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Bulgaria ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on 3 June 1991. On 21 May 2008, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined Bulgaria's consolidated second and third periodic report. 

Opening Comments

Mr. Andrey Tehov, Director of the Human Rights and International Humanitarian Organizations Directorate of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs introduced the report. He emphasised the great progress being made by Bulgaria and noted that improving the quality of care for children was an imperative part of a mature society. He stated that the current policy was based on the tenants of the CRC, including universality, indivisibility and non-discrimination. He further noted that reducing the number of children in institutions and focusing on the family environment of at-risk children was crucial. He noted that new services, such as placement with extended family and foster families, were being used as an alternative to institutions and that the decentralisation of these decisions has allowed for increased inclusion of civil society and local government He referred to the numbers in the report which show a decrease of 36.4% in institutionalised children over the last seven years. He pointed to a council of protection for children made up of deputy ministers and NGO representatives which was primarily concerned with the direction of child protection services. This council, he stated, coordinated responses and formulated priorities for state policies. Funding to sustain this council had already been secured from both the government budget and outside sources. He also noted the active role of the Ombudsman and the Council for Children and Youth. 

The National Strategy for children for 2008-2018, which was adopted in January 2008, was based on the international standards for children’s rights. It covered a wide range of issues related to child welfare, including the child’s place in society, the right to family environment, the right to improved health care, the reduction of child poverty, the right to education, recreation and leisure, protection against exploitation and abuse, the right to special protection, the right to have an identity, and right to protection from discrimination. He noted that the draft of this plan had been subject to critique by municipalities, media, children, NGOs, and government officials.

Ms. Vuckovic-Sahovic, the Country Rapporteur, noted the continuous nature of the Committee’s dialogue with Bulgaria both under the CRC and its Optional Protocols
. The span of ten years from the last report allowed for a true evaluation of progress in Bulgaria's fulfilment of its obligations under the CRC, but further added that this should not always be the case as reporting should take place every five years. The County Rapporteur praised the State Party on its impressive and visible progress, especially in the domains of political, economic, and social changes. She remarked that while the state’s new membership in the European Union had some benefits for children, those in impoverished and/or minority communities, in addition to those without parental care and disabled children had not seen the same benefits. She asked, therefore, to what extent the coordinating body was being evaluated as the child protection system in Bulgaria was difficult to keep track of. She asked for more information about general measures of implementation, noting that the report followed the guidelines but lacked information in this area. 

Data regarding the number of children in Bulgaria was also missing, and she asked for more statistics, especially regarding minority children. She recalled the problem of stigma attached to Roma children and asked what was being done to address the problem. She noted the large budget allocated for health and education and asked how this money was used. She further enquired whether the progress was being realised in these domains and asked why, if this was the case, special schools were still needed.

Ms. Aidoo, the Country Co-Rapporteur, praised the overall philosophy of the government that stood for “all rights for all children everywhere in Bulgaria,” and for its inspiring nature. She noted the large number of laws addressing children and the existence of an extensive legal framework with corresponding action plans. She asked for further information regarding their implementation and evaluation. Regarding the preparation of the report (see below), she enquired about the preparation of the report and the government’s collaboration with NGOs and the Council for Child Protection. She further asked about the efforts made to disseminate the CRC among the population, the status of its application in training programmes for professionals working with children, and its presence in school curricula.

General Measures of Implementation

The Committee asked about the evaluation of the different monitoring bodies for the implementation of extensive legal framework. The delegation replied that the state agency for child protection had the mandate to monitor and control the implementation of these laws. The delegation emphasised the continuous dialogue with NGOs, UNICEF, and the private sector which regularly suggested improvements for the child protection system. An Ombudsman office and Special Council to the President on children also worked to further optimise the system. There were 35 people working in the Ombudsman office, 32 of which were able to address child rights issues.

The Committee requested more information about coordination for the national strategy since all institutions were involved in the process of protecting children. The delegation explained that each body had a clear mandate. Discussions regarding the establishment of a child-specific Ombudsman were held, but it was decided that specialists in the office were sufficient to deal with child rights issues.

The Committee also requested more specific data and the methodology of data collection. The delegation reiterated that there was no official figure for the number of children in the country, but that all at-risk children were accounted for. The methodology was developed by institutions and NGOs. To best address the needs of a certain child, databases were maintained for the following categories: at-risk, gifted, adoptable, potential foster and adoptive parents, and social workers. The delegation explained that an agency was responsible for collecting this data. For example, data regarding children's health was collected by the Ministry of Health and data on education by the Ministry of Education.

Legislation

The Committee asked about training for judges working with children. The delegation stated that some training exists for judges, as well as social workers, but that not all groups dealing with children were covered yet. Some mobile training programmes had begun a few years ago, but there was still progress to be made in covering all areas. The programmes focused on acquainting judges with international standards of child rights so they could be effectively applied in judicial proceedings, but data on the application of this training had not yet been collected. The delegation further cited similar training programmes for magistrates.

Administrative measures

The Committee enquired about budgetary allocations for regional needs, noting that public expenditure was low for an EU country. The delegation explained that the State Audit Office evaluated the use of funds following each programme. It admitted that money might not have been spent in the most rational way during each programme, but blamed the implementing organisation, not the national government for this problem. The delegation cited general discussion on improving the use of substantial allocated funds.

Dissemination

The Committee asked about the dissemination of the CRC in Bulgaria. The delegation noted that the CRC was posted on the website of State Agency for Child Protection. In 2007, 5000 copies of the CRC were published for dissemination purposes. The delegation cited the existence of several different types of training on the implementation of the CRC and child rights in general. The delegation also underlined the existence of several campaigns to raise awareness: 20 November celebrated the CRC, 1 June was International Children's Day, June 2008 will be the Month of the Child in Bulgaria, and 18 October was the European Day against Human Trafficking. Suggestions for additional campaigns were sent to the Ombudsman office. A conference was planned for 30 June 2008 to disseminate the Committee’s observations. 

The Committee asked about the inclusion of the CRC in school curricula. The delegation commented that at the age of ten, children received four academic hours over two weeks focused on human rights with an emphasis on children’s rights (they included case studies). More details were available to children through extracurricular activities, as well as through a more detailed curriculum encountered during high school.

The role of civil society

In relation to the preparation of the State Party report, the Committee asked about the different actors involved and specifically enquired about the role of NGOs. The delegation responded by noting their cooperation with NGOs. Specific data was provided by the national government, but some additional data came from licensed NGOs. The report itself was prepared by state institutions.

General Principles

Non-discrimination

The Committee asked about the measures taken to protect children from discrimination and the approach used to do so. The delegation cited the special law on protection against discrimination which covered all possible cases involving children. The delegation remarked that practical cases of this law had been seen, but it did not have the data at hand. The delegation remarked that child protection offices helped with the application process to file complaints, so the child’s capacity to do so was not an issue.

Right to be heard

The Committee asked about the participation of children in civil and criminal court-proceedings. The delegation acknowledged the special and vulnerable place of children in court. The basic rule stated that children under the age of ten would be considered on the basis of their perceived maturity; all children over the age of ten would automatically be heard in legal and administrative proceedings. In criminal proceedings a social worker always attended any court hearing where a child was heard. 

Civil Rights and Freedoms

Protection from abuse and neglect

The Committee asked about opportunities to file complaints of child abuse. The delegation replied that a method was in place to alert authorities of cases of violence. The improved reporting system had allowed for more cases to be investigated. The delegation explained that the majority of cases of violence against children were reported from homes, but they were working to ensure that children in institutions had equal access to hotline numbers.

Family Environment and Alternative Care 

The family

The Committee enquired about the involvement of parents in assessing programs for their children. The delegation replied that parents had input in local textbook selection and curriculum development. This was included in national education law, which mandates that reports of general meetings between parents and principals be sent to the central authority.

The Committee asked about social assistance given to families. The delegation explained that a non-working member of the community received assistance calculated in line with the number of family members. Sums could address one-time assistance for rent, heat, etc., in addition to the 18-month provision. Families that had children with disabilities receive extra support.

Alternative care provision

The Committee asked about the de-institutionalisation process, remarking that separation from parents still existed and was problematic, as was the disproportional number of Roma children in these institutions. The delegation replied that efforts were being made to reintegrate them into mainstream schools. Only “seriously disabled” children remained institutionalised. The number of institutionalised children had been reduced from 8000 to 5000 since 2006. Monetary support given to institutions would be increased by 50% on 1 July; the sum would increase by 100% for disabled children.

Adoption

The Committee asked about the process for following the Hague Convention of Inter-country Adoption (1993) and enquired about the follow-up process on international adoptions. The Committee also asked about the selection process of, and training for, adoptive parents. The delegation responded that legislation was harmonised in 2004. The delegation explained that different registries were maintained for national and international adoptions. Three attempts were made for national adoptions of each child before listing them on the international adoption list. Only accredited organisations were allowed to organise international adoptions. If parents put their child in an institution and made no attempt to contact them within 6 months, the child may be considered available for adoption. Prospective adoptive parents were monitored for 3 months before being labelled suitable parents.

Basic Health and Welfare

Disabled children

The Committee asked why disabled children were placed in institutions and could not receive an education elsewhere. The delegation replied that this was not an official policy, but that the families could not always provide the desirable stable environment for children with disabilities. Hospital officials were often instrumental in this decision. To discourage institutionalisation, the State Party published guides to instruct hospital officials on announcing a disability to the parents and to help them prepare for life at home. A system of professional foster families was established in 2007 to create a middle ground between a child living with their biological parents and being institutionalised. . Some financial support for disabled children was provided by NGOs, but most of it came from the state. NGOs were active in training foster families.

Budget allocations for health

The Committee asked about the funds allocated to the provisions for health care for children. The delegation responded that the Health Act ensured medical coverage for all children under the age of 18. This plan extended coverage until the age of 26 for full-time university students. The plan included rehabilitation, hospital stays, and basic care. The delegation noted the existence of open offices that offered immunisations as well as five teams of mobile offices who visited underserved towns.

The Committee asked about the allocation of funds for health services. The delegation explained that the budget came from the national health insurance fund, municipalities, and the Ministry of Health. Municipalities paid primarily for local medical offices and the provision of vaccinations. The Ministry of Health focused on medication for children with rare diseases. 

General health issues

The Committee also enquired about measures taken to encourage breastfeeding. The delegation noted information programmes for practitioners that encouraged this form of nutrition.

The Committee asked if any programme was in place to combat health problems instigated by second-hand smoke. The delegation acknowledged that 68.5% of children lived in homes where second-hand smoke was present. The delegation noted the cooperation of the Health and Education Ministries on this issue and cited an anti-smoking campaign that had been in place for the previous 8 years. This campaign included efforts to reduce smoking in public areas.

Adolescent health

The Committee requested more information about reproductive health education for adolescents. The delegation noted cooperation with NGOs and UNICEF to educate adolescents about HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. Medical decisions for children aged 14-18 had to be made by both parents and the child. The doctor had to ensure that all parties were making an informed decision. The delegation explained that health education was taught in secondary schools and that the curricula were available online.

Education, Leisure and Cultural Activities Education

The Committee enquired about discrimination in the education system, specifically discrimination against children of Roma minority. The delegation cited an amendment to the national education act (is this the name of the act?) that abolished the division of schools by district. This law, the delegation explained, had previously unintentionally divided schools along racial lines. General principles of Non-discrimination were included in the job description of teachers and staff. A consultative body was established within the Ministry of Education in 2003 to further advise on this issue. The delegation also noted a free textbook distribution programme (through eighth grade), free breakfast and snack programme, and free transportation to and from school as measures to combat discrimination on economic grounds. Furthermore, a special training programme for teachers aimed at addressing the integration of Roma children into mainstream schools.

Special Protection Measures

Child trafficking

The Committee enquired about programmes to combat child trafficking and the status of victims in society. The delegation cited a 2003 law that addresses child trafficking and criminalised such activities.

Child labour

The Committee enquired about the plan to reduce child labour and about programmes for victims of such abuse. The delegation replied that children over the age of 16 were allowed to work. The same was true for 15-year-olds in certain situations. The delegation emphasised that this was only a problem in certain regions. The delegation acknowledged the lack of up-to-date data.

Street children

The Committee asked about the presence of street children and programmes meant to address them. The delegation noted that 14 NGOs licensed to give shelter and services to street children. These NGOs provided shelters, 10-day centres, and homes for temporary placement. The delegation noted that most of these children lived with their parents but spent their days on the street, marking familial problems that must be addressed.

Juvenile justice

The Committee enquired how children were prepared for potential encounters with the police. The delegation responded that schools taught children about their rights in case of detention. A specialised agency had its office outside the police station, so that children felt more comfortable speaking with them staff.

The Committee asked about the juvenile justice system and its separation of age categories. The delegation emphasised the clear distinction between the Penal law/Code (only for those children over age 14) and the sanction of education for children under 14 who committed an offence or engaged in anti-social behaviour. 

The Committee further asked about the definition of anti-social behaviour and the punishment of such behaviour. The delegation defined it as any act that was considered to be dangerous to the public or contradicted public morality or good manners. The delegation explained that children under the age of 14 were not held criminally responsible under Penal Code, so any act not in line with these standards were not called offences. Should a child engage in antisocial behaviour, they could be placed in either educational boarding schools or in social pedagogical boarding school. The maximum length of stay in these schools was three years. If the court chose not to impose educational measures to correct the behaviour, the child could also be sentenced to particular classes or told to apologise to the victim.

The Committee asked about reports of torture and/or mistreatment of children at police stations. The delegation replied that no such cases had been reported. The delegation further noted the existence of hotlines to file such complaints. In the case of such a call, special investigators were assigned to check.

Concluding Remarks

Ms. Vuckovic-Sahovic thanked the delegation for providing a clearer picture of the situation of child rights in Bulgaria and expressed her hope that the Concluding Observations could serve as a reference point to evaluate progress in multiple sectors. She also expressed her desire to see more involvement from children during the next reporting process.

Mr. Andrey Tehov thanked the Committee for their hard work and thorough questioning. He reiterated the delegation’s willingness to continue the dialogue past the publication of the Concluding Observations and noted the delegation’s eagerness in reading the recommendations. He further assured the Committee that their comments would be considered very seriously.

�	 Bulgaria reported under the OPSC and OPAC in October 2007. 
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