Report of the Belgian expert mission in Bulgaria investigating institutions for disabled children

Brussels, January 31st 2008

General social context    

In order to properly assess the condition of disabled children in Bulgaria, a background sketch of the general social and economic features of the country is required.

Bulgaria is the poorest country in Europe. GNP for 2006 amounted to 37% of the average GNP for EU27, or no more than 30% of Belgian GNP. (Graph 1)
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As regards the relation of social security spending to national wealth, Bulgaria does spend some 16% of its GNP on social security, which is more than is the case in some other new member states. (Graph 3)
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The 2006-2008 Strategic Report on Social Security and Social Inclusion for Bulgaria in the framework of the EU Open Method of Cooperation shows that in its social services policy the country has started up a process of de-institutionalisation, specifically as regards institutionalised children. This process is tied in with policy geared towards the establishment of “community based social services” (p. 5)

ENGLISH BIT

It is clear that, together with the other EU member states, Bulgaria subscribes to a framework designed to bring about a society with increased social security, based on European values and human rights.  Yet given the precarious social and economic conditions, clear and strengthened European commitment is indispensable.

Findings
Some 8,650 children are placed in 145 residential institutions. 2,700 of these children are below 3 years of age, and some 1,200 suffer from disabilities (ranging from light to severe). The root causes for this high number of abandoned children are poverty and the lack of family support. Institutions offer the only available solution. The predicament of the Roma people in Bulgaria is reflected in the high numbers of Roma children in the institutions.

There are very considerable differences in quality of care offered by the various institutions. The institutions resort under the authority of the local level of administration (muncipalities). Although the largest part of the budget is provided by the national government, municipalities can earmark extra funding dependent on the available budget and on political decisions. This extra funding is often crucial for the quality of care in the institutions, since central basic funding is insufficient for basic care.

Care and support in the institutions is insufficiently attuned to individual requirements. Shower and toilet facilities are shared, single rooms are unavailable (typically some 8 or 9 children to a room, and no personal possessions). These living conditions are not conducive to personal development.

There is a wide gap between care providers and specialist therapists (speech therapists, physio-therapists etc.) and little or no oppportunity for knowledge transfer and training. Ortho-pedagogical programmes are lacking, though these are necessary to improve daily care for the children, to motivate care staff and to involve them in additional activities (relational skills, leisure activities, excursions, integration in the community. . .)

Childrens’ rights to education are poorly served, also in the regular municipal schools. Academic education, which is a crucial component of social integration, is hampered by an all too exclusive focus on “care”.

There is a lack of structure in the support for youths older than 18, the age at which they have to leave the institution. In some institutions these young adults just stay on. Provisions for continued care (in other institutions, sheltered housing etc.) are underdeveloped.

The general infrastructure (buildings, equipment, furniture) is worn out and fails to meet the basic standards.

Sanitary facilities in particular are in extremely poor condition.

The remote location of many institutions is an obstacle to the recruitment of qualified personnel and to adequate monitoring and follow-up. It further exacerbates social isolation.

There is no clear legislative framework for financing, accreditation, employment standards or rules for staff conduct. In the absence of clear regulations, there is no basis for efficient and effective inspection and monitoring.

Recommendations
Urgent measure

The expert commission requests that the Belgian authorities urge the Bulgarian authorities to take the urgent measure, in cooperation with UNICEF, of moving the most vulnerable children deprived of adequate care and in need of medical monitoring out of the institutions and into more adequate surroundings (such as Homes for Medico-social care) in the coming days.

Structural recommendations

The expert commission recommends that Belgium should urge, in the context of the Open Method of Coordination for social inclusion, that the de-institutionalisation of children in care homes be prioritised as a privileged case and that the necessary European funding and consultancy mechanisms (such as peer reviews and best practice exhange platforms) be brought on line.

The expert commission recommends that Belgium should assist in, and provide the requisite expertise for, the speedy implementation of the “National project for planning and improvement of social services at regional level” (2008) drawn up by Bulgarian experts in cooperation with UNICEF. Belgium should aid the Bulgarian administration in the capacity building required for the successful implementation of the plan. In consultation with the Bulgarian authorities this Belgian support can be formalised in a cooperation agreement.

The expert commission is convinced that quick progress can be made in the field with respect to institutional management, staff training and quality control by encouraging direct contacts between Belgian and Bulgarian institutions. To this end, the Belgian authorities can issue an appeal to Belgian institutions to enter into foster projects or twinning projects. The relevant authorities can investigate means of funding and facilitating such projects.

Contacts with UNICEF, the WHO and international NGO’s show that this predicament is by no means restricted to Bulgaria. UNICEF indicates that no less than 1.2 million children are living in similar institutions on the European continent. This is unacceptable. The Belgian authorities can investigate how this issue can be moved high on the political agenda on various international platforms.

The expert commission is of the opinion that the findings it has gathered over this short period of time, and the recommendations the governments will support, must be monitored closely and put into practice expediently. Given the involvement of various Belgian authorities and considering the complexity of the issue, the commission recommends that an efficient mechanism of consultation be established within the Belgian context.

For the expert commission,

Christiaan Decoster
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Graph 1:GDP per capita in PPS, 2006, EU=100
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