity children living in multi-ethnical environment, and supporting the development of school networks in the rural areas and the quality of education in places where there is only one school.

· Keeping the 8th grade within the junior high school stage of education and introducing the requirement for compulsiveness of the education until 10th grade (or first high-school level).

Highlight: The Ministry of Education activities focusing on providing extra support to children who don’t speak Bulgarian as a first language fail to address in a sufficient way the specific difficulties of these children: bad command of the official language, negative stereotypes and discrimination (against Roma children, in particular), segregation in some schools and classes, insufficient inter-cultural education forms, etc. 
4.4. Health and Civil Education
Commitment 1: Developing draft National Programme for Improving Sexual and Reproductive Healthcare 2015-2019 г.

What is the current situation?

The lack of comprehensive national programme with ear-marked funding to provide a systematic and integrated approach to prevention of early childbirths and abortions, to encouragement of family planning development and access to quality servives and modern contraception, to awareness-raising and provision of health education, results in inconsistency of the implemented activities, unclear distribution of responsibilities and lack of sustainability of the achievements. There are good practices in Bulgaria on prevention of unwanted pregnancy and child delivery by minor mothers, and provision of family planning and health-education services to vulnerable groups. Most of these programmes however are project-based and have no capacity for long-term provision of the activities and sustainability of the achievements. There is still no official sexual and reproductive healthcare programme, in spite of the high levels of child delivery by mothers aged 15-19 years, the high rate of abortions and increased maternity mortality rate, as well as the efforts made since 2008. 
Recommendations:

· The Ministry of Health to adopt urgently a sexual and reproductive healthcare programme and a monitoring and financial plan. It is essential that the programme provides for free contraception to the most risky and vulnerable groups. 

· To develop and apply comprehensive and integrated socio-health educational programmes for young girls within the national programme. The programmes can include health and sexual education; developing health and social skills; health promotion; family planning; awareness-raising activities on the risks of early marriages and early child delivery; early intake and monitoring of young pregnant girls; prevention early school leaving and measures for retaining young girls at school.   
· The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health to provide access of children and young people to systematic and skill-strengthening health education as part of the compulsory preparation of the students. To incorporate health education in the school content in line with the state educational requirements.   
· The MLSP and MoH to regulate the provision of health services by NGOs.
Highlights: There is an increase in maternity mortality rate: from 2.8 in 2011, to 4.3 in 2012 and 12.0 in 2013. 
Chapter VI: Special protection measures (arts. 22, 30, 32-26, 37 (b) - (d), 38, 39 and 40)
The justice system has not yet made ​​relevant changes to ensure the rights of children before, during and after court proceedings. Children are repeatedly questioned in front a large number of people, unfamiliar faces, even in the presence of the accused. Interviews with children are carried out by employees who do not have experience and qualifications to work with children, and in conditions that are extremely inappropriate. These conditions cause further trauma and stress to children that can be avoided if the hearing is held only once by a specialist in a protected environment. Specially adapted child interrogation rooms provide such an environment.

According to experts, there are several necessary steps that would really change the current situation and help the justice system become more child-friendly. On the one hand, this could happen by helping the system raise its own capacity and expertise to work with children, on the other, by the possibility for children and their families to receive specialised assistance during and after the proceedings so that easier and less painful way to undergo mental stress is allowed. 
6.1. Child-friendly Justice
Commitment 1: Hearings of children victims of abuse to take place only in the presence of well-trained professionals and in specially equipped room to avoid secondary victimization of the child.
What is the current situation?
In 2014 we have witnessed the absence of any activity with regard to the implementation of the commitments in the Road Map for the implementation of the Concept of State Policy on Juvenile Justice adopted by the Council of Ministers. 
An inter-agency working group has been set up in May 2014 at the Ministry of Justice with the task to draft amendments to the Criminal Proceeding Code by November 30th, 2014. The amendments should introduce rules in compliance with the international standards relating to the interrogation procedure for minor and juvenile witness and victim of crime (Order ЛС-04-883 dated 27.05.2014 by the Minister of Justice). A number of amendment contributing to child-friendly procedures and motivated by particular articles from Directive 2011/29/EU of the European Parliament and the Council of Europe have been discussed by the working group. 

An increase in establishing specially-equipped rooms for hearing and interrogation of children has been observed however the low number of interrogations conducted in these rooms 
and the lack of single rules and standards of the process are alarming.
Highlight: In spite of the achieved progress, the sporadic initiatives need to be integrated in a comprehensive policy putting the child witness or victim of crime and his/her rights in the centre. 
Recommendations:

· Transposing two Directives of the European Parliament and the Council – Directive 2011/29/EU and Directive 2011/92/EU.

· Developing a methodology on the use of ‘Blue Rooms’ setting criteria for location, facilities and organizational rules. 

· Introducing obligatory procedural rules for hearing of children victims or witnesses of crimes. 
· Introducing the figure of public defender – an external to the social care system professional – to serve as indispensable supporter of children victims or witnesses of crimes.

· Identifying a single institution responsible for the management and financial provision of the established ‘Blue Rooms’. 
Commitment 2: Developing a specialized programme for working with children victims of abuse or exploitation incorporating a mechanism for coordinated activities for prevention and establishment of abuse, case assessment, referring the child for rehabilitation and case follow up, in order to increase the capacity of the child protection system and provide special protection to children victims of abuse or exploitation 
What is the current situation?
The trend in the number of abuse cases is stable with 2 000 to 3 000 thousand a year. The information provided by the police differs from the one provided by the SACP due to a variety of factors. A positive trend in using the potential of the Coordination Mechanism in working on cases of abuse has been observed. 
The number of cases of child exploitation and ill-treatment hasn’t decreased, too but the information provided by the agencies differs due to the lack of single criteria. The ‘child exploitation and ill-treatment’ category includes a variety of cases such cases of trafficking, labour exploitation, child prostitution, child pornography, child ‘selling’, etc. The cases of pick-pocketing and street-begging can be found both in the trafficking category when the child is abroad and in the anti-social behavior category.  
According to the Ministry of Interior (MI) information for 2014 (until September 30th, 2014) there are 105 cases of children and juvenile pick-pocketing (41 of which are commited by minors) and 119 pre-trial investigations have been initiated. The questions of how to treat child pick-pocketing and street-begging – as anti-social behaviors or possible child abuse, and who and when will start proceedings against adults in charge of these children, are still open. It needs to make a specialized assessment in child abuse cases like these so that decisions about child protection measures are based on them. This is still an issue to be tackled by the system causing damage to the children. 
The data from the SACP and ASA analyses
 regarding the application of the Coordination Mechanism instrument indicate that only in approximately 1/3 of the child abuse cases the team of the CM has been summoned. The different interpretation of the reasons for such child behavior by the system results in insufficient support and protection of children from exploitation appearing in the form of pick-pocketing and street-begging, early marriages and cohabitations, etc. 
According to the SACP monitoring report data, 97% of the respondents state that there are established teams working as part of the Coordination Mechanism. This means that 4 years after the introduction of the Coordination Mechanism, possibly there are places where such teams haven’t been set up. The positive side to it is that most of the respondents indicate about good cooperation within the teams. 
According to tha data, the rehabilitation centres for children victims of abuse and exploitation are scarce and unevenly distributed. The rehabilitation services providing placement and removal from family environment such as Emergency Centres, emergency admission within the Community Support Centres and specialized foster care, are scarce. Their capacity is for approximately 160 users in total. There are still not enough developed services providing specialized foster care as part of the measures for rehabilitation and support of the children victims of abuse and exploitation. This is especially valid in the cases of children victims of abuse aged 12-13. The challenges to the process of applying the Coordination Mechanism, pointed out in the SACP analisys, are ‘related mostly to the underdevelopment of the social services and the lack of specialists’ in 20 of the regions. Even the existing services face untackled issues such as unclear roles with regard to providing the child access to services, responsibility for the transportation of the child, difficulties in the collaboration with hospitals, etc. 
The analisys of the SACP and ASA reports leads to the conclusion that the Coordination Mechanism is being applied mostly as a child protection measure instrument. Its function to guarantee the best interests of the children victims of abuse and crime including their right to protection from secondary victimization as participants in legal proceedings, has been underused.  
Recommendations:

· The existing practice doesn’t meet the international requirements and needs to change. Changes should be made towards introducing a new model of specialized individual assessment. The assessment needs to be integrating, multi-disciplinary, inter-agency and to serve as an instrument in making decisions about protection and support measures, as well as protection of the child in legal proceedings to prevent secondary victimization.   
· The Coordination Mechanism is a good strategic document laying the foundations of an indispensable and effective inter-agency cooperation in child abuse cases. It is however being developed and applied mostly as a child protection measure instrument and not so much for coordinating the collaboration in child abuse cases involving the system of justice. 
· Possible direction for development of the system is to elaborate and apply the Coordination Mechanism in the cases of child abuse in which the child participates in legal proceedings. This would result in a more explicit and unconditional protection of the rights and interests of the children and decrease of the risk of secondary victimization, intimidation, revenge or pressure upon children victims of abuse or exploitation. It would also lead to the implementation of the requirements of the 2012/29/EU European Directive establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime.

· The CM case analysis needs to introduce criteria for case follow-up beyond the legal definition for abuse, e.g. physical, sexual, etc. such as type of crimes on which the Mechanism is not being applied sufficiently. It needs to research the causes for underuse of the Coordination Mechanism in child abuse cases since this is a precondition for infringement of children’s rights and delayed application of child protection measures especially in the cases of children victims of crime. 
· The National Plan for Prevention of Child Abuse, as an operational strategic document, needs to be harmonized with the National Strategy and provide for measures on the commitment for the next reporting period starting from 2015.  
6.2. Neglect and Child Abuse
Commitment 1:  Developing a plan for closing down the Socio-pedagogical Boarding Schools and reforming the Correctional Boarding School and the Homes for Temporary Placement of Minors and Juveniles 
What is the current situation?
Socio-pedagogical Boarding Schools (SPBS) and Correctional Boarding School (CBS) are boarding-type institutions established according to the Juvenile Delinquency Act. They have a status of special schools for placement of minors with anti-social behaviours above 8 years of age. Both types of boarding-schools lack regulation and application of clear child’s-right oriented methodolody for working with children in conflict with law. 
The SPBS in Straldja, in the region of Yambol, was closed down as a result of found child abuse cases, staff misconduct and lack of resources, in September, 2014 with an Order by the Minister of Education and science. 
The lack of integrated services on prevention of children and juvenile delinquent behaviour and the lack of specialized residential services for children in conflict with law results in the same rate of placements in SPBS and CBS as in 2013. According to the information provided by the MoE: 69 students were placed in CBS in 2013 and 63 between Jan-Sept 2014; 54 students were placed in SPBS in 2013 and 41 between Jan-Sept 2014. A total of 144 students were placed in the four CBS between Jan-Sept 2014 and a total of 78 in the two SPBS. The staff distribution is as follows: 51 pedagogical and 38 other staff in CBS; 28 pedagogical and 17 other staff in SPBS. 

There are 5 Homes for Temporary Placement of Minors and Juveniles (HTPMJ) in Bulgaria – in Sofia, Plovdiv, Varna, Burgas and Gorna Oryahovits. They are managed by the Ministry of Interior. They are the designated placements for children with anti-social behaviours, children without permanent address, street and street-begging children as well as runaways from reformatory confinements or compulsory treatment. The length of stay is ordered by prosecutor and cannot exceed 15 days, only in exceptional circimstance – up to 2 months. The legal provisions for placement of children in HTPMJ are in conflict with the regulation of the Child Protection Act stating that placement of children in specialized institutions, such as HTPMJ, follows a court decision. Placement cannot be appealed in court. It often has penal functions and collides with international standards.  
The general conclusion is that regardless of the fact that there is a Concept of State Policy on Juvenile Justice and Road Map for its implementation they have not been operating for two years already. It also needs political will to pass a special law on juvenile justice incorporating all issues related to children in conflict with the law and recognizing their rights, as well as the rights and interests of the victims and the public interest. 
Recommendations:

· To review the commitment of the state institutions to achieve common understanding and action plan for its implementation. 
· To cease the placement of children in socio-pedagogical boarding schools. 
· To pass a new Juvenile Justice Act, establishing a set of principles recognized in international and European standards; a system of state authorities stakeholders in the proceeding; stages, deadlines and procedures from the moment of referral for a crime committed by child, prevention from criminal justice, potential alternative measures until the case is solved with verdict or another decree and measures for on-going care after the execution of the punishment.  
Commitment 2: Promoting safe Internet rules for children to children, parents and school authoritites and on sites where inappropriate Internet information could be reported 
What is the current situation?
The Amendment and Supplement draft law of the Penal Code for transposing the Directive of the European Parliament and of the EU Council on combating the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of children and child pornography has been introduced to the National Assemply at the end of 2014 with an year’s delay. The draft amendments provided for in the active Penal Code wll facilitate the identification of the cyber child abusers and the distribution of justice. 
The good collaboration between the Bulgarian Safer Internet Centre and the State Agency for National Security (SANS) ‘Cybercrime’ department has been reinstated after a period of transferring the department from the Minstry of Interion to the SANS. 
More than 200 schools across the country have been involved in a variety of raising-awareness activities for children, parents and teachers and strengthening the capacity of the teachers, thanks to the efforts of the Bulgarian Safer Internet Centre. The Centre and the State Agency for Child Protection delivered joint training sessions in 6 schools in Sofia. 
The Ministry of Education made no steps in introducing personal cyber safety training, unlike the schools and municipalities. 
Highlight: The responsible ministries continue to disregard the significance of child protection from cyber sexual abuse and the prevention of cyber bullying. 
Recommendations:

· To pass urgently the Amendment and Supplement Act of the Penal Code for transposing the European Parliament Directive on combating the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of children and child pornography.
· To take into consideration all the amendments and supplements reflected in the Amendment and Supplement Act of the Penal Code in the process preparing a new Penal Code. 

· To make amendments in Art. 250a from the Electronic Communications Act so that all kinds of child abuse are considered as a ground for requiring traffic data alongside grave crimes and general cyber crime.

· To pass the Children’s Act (Child and Family Act) making provisions for keeping a register on perpetrators of sexual abuse against minors and juveniles, and obligatory referral to the register when appointing staff working with or in contact with children.  

· The state institutions to commit to the financial contribution of the National Safer Internet Centre work and to support the activities on training children and young people in responsible and safe use of IT. 

· To plan and introduce in an appropriate way a systematic approach to introducing the topic of Internet as a main means of communication and socialization in the school content of the public science and civil education subjects.
Appendix 1
Examples of child rights violations
Summary

The total number of cases reported by the members of the National Network for Children for the purpose of reporting to the Committee on the Rights of the Child is 18. Some of the cases concern violations in respect of concrete children; others are related to more general and systematic problems identified by the members of the Network. 
The cases examined below concern different violations of children’s rights. They occurred in the period between 2011 and 2015 in various regions of the country such as Dobrich, Pleven, Preslav, Russe, Varna, Shumen, Sliven and Sofia. The cases have been reported by individuals and organisations that have either directly worked or observed the children at hand, or have become aware of their situation through information provided by parents, relatives or social workers.
Some of the cases affect several rights at a time. This, in particular, concerns babies and children without a universal identification number, which is a prerequisite for the effective enjoyment of the right to education, health and social assistance. Lack of documents for both parents and youngsters at the age of 14 has also been identified as an additional hindrance to the exercise of some rights. The most common violations occur in the field of the right to access and quality education, especially for Roma children, children with special educational needs, children suffering from celiac disease and those who lack sufficient command of Bulgarian language. Another issue of concern is the right to access and quality healthcare for children with mental disabilities and children asylum seekers, as well as the lack of (adequate) housing and care for children from marginalized communities. There has been one reported case about domestic violence and three cases about early marriage and cohabitation with a minor that ended up without prosecution, including one allegation of committed rape. These affect not only the rights to personal development and health but also the right to education. 
The cases reveal that an important part of the violations occur in relation to the rights of children in respect of access to healthcare, right to (quality) education, right to survival and development and the right to social security. Children who are in the most vulnerable position and at greatest risk of violations are those coming from Roma communities, children raised by single parents, parents with poor educational and parenting capacities, children from large families, especially families with lower incomes, unaccompanied minors seeking asylum or other international protection. The overall assessment illustrates that many of the violations happen as a result of lack of coordination between institutions, incorrect interpretation and implementation of domestic legislation, gaps in the relevant legislation, insufficient training of the staff responsible for the welfare of the children, the result of which are inadequate and delayed reactions, operational decisions that are not always driven by the best interest of the child, but rather by the most lenient administrative procedure. 

Lack of identity documents
It has been reported that parents form disadvantaged communities face difficulties in obtaining identity papers, which is a precondition for the effective enjoyment of many of the rights, in particular the right to healthcare and to social assistance. Lack of identity documents also prevents any procedure of acknowledgement of paternity. The problem primary affects poor families from Roma origin who do not have an address registration on the territory of the respective municipality due to lack of housing and/or financial means to pay the fees for the issuance of an identity card. Although the Social Assistance Act provides for a single financial payment to cover the fees, it usually takes several months from the granting of the financial aid until the issuance of the documents. Meanwhile, parents cannot obtain any social assistance, which may pose the wellbeing of the family at risk as well as the right to survival and development of the child.  
Absence of address registration due to lack of housing is another major concern, which is more difficult to resolve. A good incentive would be encouraging municipal authorities, where possible, to grant the right to build on municipal plots of land and to provide financial support for the reconstruction of houses.  

Children at the age of 14, who by law are required to obtain identity cards, are also unable to do so for the same reasons as their parents. It has also been reported that competent authorities protract the provision of Bulgarian identity documents to asylum seekers, including unaccompanied minors, without which their access to healthcare services, social assistance, and housing is significantly hindered.

Another issue, which has become apparent from the reported cases, concerns the difficulties that some families are facing in obtaining a birth certificate and an identification number (ЕГН) for their children. This mainly affects children born at home or in a foreign country, whose births were not properly announced before the competent authorities. Furthermore, under the relevant legislation in cases where a child is born and no birth certificate has been issued in the course of the calendar year of the event, a certificate is issued only following a court judgment given in proceedings instituted by the parents, the child or the prosecutor.
 It is recommended to establish a lighter administrative procedure, especially where no contentious question arises. 

Asylum seekers, refugees and children with humanitarian status

Children placed in the reception centre in Harmanli live in poor material conditions, lacking elementary facilities to meet adequately their basic needs in terms of food and hygiene. Families are forced to live in small rooms; the newly built bathrooms and premises for cloth washing remain closed and inaccessible and the centre is full of rodents, insects and reptiles that put the health of the inhabitants at risk. Accessibility and quality of the medical services is another issue of a great concern. It has been reported that since June 2015 the medical staff assigned to work in the centre ceased its work, thus leaving around 2,000 people without access to medical care. Recently, a four–year child died as a result of complications in the respiratory tract apparently due to the lack of a physician in the camp who could have provided timely medical assistance and the belated reaction of the parents. Nevertheless, the inhabitants of the camp believe that the reason for the death of the girl is a scorpion sting. This has led to increased mistrust towards Bulgarian doctors. In the camp there are only two social workers and one psychologist, which is not enough to ensure appropriate assistance to 2000 people. No fulltime interpreters are available either.

Unaccompanied children seeking asylum continue to take part in administrative proceedings without an appointed guardian and in violation of the statutory requirements. Proceedings before the State Agency for Refugees are held only in the presence of a social worker who often lacks proper training, thus failing effectively to safeguard the rights of the children.

Bulgaria  does  not  have  a  working  mechanism  for  appointment  of guardians/representatives of unaccompanied minors seeking asylum. Amendments of the Law on Asylum and Refugees addressing this issue have been proposed in 2014 but not adopted yet. Furthermore, there is no adequate solution for the accommodation of unaccompanied minors and no mechanism for family tracing and reunification. There is a need of improved efforts in the care and protection of unaccompanied minors to ensure that they have access to their rights. There is also a need for allocation of dedicated funding to the Integration Programme for Refugees, approved by the Government in June 2014, if it’s to be effectively implemented. 
Chapter III: Family environment and alternative care (arts. 5, 9-11, 18, paras. 1 and 2; 19-21, 25,27, para.4 and 39)

Foster care is one of the preferred tools in the process of deinstitutionalization. Potential foster parents are provided with special trainings. However, little or almost no training aimed at increasing parental capacity is provided to biological parents who are willing to take care of their children. Social workers prefer placing children in foster families than working with biological parents, which requires more efforts, expertise and dedication. There are also differences in the provided funds for foster care per child under the state budget and those coming under the project “And I have a family” (“И аз имам семейство”). However, one of the biggest concerns remains the fact that financial support to biological parents for bringing up their children continues to be smaller compared to the financial assistance provided to relatives when children are placed under their care or in foster families. There are cases when children are taken from the family and placed in institutions because of poverty
. According to data from the State Agency for Child Protection, 98 % of children in institution have a living parent. 

In addition, according to practice of some of the child protection departments a child could be reintegrated into his/her biological family only after a parent submits proof that he/she has signed an employment contract. That often put an important barrier to parents who do not enjoy permanent employment. Furthermore, social assistance departments, apparently relying on incorrect interpretation of the relevant legislation, consider that biological parents are not entitled to monthly allowances for reintegration of their children, something which has been rejected by the domestic courts.
 It would be therefore advisable that the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy in coordination with the Agency for Social Assistance and the State Agency for Child Protection issue internal instructions as to correct application of the statutory provisions in respect of the reintegration allowances, in line with the legislation and the case law of the courts.
The Family Allowances for Children Act (Закон за семейни помощи за деца)
 designates the mother of a child as the sole beneficiary of a monthly child allowance until completion of secondary education. Fathers who are the sole caregivers in families where mothers do not take care of their children are required to provide a notary signed power of attorney on behalf of the mother in order to receive the child allowance. However, fathers often find it difficult to comply with this requirement, as they do not maintain relations with the mothers. As a result, children are being deprived of necessary financial support. 

Another issue, which has become evident from the reported cases, is the practice of attaching bank accounts of debtors on which they receive social allowances. Under the relevant legislation social allowances cannot be garnished. Still, as the enforcement agent does not have information which of the debtor’s bank accounts is used for the payment of social benefits, it is the debtor who has to provide evidence in that respect. However, obtaining and submitting necessary documents may take time, while important for the family survival funds remain blocked. It goes without saying that this practice primary affects poor families with lower incomes and no legal culture. It would be therefore desirable that the information related to the amount of the social support received by a debtor and his bank account designated for those purposes, become ex officio available to the enforcement authorities.

Another issue worthy of notice is that in some cases acknowledgment of paternity is used as a way to circumvent the official adoption procedure. This occurs in particular in respect of new-borns of Bulgarian origin. There are also some indications that pecuniary relationships are involved in these cases, making the children a trading object in the hands of adults. This not only puts the child right to know his/her biological origin at risk, but also creates incentives for selling and buying babies. Although the Family Code
 provides that social assistance directorates and the competent prosecutor can challenge an acknowledgment of paternity within one year before the courts, the provision is only randomly used for preventing illegal adoptions. More proactive and integrated approach by social workers and prosecution would be welcome in this regard. 

It has also been reported that once parents have signed a declaration giving their consent to the adoption, social workers perceive this act as a waiver of parental rights, (although legally speaking it is the adoption itself, which puts an end to the relationship between a child and his parents). As a consequence, any social work with the biological parents is discontinued and no more efforts are put in exploring the opportunities for effective reintegration of the child into his/her biological family. The amendments in the Family Code, passed in June 2009, have also contributed to this. According to the approved texts, the child could be adopted if he/she has not been looked for by his parents within 6 months. Given the low capacity of the child protection departments and the lack of systemic work to support parents, this has led to a massive enrolment of children in the adoption register. A survey, supported by NNC, in Varna region revealed that approximately 27% of the children were between 1-12 years when registered. The research shows that some of the children are still in contact with their parents and have a statement NOT to be adopted abroad. 
The lack of explicit legislation regulating parental rights of minor parents (under 14 years old) has also been identified as a serious challenge. As it stands at present, the national legislation does not allow minor parents to exercise any of the panoply of parental rights by themselves. As under national law minors are deemed not to have the capacity to act, their parents and guardians have to perform all legal actions on their behalf. It would be in the interest of both the child and his minor parent(s) to regulate the status of the minor parent and to recognise his/her right to give consent along with his/her legal guardians on all issues concerning the child and the relationship between them.

Girls of Roma origin continue to be exposed to risk of early marriage and forced cohabitation. Girls with lower social and educational status often become victims of trafficking and sexual exploitation. Among Roma children the risk of economic exploitation, by forced begging on the streets in Bulgaria and abroad, is the highest. Early intervention and proper assessment of the risk of exploitation by social workers and social services providers could help tackle the problem. Still, better coordination between responsible institutions is needed. Cases have been reported where children are transferred back and forth from one institution to another, from family and relatives to shelters without proper assessment of the child’s best interest and adequate action plan for their care.
Chapter IV: Basic health and welfare (arts. 6, 18, para.3, 23, 24, 26 and 27, paras 1-3)

Access to quality healthcare services, in particular access to child psychiatrists, continues to be a challenge especially for children with mental and psychological problems living in community-based family-type care. A seventeen-year-old boy diagnosed with schizophrenia, for instance, was injected, without prior consultation with a physician, at the discretion of the nurse working at a family-type centre in Pleven. The boy was locked in an empty room, alone, for around an hour, which caused him severe emotional distress. He was also physically restrained. The case reveals lack of proper training of the staff of the home and ignorance of the relevant medical standards.

Several cases of early pregnancies of girls placed in social-pedagogical institutions have also been reported. Some of the girls were temporary removed at the discretion of the director of the institution without prior approval by the court and placed under the care of “Mother and baby” unit.  Although apparently the measure was adopted in the interest of the young mothers, it was performed against the statutory requirements, which reveals the inadequacy of the current legislation in respect of children subject to the provisions of the Combating Antisocial Behaviour of Minors and Adolescents Act. 

Chapter V: Education, leisure and cultural activities (arts. 28, 29 and 31)
Children with special educational needs are enrolled either in special schools or enrolled into the general mainstream school system after a special commission (A Team for Complex Pedagogical Assessment a.k.a EKПО in Bulgarian) carries out an assessment of the child’s educational abilities and behaviour. During such an assessment performed in Sofia, in March 2015, children with disabilities and their parents were required to wait for more than two hours, which caused frustration in both parents and children. Parents complained that the assessment was formal and failed to consider the individual capacity of each child. A member of the commission also directly advertised a concrete special school. The opinion of the parents was disregarded and the principle that children with special educational needs are assigned to special schools only after all possibilities for inclusive education in a mainstream school are exhausted was breached. 
It is recommended that the Bulgarian authorities ensure transparent and independent evaluation of the children with special educational needs, taking due account of the best interest of each child. Bulgaria should also continue its efforts to reduce the number of special schools and ensure quality inclusive education, training and support for children with disabilities in the general school system.

Discrimination against Roma children at school continues to be an issue of concern. Information has been submitted about cases where Roma children have been disregarded by their peers and teachers mainly as a result of poor hygiene and lack of social skills. Some of the families live in remote areas, hardly accessible to social workers, which poses further difficulties to the process of integration. Education in some marginalized communities is still not seen as a value, especially where parents are illiterate themselves and lack parental capacities. Enrolment levels and dropout rates of Roma children continue to be high. 
Children from minorities also experience difficulties in school process due to poor understanding of Bulgarian language. For instance, a child from Turkish ethnic origin, who had difficulties in school due to his poor level of knowledge of Bulgarian, was assigned a resource teacher. The boy was required to pass through a special evaluation of his intellectual capacity, which concluded that he suffered from mild retardation. During the assessment no interpreter was present. The test, which measures the intellectual capacity, is composed of non-verbal assignments, but it is also accompanied by instructions, which require sufficient knowledge of the Bulgarian language. Upon failure to understand the instructions, the result of the test might be compromised. 

Children placed in boarding schools and social-pedagogical institutions receive lower quality of education compared to their peers in mainstream schools. 

In some of the regions children from socially vulnerable groups do not have access to pre-school training either because such (free) programmes are not available in every school or they are only offered in kindergartens where parents are required to pay fees. 

Children with celiac disease cannot attend mainstream kindergartens due to lack of a suitable gluten-free diet available at the educational institutions. These children could neither be enrolled in some leisure activities such as excursions or children camps as no special menu could be provided for them. At present, they are only entitled to some free quantities of gluten-free flour, which is insufficient to meet the needs of children. Families have to buy expensive gluten-free products, which for many them remain unaffordable. There are no supporting social services both for parents and their children even in big cities.
Chapter VI: Special protection measures (arts. 22,30,32-26, 37 (b)- (d), 38, 39 and 40)
Allegations of domestic violence and rape, especially those allegedly committed by a relative or a family member are not always properly investigated and perpetrators are not prosecuted. Responsible police officers lacked training in how to question child victims of sexual violations. Better training of law enforcement officers is recommended in this respect.
The data from the State Agency for Child Protection and the Agency for Social Assistance analyses regarding the application of the Coordination mechanism instrument indicate that only in approximately 1/3 of the child abuse cases the team of the Co-odination mechanism has been summoned. The different interpretation of the reasons for such child behaviour by the system results in insufficient support and protection of children from exploitation appearing in the form of pick-pocketing and street-begging, early marriages and cohabitations, etc.
Appendix 2
Consultation with children and young people carried out by NNC and UNICEF - Bulgaria to inform children’s rights monitoring, policy development and the complementary report to the CRC
The following part draws data on children's opinions from three different sources:

1. The results from the consultative process NNC - Bulgaria undertook in relation to its Report Card 2015. Children took part in online survey and focus groups to share their thoughts on the commitments of the government (what are their reasons, do they think these commitments are fulfilled, what else would they suggest) and on the additional recommendations of the experts and the authors of the Report card (are these recommendations meaningful and would they bring about real changes in children's lives). 
2. The results from a special focus group held by NNC to consult with children several of the recommendations in the current Complementary Report to the CRC.

3. The results from a consultative process UNICEF - Bulgaria undertook in relation to the actualization of the National Strategy for the Child 2008-2018, which also included focus groups and an online survey.
Demography:
	Method
	Number of participants
	Boys/

girls
	Age range
	Background of participants

	NNC Report Card Consultative Process

	Online survey
	146
	
	...-18
	Various

	Focus groups (4)
	72
	
	14-18
	Volunteers, children in alternative care, students

	Total
	218
	32%/56%
	14-18
	

	NNC Focus Group on the recommendations within the Complementary Report

	Focus group
	11
	3/8
	12-14
	students from schools in small towns and rural areas

	UNICEF Bulgaria Consultations on the Actualization of the National Strategy for the Child

	Online survey
	6158
	44%/56%
	7-18
	See UNICEF Report for more details

	Focus groups (8)
	139
	32%/68%
	7-18
	90 from small towns

21 from Roma communities

14 with different disabilities

8 clients of social services and residential care

6 Youth Red Cross volunteers 

	Total
	6297
	2755/6542
	7-18
	


The following part presents final narrative conclusions from the different consultative processes, as well as some quotes from children. The numeration of the way the recommendations are presented corresponds to the consultative process within which the given formulation was used.

	Chapter II: General principles (arts. 2,3, 6 and 12)

	Recommendation:

	To take specific actions to ensure the establishment of a specialized and independent advocate for child rights, in accordance with the recommendations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child. 

	Presented to children as:

	1. To establish special and independent state institution which works only for children's rights – the promotion of rights and resolving cases of rights violations.
2. In Bulgaria there's a special person and a team, to whom people can address their pleas when their rights are violated.

If there's a special person and a team, to whom only children can address their problems and matters that they find important, then:

1. Where should these teams be?

2. How do children get in contact with them?

3. How could children get information if such teams exist?

4. What sort of concerns could children have that they might ask for help about?

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultative Process:
Generally children feel that such an institution will be useful. However, some stress that it will be useful depending on the extent it is able to interfere in family life. Others see its most important role as providing information on children's rights. 
2. NNC Focus Group on the recommendations within the Complementary Report:
1. At school and in Facebook/every school (everywhere where children are).

2. Social networks and phones/ They should provide contact information for specific person and their photo.

3. Posters and sharing information via social networks/via websites, media, people.

4. Fear, feeling discomfort to share their problem, shyness. When their dignity is hurt, when the authority of the student is affected, when their rights are violated.

	Recommendation:

	To write out a long-term development plan of children's participation (not only as a representative body). This process should include not only representatives of the state and NGOs, but also other stakeholders and children and young people.

	Presented to children as:

	1. To guarantee children's right to participation by creating councils on the school, municipal and regional levels that liaise with the National Children's Council (to the State Agency for Child Protection).

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultative Process:
Children state that this form of participation is not sufficient for them to realize their right. During the focus group they said there have to be more different ways for them to share their opinion, like surveys. As for the councils themselves, children feel they're not really efficient, because generally their results are not visible (or there aren't any). Some say that there should be more councils, at more places.
2. UNICEF Bulgaria Consultations on the Actualization of the National Strategy for the Child:
“The most supportive environment in which children have both heard about their right to opinion and had the opportunity to realize it is the family.” “According to two fifths of the children […].”
“One fourth of the participants think that someone in school told them that they have a right to opinion.” “This is more common among children aged 7-9, especially among girls.” “More than one half of children, who point at the school as a source of information about their right to opinion, are confident that they can always share it.” “In school only 8% of children are confident that their opinion will be taken into consideration.”

	Recommendation:

	To develop an integrated state policy to promote healthy and active lifestyles among children, young people and families. 

	Presented to children as:

	1. More campaigns, initiatives, trainings and other activities to be organized to promote healthy and safe behavior among children.

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultative Process:
There were to major tendencies – 1) the need for more activities so that more children can have access to them; 2) seeing such activities as a way to reduce the aggressive behavior among children (support groups for “problem children”, etc.).
2. UNICEF Bulgaria Consultations on the Actualization of the National Strategy for the Child:
„The most common problems (of children in Bulgaria) that children stress on are in four spheres.” “On the fourth place children put the access to tobacco, drugs and alcohol.”

	Recommendation:

	- To introduce a special, simple procedure in handling cases about breaches of the rights of children, in view of the specific development of children, and training members of the Discrimination Protection Commission responsible for its implementation. 

- To take additional measures for the development and approval of a special, child-accessible procedure for complaints relating to violations of children's rights as soon as possible. These are necessary for effective implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Third Optional Protocol; to ensure effective exercise of the rights of children - victims of violence, and children - subject to the juvenile justice system.

	Presented to children as:

	1. In Bulgaria there are a lot of children who suffer, because they've been hurt by words or by physical violence, because they're neglected, because they're alone, because they've never got answers to questions concerning their health, etc.

If there are simple and easy ways children to signal for such situations and can share them, so that they receive support and that never happens to other children, then:

1. What are the ways through which children can share the things that bother them without feeling ashamed?

2. Should these ways be anonymous?

3. What sort of cases/situation would children share most often?

4. Should their parents and relatives be told what children shared about their cases/situations?

5. Should children receive information whether what they've shared was of help to someone?

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Focus Group on the recommendations within the Complementary Report:
1. They should share with a SAFE person – a relative, a friend, through the Internet and a forum, by talking with the ombudsman, through a site where they share by writing, with a psychologist.

2. It should be a matter of choice, it depends on the situation/problem. It is always more honest when anonymous.

3. Violence, harassment – physical or psychic, family problems/violence, drug addictions, family problems, about friendships.

4. Depends on the situation (two groups are even – yes and no).

5. Yes! They should be informed what has happened.
2. UNICEF Bulgaria Consultations on the Actualization of the National Strategy for the Child:
„The most common problems (of children in Bulgaria) that children stress on are in four spheres.” “The violent communication, physical aggression among children and among children and adults is the second problem that children point most often in the survey.”

	Chapter III: Family environment and alternative care (arts. 5, 9-11, 18, paras. 1 and 2; 19-21, 25,27, para.4 and 39)

	Recommendation:

	- To make a long-term development plan of foster care in the country, according to certain target groups of children.

- To regulate the mandatory package of services to support current and prospective adoptive parents, including design of financial regulation standards of support services and support for children and adoptive parents through the period of adjustment, and in the post-adoption period.

	Presented to children as:

	1. Children who live with their relatives or in foster care parents (since their parents can't tend to them) should receive adequate support for their full development.
2. In Bulgaria there are a lot of children who cannot live with their parents, and there are other adults who tend to them, like relatives or foster care parents.

If someone takes special care to train and support the people with whom these children live, then:

1. Which professionals will be good helpers for these adults?

2. What sort of skills and knowledge should these adults have?

3. What sort of nice things would such help bring to these families?

4. What type of concerns might these adults (grandparents, brothers and sisters, foster parents) have that could stop them from asking for such help?

5. Should there be additional help for the biological parents, who might have gone abroad, or cannot tend for their children, etc., so that they get better with parenting in the future?

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultation Process:
Some children see such a support as a measure against harassment towards children who don't live with (and/or doesn't know) their biological parents. Others stress that the support these caring adults need is not financial, while the recommendation suggests exactly such sort of support. 
2. NNC Focus Group on the recommendations within the Complementary Report:
1. Psychologist, friends' parents, the state (social workers and volunteers).

2. How should the talk with them and ways to be patient, to listen, to care.

3. Less conflicts, more harmony in the family.

4. People seem to think that they have enough experience and there's nothing they can learn/the thought that they will handle it themselves, afraid of being rebuked.

5. Depends on the reasons – it would be better to invest in the new family. There should be investments in the spiritual connection, not the material stimulation of the biological parents.
3. UNICEF Bulgaria Consultations on the Actualization of the National Strategy for the Child:
“There are roughly 16% of the participants who fall in this category (living with one parent, with grandparents or with further relatives)”. “Among these children it is clearly visible that they prefer to share with other significant adults instead of the ones they live with.”

	Chapter IV: Basic health and welfare (arts. 6, 18, para.3, 23, 24, 26 and 27, paras 1-3)

	Recommendation:

	To implement programmes for children for mental health promotion and prevention programmes for treatment of children with mental disorders and their families.

	Presented to children as:

	1. Special training programmes to be developed for professionals of all fields where children are concerned, so that these professionals be able to support children with psychic disorders and their families.

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultative process:
According to some of the children this is just partially a resolution for these children's problems, because 1) it's not inclusive for people outside of the connection between a child and a professional 2) it says nothing about the need to train larger groups of the population about what should they know about mental disorders and how could anyone be more supportive for people with mental disorders. Such programmes should reach out to other children, parents, volunteers and teachers.

	Chapter V: Education, leisure and cultural activities (arts. 28, 29 and 31)

	Recommendation:

	To design an implementation plan for the Strategy for reduction of school dropout rates with clear indicators for funds and other resources needed and their source of funding in the respective year. 

	Presented to children as:

	1. To find a way for support towards children at risk of dropout from school due to different reasons (poverty, family issues, health problems, etc.).

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Focus Consultative process:
“There are still many places in Bulgaria where there's no psychologist for such or similar problems.”
„There should be free transport for all children who live in rural areas or remote districts, so that they don't have to miss school due to the lack of funds or the lack of transport.”
2. UNICEF Bulgaria Consultations on the Actualization of the National Strategy for the Child:
„The problem with poverty and inequality goes deep in the educational process and in the school live. Some of the children think their school failures are due to favoritism on behalf of teachers for children with higher economic status. This is most visible among children from Roma backgrounds, who, during the live consultations, share two important moments in the relationships among children in school:

1) Children are hurting each other and call each other names because of their outfit or money, this is why they behave badly – if there are uniforms it might be different; 2) “weaker” students are treated badly by the smarter ones, because they don't seem to manage good enough.”

	Recommendation:

	To establish a modern, efficient system for evaluating teachers, teaching practices and training forms.

	Presented to children as:

	1. Children in Bulgaria are evaluated every day, to measure how they do.

If someone evaluates teachers and the ways they teach and handle their work, then:

1. Who should evaluate them?

2. How often should this evaluation be held?

3. What should be evaluated in the work of teachers?

4. What should follow after good and after bad grades?

5. What sort of positive change would this bring in the life of children in school?

6. Is there something negative that might follow if such evaluation begins to happen?

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Focus Group on the recommendations within the Complementary Report:
1. The students, the headmaster, the student parliament or student council.

2. Every term/month/constantly.

3. The relationships between students/ the way teaching happens/ the connection between grades and behavior.

4. Bad grades should bring about changes and should foster motivation. Good grades should stimulate.

5. Teachers will be seen in different light depending on their grades/ students will be able to express their opinion freely and if this is done anonymously there won't be negative consequences for them.

	Recommendation:

	To make special efforts to inform the wider public on the benefits of health and sexual education and to provide opportunities for an open consultation process with all stakeholders. 

	Presented to children as:

	1. To include systematic health and sexual education in school.

2. In Bulgaria children are studying thoroughly subjects like Math, Literature or Foreign languages, but many children do not know and do not understand their bodies and the way it changes, because there are no special subject concerning such matters.

If a special subject is being included in schools, which provides knowledge and helps children to take care about their health, helps them to understand their body, its changes and to let them feel less worried about matters concerning sex, then:

1. Who should teach such subjects?

2. How old should students be if they are to enter such classes?

3. Should it be a mandatory or an elective subject?

4. What would children receive by learning about health and sex?

5. Which topics would the most inconvenient? 

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultative process
Although the implementation of the recommendation would be very clearly visible in school, every thirteenth states that they don't know whether such type of education exists.
2. NNC Focus Group on the recommendations within the Complementary Report:
1. Sexologists, gynecologists, psychologists.

2. 14-19 years (until they finish high school)

3. It should be mandatory/ It doesn't matter – everybody will attend it.

4. Sexual literacy, less diseases, prevention of unwanted pregnancies/information about life and about the prevention of early pregnancies and diseases.

5. There won't be any inconvenience, but it depends on the type of person and with whom you talk/When was your first time? Have you ever made an abortion? Your first period? Have you ever been tested for AIDS?

	Chapter VI: Special protection measures (arts. 22,30,32-26, 37 (b)- (d), 38, 39 and 40)

	Recommendation:

	To make a definite policy to stop violations of the rights of children, victims and witnesses of crime, through the introduction of national standards for applying the procedures of child-friendly justice.

To continue and intensify the policy of introducing specialized courts and magistrates to hear cases involving children.

	Presented to children as:

	1. Children that are victims of violence to be heard only in specialized rooms and only by specialized professionals.

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Focus Consultative process:
When asked to analyze the roots of the problem which might lead to such a recommendation, children in the focus groups stated that “the biggest problem is that people in general don't have the ability to listen to children”, as well as the fact the violence against children is a neglected topic.

They think that the idea for such rooms and specialists is good, and also that the necessary places and people will be found.

Further, children suggested that “after the conversation there should be something like a clinic in which children that received fear can go to overcome it”, as well as that “there can be open lessons for the children that are victims of violence, so that they stop feeling ashamed, as well as for parents.” 

	Recommendation:

	To make a commitment on behalf of Government institutions to co-finance and support learning activities for children and young people for responsible and safe use of ICT. 

	Presented to children as:

	1. Rules for safe Internet usage to be popularized among children, parents and the schools.

	Children's opinion:

	1. NNC Report Card Consultative process:
In the focus groups children felt that such a measure wouldn't be sufficient because “not everybody follows the rules”, and that such a recommendation is not yet implemented, because they've never heard of such rules. Some suggest that there has to be a special institution to control how children use Internet and to guarantee their safety.


APPENDIX 3
REVIEW OF THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE UN COMMITTEE ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD RECOMMENDATIONS

 Concluding recommendations from June 6, 2008 of the UN CRC 

	THE COMMITTEE RECOMMENDS TO THE STATE
	REVIEW ON THE IMPLEMENTATION



	To conduct a thorough analysis of the root causes of low achievement levels and drop-out of schools in order to develop measures which ensure that all children, in urban and in rural areas, complete the full course of compulsory education until the age of 16
	The 2013-2020 Strategy for Decreasing the Number of Early Drop-outs was adopted in 2013, however the Plan for its implementation hasn’t been passed before the end of 2014.  

The Pre-school and School Education draft law (PSEDL), which was publicly discussed and passed on a first readings by the Parliament, provides for students to finish compulsory education at the end of 7th grade (or at the age of 14-15). This puts many of the students at the risk of not being able to continue their education in high or vocational schools. 
New measures on school drop-out haven’t been passed in 2014. Changes are a result of cohort effects, the expectations being that the number of early school leavers will grow and more young people will not have finished secondary education. 

	To expand the integration of human rights and child rights education in the curriculum of all schools and shape learning and social life of schools accordingly taking into account the Committee's general comment No. 1 on the aims of education (CRC/GC/2001/1)
	Not implemented.

	To establish a vocational education and training system for children, who wish to enter practical occupations, including for children who dropped out before graduating from primary or secondary education.
	Partial progress. There are amendments to the Vocational Education and Training Act, increasing the opportunities for acquiring one, focusing on the quality and introducing dual training. Dual training is provided for in the Pre-school and School Education draft law  

	To develop efficient and effective mechanisms to adequately implement and review all plans of action that are relevant for children and enjoyment of their rights.
	Not implemented. Plans are neither effective nor efficient. They are usually sectoral, mostly produced on yearly basis and approved in the middle of the year. This is the case with the development of the National child protection programme which is supposed to operationalize the National Strategy for the Child.

	The Committee recommends to the State party that an independent monitoring agency be given the responsibility to monitor and promote children’s rights and provide an accessible complaint mechanism for children and their representatives.
	Not implemented. See the analysis, p. 5 for more details. 

	To further increase budget allocations for the implementation of the rights recognized in the Convention and especially for health, education and family support
	Partial progress. Standards for social services, universal allowances for children, pocket money for students with disabilities, and professional foster care salaries have been increased and an attempt to differentiate the funding for residential services has been made in 2014. The current practice with regard to the ‘money follows the child’ principle is a practice of transferring funds from one service to another without actually following the child. There is no information about increase in the budget for health and education. 

	To pay particular attention to economically disadvantaged, marginalized and neglected children, including Roma children, with a view to alleviating disparities, deficits and inequalities.
	Partial progress. Some of the social allowances/ benefits have been increased in 2014 (see above), however there is no purposeful policy on adequate integration; campaigns for changing public attitudes and making efforts to include the children who are tolerant to their socially-disadvantaged classmates included. 

	To strengthen the skills of the personnel of the administration of child protection system as well as local Governments in planning and management of budgets that address the needs of children and families.
	The implementation of the activities of the „Strengthening the Capacity of the Agency for Social Assistance in Increasing the Quality and Effectiveness of Social Work” project is for form’s sake. There is no purposeful work on strengthening the capacity of the local authorities with regard to budget and service planning and management for the needs of the children and families.

	To strengthen its collaboration with civil society and widen the scope of cooperation so as to ensure cooperation on a broad level in all areas related to the promotion and protection of the rights of the child and throughout all stages of the implementation and monitoring of the Convention. 
	Partial progress. Civil society representatives are invited to participate and contribute as members of certain working groups. At the same time, they are not allowed to be members of High-level multi-agency working groups related to decision-taking process. Such is the case with the Multi-disciplinary group of deinstitutionalization which consists of deputy-ministers and even the Union of Municipalities and the State Agency for Child Protection are not invited as members as well as the Working Group for Planning and Co-ordination of funding for Roma integration which was launched at the end of June 2015. 

	To promote non-violent, positive, participatory methods of childrearing and education and reinforcing knowledge among children of their right to protection from all forms of corporal punishment. Bringing offenders before the competent administrative and judicial authorities.
	No systemic work and progress on the side of the state. A number of NGOs recognize the issue and make efforts in raising it and making it recognizable by the society. 

	To increase support to families with children, in particular for those living in poverty, families caring for children with disabilities and to single-parent households
	Partial progress. Standards for social services, universal allowances for children, pocket money for students with disabilities, and professional foster care salaries have been increased. However, there is no understanding of the need to apply family-oriented approach and develop stimulating as opposed to repressive policy; and the need of separate family-support policy. 

	To develop and financially support community-based and family-focused services for families at risk of social problems and families who care for children with developmental challenges, disabilities or health problems
	Partial progress. 

Standards for social services, universal allowances for children, pocket money for students with disabilities, and professional foster care salaries have been increased and an attempt to differentiate the funding for residential services has been made in 2014. However, no standards for services on prevention of abandonment, early intervention and support to families at risk have been adopted.  

	To continue its efforts for deinstitutionalization while taking steps to ensure that appropriate alternative accommodations are provided for each child; 
	Partial progress. Deinstitutionalisation of children is looked at only in the light of the pilot projects in the Action Plan for the implementation of the Vision for Deinstitutionalisation. There are serious concerns that the implementation of the projects is focused on their technical and administrative provisions rather than on the best interest of the children and the protection of their rights. 

	To develop a comprehensive programme to improve mother and child health, including through basic health care services for the most vulnerable children, in particular  for Roma children and children living in rural areas;
	There is progress. 

A Programme for Mother and Child Healthcare and the Action Plan for its implementation have been adopted in 2014. 

	Closely collaborate with the minority communities and their respective leaders to elaborate effective measures to abolish traditional practices prejudicial to the health and well‑being of children, such as early marriage;
	Partial progress. Efforts have been made in organizing discussions, delivering lectures and trainings on prevention of unwanted, sexually-transmitted diseases and the significance of vaccinations. 

	To develop a comprehensive mental health policy, including, mental health promotion, prevention of suicidal and violent behavior, outpatient day care and inpatient services for adolescents with mental health problems, as well as programmes to support families with children at risk.
	No progress. Children’s mental health is one the most under-developed areas in healthcare. For more details, see p. 22-23 of the Complementary Report.

	To take all necessary measures to make adequate housing, sanitation and infrastructure available for all families including for low-income and large families and Roma communities
	There is an urgent need to update the National Housing Strategy from 2004 and accept an Action Plan for its implementation. The Plan needs to focus on increasing the social housing (both municipal and state) to meet specific needs and encourage the social inclusion not only of the socially disadvantaged people, but also large families, young adults with disabilities and other target groups.  

	To take prompt measures to fully bring the system of juvenile justice in line with the Convention
	Regardless of the fact that there is a Concept of State Policy on Juvenile Justice and Road Map for its implementation they have not been operating for two years already. It also needs political will to pass a special law on juvenile justice incorporating all issues related to children in conflict with the law and recognizing their rights, as well as the rights and interests of the victims and the public interest. 

	To set up an adequate system of juvenile justice, including juvenile courts with specialized judges for children, throughout the country;
	Partial progress. 
A preparartion process for piloting three specialized juvenile chambers at three regional and two district courts has started at the end of 2014. The practice of using specially-equipped rooms for hearing and interrogation of children witnesses and victims of abuse has strengthened its position. At the same time there is no uniform philosophy and approach in this area so that secondary traumatisation of the child during the investigation and administration of justice process is avoided, protection of their rights and best interest is guaranteed, and the collection of full and precise information on the case is ensured.

	To focus on strategies to prevent crimes in order to support children at risk at an early stage

	There are no delinquency prevention strategies and practices developed and applied to support children at risk at an early stage. The question of how to treat child pick-pocketing and street-begging – as anti-social behaviors or possible child abuse – is still open. It needs in child abuse cases like these to make a specialized assessment so that decisions about child protection measures are based on them. 


Appendix 4

Summary of Key Recommendations

In the 2015 edition of its annual report “Report card: what is the average government score for childcare?”, the National Network for Children – Bulgaria proposed 10 key recommendations which the organization and its members have been advocating for within the last few years. As these recommendations were never taken on by the Government as concrete commitments, they were called 10 possible solutions to 10 unsolved problems: 

General principles 

1. Setting up Children’s Ombudsman by differentiating a special position within the national Ombudsman’s team called ‘Children’s Rights Ombudsman’ whose main function is to serve as independent monitoring of children’s policies.

2. Updating the National housing strategy from 2004 and approving a package of programmes and legislative changes for its implementation, with a focus on increasing the social housings (both municipal and state) to meet specific c needs and encourage the social inclusion not only of the socially disadvantaged people, but also large families, young adults with disabilities and other target groups.

Family environment and alternative care

1. Developing and approving a comprehensive family policy with clear goals, measures and activities and adopting a family-oriented approach in all areas concerning child welfare – social and economic measures, education, healthcare, housing, child protection, social assistance, etc.

2. Strengthening the capacity of the child protection system by means of increasing the number of the Child Protection Department (CPD) social workers, developing standards for their workload and providing needs-based training, supervision and support.

Education 

1. Abolishing the two-shift educational model. The current organization of the educational process makes impossible the efforts for establishing a modern environment for education and development of the whole school community. The two-shift educational model devoid of meaning the all-day organization of the educational process and puts limitations to the schools in developing leisure-time activities for the students.

2. Providing for free access to pre-school education of all children regardless of their place of living and social status. We put forward the idea for the nurseries as public institutions for raising, upbringing and educating children under 3 to be lawfully and structurally integrated in a single public system for early childhood development together with the kindergartens.
Health and welfare

1. Providing for mother and baby – friendly health system by changing the existing pre- and post-child birth models of care and practices, which are not in compliance with the modern trends, such as separating the mother from the baby, lack of breast-feeding support, non-admission of a companion during child birth, etc.

2. Developing an ear-marked state policy for investing in and retaining in Bulgaria the professionals with key for the child health and welfare occupations such as ‘pediatry’, ‘child psychiatry’, etc.
Special protection 

1. Adopting a policy and encouraging a culture of zero tolerance to child abuse in society. We can’t help a child ‘grow and mature’ by approaching them in a humiliating and dominant way. A number of studies prove that abuse has a negative effect upon children. Abuse breeds abuse and must not be tolerated in any shape or form!

2. Developing and applying uniform standards for child-friendly hearing of children. The practice of using specially-equipped rooms for hearing and interrogation, especially for children witnesses and victims of abuse strengthens its position during the last decade in Bulgaria in line with the existing best practices in a number of European countries. At the same time there is no uniform philosophy and approach in this area which to ensure children’s rights are protected and prevention of secondary traumatization of the child during the investigation and administration of justice process.

� More information about the reports, their methodology and findings could be found at �HYPERLINK "http://nmd.bg/en/campaigns/notebook/"�http://nmd.bg/en/campaigns/notebook/� 


� Evolving Capacities and Participation, (CIDA), (Lansdown, G.), 2005.





� Constitution of Republic of Bulgaria, Article 5 (4)


� Prom State Gazuette No. 27 of 1973, as amended SG No. 65 of 1995, as appended SG No. 55 of 2003, as amended SG No. 46 of 2007. 


� Passed with Resolution 1992/54 of the Commission and confirmed with Resolution A/RES/48/134 of the UN General Assembly in December 1993.


� See also http://www.sapibg.org/prestupni-laski/seksualna-zloupotreba


� See NNC position on � HYPERLINK "http://nmd.bg/stanovishte-na-natsionalna-mrezha-za-detsata-po-povod-slutchaya-na-nasilie-nad-dete-s-autizam-ot-sofiya/" �http://nmd.bg/stanovishte-na-natsionalna-mrezha-za-detsata-po-povod-slutchaya-na-nasilie-nad-dete-s-autizam-ot-sofiya/�


� For instance there is an average of more than 50 cases in the last 4 years at the Pleven district court.


� Point 12.1, Activity 4 of the Action plan for implementation of the final recommendations to the Republic of Bulgaria made by the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), passed in 2013.


� SACP, Analisys of the results of the undertaken planned check at the maternity hospitals and Social Assistance Directorates, as well as SACP report on „Monitoring on the implementation of the Coordination mechanism for cooperation in the cases of children, victims of abuse or at risk of abuse and for cooperation in crisis intervention”, 2013.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_poverty_and_social_exclusion#cite_note-8" �http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_poverty_and_social_exclusion#cite_note-8� 


� NIS, Indicators for poverty and social inclusion in 2013, press release, Dec 15, 2014 


� Approved at first hearing by the Bulgarian Parliament on 17.06.2015.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/making-it-happen/country-specific-recommendations/index_bg.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/making-it-happen/country-specific-recommendations/index_bg.htm� 


� For further information, see the anlisys and recommendations on the specific commitment.


� Information from letter № 91-00-140 dated 3.11.2014 of the Ministry of Health regarding the progress in the implementation of the state commitments in the MoH competency reviewed in the NNC “Report Card 2015”.


� See Rogers, J., Rapid Review and Assessment of the Implementation of the National Strategy “Vision for Deinstitutionalisation of Children in Bulgaria” and the Action Plan for its Implementation, Sofia, 20 May 2014


� Report Card 2014, pg.46-47


� 2/3 of the budget is re-directed to the newly-opened social service Community Support Centre regulated in an agreement protocol between the MH and the Teteven Municipality (with the support of the MLSP) offering to the Minister of Finance to make compensated changes in the 2011 MH and Teteven Municipality budgets according to Art. 34, Par. 2 from the State Budget Act. 


�  Project „Childhood for All”, „DIRECTION: Family”, „I Have a Family, too”, „Developing the System of Planning and Provision of Social Services on Regional Level” „Developing the Capacity of the ASA System to Increase the Quality and Effectiveness of Social Work” and „Support”. 


� DEINSTITUTIONALISATION OF CHILDREN IN BULGARIA - HOW FAR AND WHERETO? Independent review of progress and challenges, UNICEF, Sofia, 2014 





� The website of the Agency for Socaial Assistance: � HYPERLINK "http://www.asp.government.bg/ASP_Client/ClientServlet?cmd=add_content&lng=1&sectid=595&s1=703&selid=703" �http://www.asp.government.bg/ASP_Client/ClientServlet?cmd=add_content&lng=1&sectid=595&s1=703&selid=703� 


� Letter from SACP, outgoing № 14-00-12 dated 30.10.2014. Information on the progress of the implementation of the state commitments in the area of expertise of the SACP for Report Card 2015. – outgoing № 14-00-12 dated 30.10.2014.


� Quotes from foster care questionnaires


� Activity report of the Agency for Social Assistance in 2013.


� Letter form ASA, outgoing N 63 – 146 dated 24.10.2014, about Providing information on the implementation of the activities and policies for children and families in Bulgaria in relation to the preparation of the ‘Report Card 2015: What is the Average Governemt Score for Childcare?’ 


� Same source


� � HYPERLINK "http://dariknews.bg/view_article.php?article_id=1262664" �http://dariknews.bg/view_article.php?article_id=1262664�


� HYPERLINK "http://bnt.bg/part-of-show/detsata-na-gurbetchiite" �http://bnt.bg/part-of-show/detsata-na-gurbetchiite�


� HYPERLINK "http://nasoki.bg/bg/15-interview/280-zhecheva-gurbet-deca" �http://nasoki.bg/bg/15-interview/280-zhecheva-gurbet-deca�


� HYPERLINK "http://bnt.bg/part-of-show/emigrantski-dnevnitsi-ili-kak-prehoda-t-pra-sna-po-sveta-900-hil-ba-lgari" �http://bnt.bg/part-of-show/emigrantski-dnevnitsi-ili-kak-prehoda-t-pra-sna-po-sveta-900-hil-ba-lgari�





� According to the information from MoH letter № 91-00-140 dated 3.11.2014 on the progress of the implementation of the state commitments in the area of expertise of the MoH for NNC Report Card 2015.


� Response from the NHIF to application for access to public information, № РД-19-8 dated 27.01.2015. 


� Same source. 


� http://www.mentalhealthintegration.co.uk/media/whitepaper/Executive_Summary_EIU-Janssen_Mental_Health.pdf          





� Information from the MoH, letter with outgoing № 91-00-140 dated 03.11.2014.


� Same source. 


� Infant mortality rate shows the number of deaths of children under one year of age out of 1 000 born alive children. It is calculated in thousandths as a ratio between the number of deaths of children below the age of one and the number of live births in the reference year. (according to Population and demographic processes 2013, published by the National Institute of Statistics)


� Letter № 91-00-140 dated 3.11.2014 from the MoH on the progress of the implementation of the state commitments in the area of expertise of the MoH for NNC Report Card 2015.


� Population and demographic processes 2013, published by the National Institute of Statistics, pgs. 28-29


� Perinatal mortality indicates the number of still-born children and those born alive who have died in the first 6 days from birth out of 1 000 born children (alive and still-born), i.e. the mortality between the 28th week of pregnancy till the 6th day after birth. 


� See key facts and data on the situation of children in Bulgaria at � HYPERLINK "http://nmd.bg/konferentsiya-na-visoko-nivo-vrannoto-detsko-razvitie-v-pravo-i-investitsiya-s-dalgotraen-efektv/" �http://nmd.bg/konferentsiya-na-visoko-nivo-vrannoto-detsko-razvitie-v-pravo-i-investitsiya-s-dalgotraen-efektv/� 


� For further information about the standards see „ Early childhood development and learning standards: from birth to 3 years“, publ. Bulvest 2000, Sofia 2014 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/eca/Bulgaria/unicef/SABER%20ECD%20-%20WORLD%20BANK%20%2005%20June%20%20final.pdf" �http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/eca/Bulgaria/unicef/SABER%20ECD%20-%20WORLD%20BANK%20%2005%20June%20%20final.pdf� 


�  „Early Childhood Education and Care in Europe: Tackling Social and Cultural Inequalities“, European Commission, 2009 


2. For further information see the publication „Faces of Child Poverty“, UNICEF and Open Society, Sofia 2010 at � HYPERLINK "https://www.unicef.bg/assets/PDFs/new/41.pdf" �https://www.unicef.bg/assets/PDFs/new/41.pdf� 


� Please see Note 27. 


� http://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/3435/%D1%83%D1%87%D0%B0%D1%89%D0%B8-%D0%B8-%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BF%D1%83%D1%81%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BB%D0%B8-%D0%BF%D0%BE-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%87%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B8-%D0%B8-%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BF%D0%B5%D0%BD-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B7%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5


� http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdsc410&plugin=1-tsdsc410


� Information form the MoE provided in a letter dated 17.10.2014, outgoing № 18-617. 


� The issue refers not to all minority group children 


� According to information provided by the Social Activities and Practices Institute, a total of 54 hearings of children have been conducted in the ‘Blue rooms’ since their establishment in 2009, 14 of which – in 2014.  


� According to information provided by RDSA (for 2013) a total of 697 Coordination team meetings have taken place at the point of initial referral. The information for 2014 is expected. 


� Article 44 (2) of the Civil Registration Act.


� � HYPERLINK "http://nmd.bg/stanovishte-na-natsionalna-mrezha-za-detsata-otnosno-slutchaya-sas-samotnata-mayka-ot-gr-knezha/" �http://nmd.bg/stanovishte-na-natsionalna-mrezha-za-detsata-otnosno-slutchaya-sas-samotnata-mayka-ot-gr-knezha/� 


� See Judgment of the Supreme Administrative Court of 25.01. 2006, case file 11327/2005.


� Article 9 of the Family Allowances for Children Act.


� See Article 66 (5) of the Family Code (2009).


� See more Petrova, Maria “About the rights of minor parents”, 2010, available in Bulgarian at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.su-varna.org/izdanij/Izvestij-1-2010/Pages%20103%20to%20104.pdf"�http://www.su-varna.org/izdanij/Izvestij-1-2010/Pages%20103%20to%20104.pdf� 
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