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I -  Introduction 

This thesis was inspired by a documentary Bulgaria‘s Abandoned Children
1
 created in 

2007 to demonstrate the unprecedented and tragic levels of neglect towards children placed in 

state-driven care institutions. Six years of empirical research on multi-level stakeholders 

allowed us to confirm the terrible damage done by inadequate institutional care and witness 

the extraordinary efforts that different stakeholders need to take in order for children to 

survive both physically and mentally once placed outside of institutional care. At the 

beginning of this research, in 2012, Bulgaria had one of the highest number of children with 

living parents abandoned in institutions in comparison to all other European Union (EU) 

members (more than 92% of the children had one or two parents still alive and in good 

health). This would probably still be the case today, if a sudden increase of national and 

international awareness of the circumstances in which abandoned children had lived and died 

in the past twenty years had not followed the documentary at the right political moment — 

January 2007, when Bulgaria was considered ready to join the European Union. It is almost 

unbelievable that more than twenty cohorts of children since 1989 have been doomed to 

minimum medical care, constant violence, hunger, and low levels of education with no social 

and political will to stop the vicious cycle and adapt the post-communist heritage of 

institutional care to the European present of the country.  

 Our questions of departure were related to three main groups of factors: first, we 

wanted to understand the evolution of institutions and the reasons behind the unbelievable 

degradation of care first showcased by the foreign media. Second, through our background in 

social policy and development we wanted to study the nature of Bulgarian social policy and 

the relationship between state, children and society in the past hundred years. Third, due to 

the relatively recent entrance of Bulgaria in the European Union (which took place in 2007, 

the same year as the projection of the movie) we could not but link the transformation of child 

protection system with the desire of the country to become member of the European Union 

                                                
1
 Bulgaria‘s Abandoned Children, documentary directed by Kate Blewett, released on Tuesday 11 December 

2007 on BBC Four Documentaries; http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcfour/documentaries/features/bulgarias-

children.shtml  

 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 10 

 

and thus follow its pre-accession conditionality. To find an answer to these questions, this 

dissertation focuses on national and local levels of social policy, but within the framework of 

the larger scale of EU decision-making and the multiple actors involved in the transformation 

of social policies in Bulgaria. As we shall demonstrate later, the institutionalization of 

children is far from being only a Bulgarian problem. Our thesis will investigate through the 

point of a variety of national and international actors why there is a continuous need for large-

scale institutions in Bulgaria and the UK and how this need compounds with the creation of 

European guidelines for deinstitutionalization (their dismantling) The present research on the 

Bulgarian child protection reform tends to enlarge the existing theoretical debates around the 

largely discussed concept of Europeanization by introducing one much less studied problem – 

the abandonment of children within the post-communist context. Due to the complexity of 

child protection policies and the lack of analysis of their impact on the definition of 

Europeanization in Central and Eastern Europe we have built the theoretical axis of the thesis 

around the intended and unintended causes of the development of EU policies over national 

social policies for children deprived of parental care. The terrain of our research is post-

communist Bulgaria and the country‘s socio-political transformations in the field of child 

protection. The investigation focuses on the Bulgarian deinstitutionalization reform and 

covers multiple levels decision makers since the 1990s, but also incorporates a comparison of 

the effects of the same reform under the EU guidance with an older Western member state - 

England. The decision to track the British perspective on the creation of community-based 

care and its implementation within the Bulgarian context allowed for a comparison with a 

clearer focus and for an insight into the EU mechanisms of management and evaluation of 

transformations of social policies within different member states.  

In order to describe the international context of the Bulgarian case, we will briefly present the 

definitions of two of our major concepts: Europeanization and deinstitutionalization. Broader 

conceptual framework will come in Chapter II.  

Europeanization - the framework of the transformation of child protection policies  

The basic premise of this thesis is that European integration affects domestic policies and 

thus the puzzle that we will solve is encrypted within the question How does Europe matter? 
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as opposed to Does Europe matter?
2

. Adopting the bottom-up perspective, this study 

challenges preset expectations for the outcome of the interaction between nation states and the 

European Union, and it focuses on the development of domestic political and social processes 

and reform implementation mechanisms in coordination with the integration procedures 

formulated by the respective European institutions. 

Despite being rarely the focus of accession discourse as are the debates on political and 

economic performance, social policy deserves an equally prominent degree of examination 

and commitment from both the EU and national organizations. Reflecting on the role of the 

state in the formation of social policy norms, this work aims to analyze the impact of the 

Europeanization process on the transformation of post-communist childcare institutions into 

community-based services. This transformation marks a shift of state policies from a public to 

an individual approach towards children‘s needs, and thus foreshadows a collision between 

the Soviet system of childcare and the liberal one. Thus, throughout this study the 

Europeanization process serves as a laboratory for the analysis of change in institutions, 

values, and norms in regard to child welfare. Acknowledging the different theoretical stages 

in the development of the reform (explained in Chapter II), we will question how the concept 

evolves in relation to child policies.  

What we are interested in analyzing in this thesis is the process through which the EU 

influences state formation, and even more so the impact of EU policies on national level 

social policy. The EU has long-lasting legal and institutional instruments to implement its 

various policies, but in relation to child protection they appear to be unclear and not 

centralized. This thesis will evaluate the extent to which there is or needs to be a shared and 

common model of child protection, and how this model could intervene with state welfare, 

national, and historical trajectories. We will not question the existence of EU mechanisms for 

policymaking, but analyze their impact on the changes in childcare in two different European 

member states – Bulgaria and the UK. Comparing two countries with different degrees of 

                                                
2
 BÖRZEL, T., RISSE, T. Conceptualizing The Domestic Impact Of Europe. In Featherstone, K., RADELLI,C., 

Politics Of Europeanization. 2003, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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liberalism and westernization helps us analyze policy implementation and policy divergences 

on different levels and shows how decision-making process is constructed, influenced, and/or 

formed after the EU accession in relation to stakeholders responsible for child protection 

policies. The Europeanization analysis is based on the theoretical basis of the term, but largely 

investigated through an empirical research on four different levels of stakeholders: 

international (European Union + international organizations), national (Bulgarian state 

government and institutions), regional (municipalities), and local (NGOs and community) 

levels.  

 

The Deinstitutionalization reform –the tool of the transformation 

The sweeping international pressure after the documentary on abandoned children was 

followed by increased measures on the behalf of the Bulgarian government to strengthen its 

Law of Child Protection (voted in 2000) and start drafting the Bulgarian vision of the 

deinstitutionalization reform. According to the European Union guidelines for 

deinstitutionalization, this reform is defined as: a process of replacement of institutional care 

with a family- and community-based alternative. It is a process of preventing institutional 

care as a whole and creating new child and family policies
3
. The scholarly debate around the 

definition and implementation of this reform considers predominantly people with disabilities 

and is centered either on individual rights or on collective well-being
4
. On the one hand, the 

literature that is focused on the needs and rights of the individual describes the 

deinstitutionalization as recognizing the variety of needs among people with learning 

difficulties, their right to individual treatment, their value as individuals, their rights as 

citizens and the importance of integration as a guiding principle in the planning of services
5
. 

On the other hand, according to theoreticians on the reasons behind a collective well-being 

the deinstitutionalization is defined as the reduction in the number of admissions to public 

                                                
3
 European Expert Group On The Transition From Institutional To Community-Based Care (Brussels, Belgium) 

Toolkit on the Use of European Funds for the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care 

http://www.deinstitutionalisationguide.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/GUIDELINES-Final-English.pdf 

4
 KELLEY J. Deinstitutionalization: The management of rights, Disability & Society, 13:3, 375-387, DOI: 

10.1080/09687599826696 , 1998 

5
 BOOTH, T., SIMONS, K., BOOTH, W. Outward Bound: relocation and community care for people with 

learning difficulties. KEYNES, M. 1990, Open University Press.  
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institutions, the development of alternative community methods of care, the return to the 

community of those individuals capable of functioning in a less restrictive environment and 

the reform of public institutions to improve the quality of care provided
6
. Following the 

European Union‘s objective, the deinstitutionalization reform that we will regard in this 

research only concerns children with disabilities and children with no disabilities deprived of 

parental care and does not deal with institutions for disabled adults. Thus, the 

deinstitutionalization we refer to combines the literature debate and deals both with changes 

in the individual rights of children and the management of the implications of the 

deinstitutionalization process over the community. 

In the introduction, we will first present the global framework into which the 

deinstitutionalization process falls, together with the main United Nations (UN) and EU child 

protection conventions related to its evolution. In this part, we will also briefly describe the 

negative impact of institutional care as exposed by scientists in the field of child development. 

Second, we will underline the angles through which we will associate the institutionalization 

and deinstitutionalization reforms in old and new members of the European Union: The UK 

and Bulgaria. The third section of this first chapter will be dedicated to a depiction of our 

leading questions, hypotheses, research methodology and structure of the thesis.  

                                                
6
 WILLER, B., INTAGLIATA, J. An overview of the policy of deinstitutionalisation, International Review of 

Research in Mental Retardation, 12, 1998, pp. 1-23.  
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Figure 1 - Conceptual mind map of the thesis (part 1) 
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A -  Global understanding of the institutionalization of children 

In 2014, the world celebrated twenty-five-year anniversary of the adoption of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. Despite the progress made since then, and the fact that 

there are more universal agreements for protection and implementation of children‘s rights, 

there is still no one universal body that defines, and is considered responsible for protecting, 

the best interests
7
 of children along with other public policies. Many welfare policies were 

said to be centered on children‘s best interests; however, in reality most of them have failed to 

promote and protect children against violence, abuse, exploitation, social exclusion or 

discrimination around the world. Recent statistics have been explicit on the fact that 

governments, international institutions, and national governmental organizations face 

challenges in defending children and assuring the monitoring, evaluation, and implementation 

of their rights
8
. Since the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, perceptions 

of what constitutes the best interest of children have varied across cultures, but even more 

distinctly across political ideologies. Despite greater international visibility of children‘s 

problems around the world through media and social networks, this division of public policies 

remains predominantly part of the national political realm and is rarely considered a priority 

in economic and political summits. However, our interviews with representatives of the 

European Commission have revealed that the recent global economic crisis (2008) might 

slowly push supra-national governance, such as the EU, to consider investment in social 

policy issues as a productive step towards greater economic development and employment 

growth. Public policy scientists reveal that the specific nature of child policies could 

transform the relationship between economic and social policy development. In that sense, 

reforms such as the deinstitutionalization, which mean to transform the relationship between 

state, society, and children under EU governance, represent a considerable importance not 

only for each individual state, but for the union as a whole.  

The irreversible harm and long-lasting damaging effects of institutional childcare as 

practiced today have been largely researched and recognized in the academic and professional 

                                                
7
 The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

8
 The Neglected Agenda: Protecting Children Without Adequate Parental CARE. Paper held at the Wilton Park 

international conference center in West Sussex, United Kingdom, from 30 November – 3 December 2009. 
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literature
9
. At stake is not only the future of millions of children doomed to a life with 

persistent physical and mental health issues, but also the economic and political growth of the 

respective nations that care for them
10

.The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNCRC) recognizes that  

The child, for the full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should 

grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding… 

[and]… the family ... should be afforded the necessary protection and assistance so that it can 

fully assume its responsibilities within the community
11

.  

Clearly referring to children in care, Article 3 of the convention states that institutions, 

services and facilities responsible for the care or protection of children shall conform to the 

standards established by competent authorities, particularly in the areas of safety, health, in 

the number and suitability of their staff, as well as competent supervision
12

.  

In addition, Article 19 of the UNCRC stipulates that while in the care of parent(s), legal 

guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child, children should be protected 

from physical and psychological abuse and neglect. The responsibility of the state to protect 

the children in situations where the parents fail to do so is also underlined in Article 20: A 

child removed or deprived from his/her family shall be entitled to special protection and 

assistance provided by the State. Nevertheless, how international statements define residential 

care and the role of the state remains controversial, and that is visible in two of the most 

prominent international declarations: The Stockholm Declaration on Children and Residential 

Care produced by delegates to the 2
nd

 International Conference on Children and Residential 

Care and the Malmö Declaration made by delegates of the 1986 International Federation of 

Educative Communities (FICE) conference. The Malmo Declaration highlights for the first 

time the importance of new models of ‗community‘ residential care without abolishing their 

usage: Care in residential settings must continue to provide a positive atmosphere and a 

                                                
9
 MYERS J E B, Child Protection in America: Past, present, and future, Oxford University Press, New York, 

2006. p. 77, ROLLINSON R, Residential Childcare in England 1948–1975. 2009, A history and report, 

commissioned by the Irish Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse. 

10
 The Neglected Agenda: Protecting children without adequate parental care. op.cit. 

11
 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

12
 Ibid. 
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comprehensible environment for those who live in them, giving them the opportunity to create 

their own network of dependable social relationships
13

. 

The Stockholm Declaration takes a more radical stand by defining all residential care as 

institutional, in contrasts to the family provision. More importantly, it highlights the necessity 

for adoption and implementation of standards of public care that will give children more 

rights for family-based support during their development: there is indisputable evidence that 

institutional care has negative consequences for both individual children and for society at 

large. These negative consequences could be prevented through the adoption of national 

strategies to support families and children, by exploring the benefits of various types of 

community-based care, by reducing the use of institutions, by setting standards for public 

care and for monitoring of the remaining institutions
14

. 

We found out that these two declarations reflect well the overall tension and political 

debate in the practice and definition of residential care. On the one hand, the Malmö 

Declaration emphasizes the importance of the existence of residential care as an option that 

has been recognized by many users of the service not as a last resort, but rather a preferred 

and positive choice when their developmental challenges indicate the need for it
15

.  On the 

other hand, the Stockholm Declaration abolishes all types of residential care. Our analysis 

proved that both declarations could be supported for different reasons, and one should not try 

to abolish neither of them, but rather adapt the recommendations to the specific country 

context. The case studies from the international comparison done by Courtney, Tolev and 

Gilligan underline that economic, political, ideological, and cultural factors have played all 

                                                
13

 Malmo Declaration, 1986 At the biannual Congress of FICE, the International Federation of Educative 

Communities, held in Malmo on August 28, 1986, the delegates drawn from 20 countries express concern for the 

plight of children and young people who are unable either temporarily or permanently to grow up at home with 

their natural parents. http://www.cyc-net.org/cyc-online/cycol-0208-malmo.html 

14
Stockholm Declaration on Children and Residential Care, 2003 
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roles in the development of residential care in addition to precipitating events such as abuse 

scandals or disease
16

.  

The UNCRC is famous for being the most rapidly ratified human rights treaty 

according to UNICEF, with the only two countries out of 193 not ratifying the agreement 

being Somalia and the US. Nevertheless, in 2010 the number of children living in large-scale 

institutions throughout the world has been conservatively estimated by the UN to exceed 8 

million
17

 (see Figure 2). Although most countries recognize placement in an institution as the 

solution of last resort after family support services and family-based care, the number of 

children in institutions is stable or even rising in several EU countries
18

. 
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Figure 2 - Estimated numbers of children in institutions in selected countries (see all sources 

in Appendix) 

This is especially true for Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, 

where the rate of children placed in institutions rose by 3% between 1989 and 2006.
19

 

Paradoxically, this is also the region where 98% of the children living in residential care 

have one or both parents alive
20

 (see Figure 2). Hence, institutional care is not only common 

for Central and Eastern Europe
21

. Children are still being institutionalized under the age of 

three all over Western and Northern Europe, despite the existence of evidence that it can 
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cause irreparable damage in infants‘ brain development
22

. Furthermore, institutional care is to 

a great extent the only solution provided for migrant, unaccompanied, and separated children, 

and still represents an important source of employment for regional social workers.
23

 

 

Figure 3 - Percentage of children in institutions with one or both parents alive, in selected 

countries (see all sources in Appendix) 

 

The constant need for institutional care as a pattern in recent years must be considered 

as an alarming fact for politicians, since there is clear evidence (from a survey of children in 

alternative care in 26 EU countries) that children who have been in care – and in particular 

in residential care settings – are more likely to end up homeless, to commit crimes, to have 

children before the age of 20 themselves and to have their own children taken into care.
24

 

Therefore, as our study shows, when preventive and adequate measures are not taken in time, 
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a large part of this population remains dependent on the social system throughout their whole 

lives and suffers severe deprivation. To depict and comprehend the difference between the 

institutional and deinstitutionalized alternatives of care, we will give a brief overview of the 

psychiatric and psychological literature on the negative impacts of institutional care and the 

challenges that both systems of care face.  

 The impact of institutional care  1) 

The purpose and impact of institutions for children depends on the specific country 

context and political regime and is not based on one universally accepted definition.  The 

common denominator is the fact that children who are placed in such institutions do not have 

parents or primary relatives who can guarantee their survival and well-being. Children‘s well-

being is not fundamentally different than human well-being, but children are much more 

dependent on nurturing and on care, whose low quality may have long-lasting damaging 

effects on their lives. Institutional care may also vary in duration of the placement, size, 

location, and thus integration in the community-based life of society. Eurochild, a network of 

organizations and individuals working in and across Europe to improve the quality of life of 

children and young people, suggests that institutions are (often large) residential settings that 

are not built around the needs of the child nor close to a family situation, and display the 

characteristics typical of institutional culture (depersonalization, rigidity of routine, social 

distance, dependence, lack of accountability, etc.
25

. There is solid evidence
26

that 

abandonment of babies leads to multiple psychological and psychosomatic deteriorations 

which will affect the rest of children‘s development, and that the institutional setting is 

harmful to the emotional, physical, intellectual, and social development of children
27

. The 

younger the abandoned baby is, the bigger the trauma will be, as demonstrated in the research 

done by Rutter
28

 and Marcovitch
29

, who confirm that infants who are institutionalized before 
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the age of six months suffer long-term development delay
30

. According to scholars who 

developed the attachment theory
31

, when children change their parental figures during the 

first year of their life, vital processes of the child's development will depend on the quality of 

human relations (between the child and the primary caregiver). Based on this theory we can 

argue that being in institutional care automatically handicaps part of child‘s other capacities: 

Without a caregiver to ‗scaffold‘ infant learning, there is no process to guide synaptic 

connections and the development of neural pathways.
32

 It is important to underline that states 

take different approaches when drafting their social policies and some countries have been 

less influenced than others by the above-presented findings. The opposite of policies focused 

on the psychosocial needs of children are strategies for child protection which underline the 

importance of the physical needs of children and the role of the state in controlling children‘s 

environment in situations where the parents cannot take care of their biological children.
33

 For 

instance, for the communist state the long-term solution for the child coming from failed 

family-based care was a hospital or a residential care institution.  

As we can see, there has been ongoing research within the literature of psychology and 

child development since the 1970s that proves that there are negative long-lasting effects on 

the physical and psychological wellbeing of children left in institutions. This thesis is in line 

with this statement and does not aim to challenge the role of parents in the development of 

children‘s lives. It pleads for greater support of the family unit and at the same time it 

acknowledges the fact that the closure of these institutions will not serve as a panacea for 

child abandonment. As we shall demonstrate later in Chapter V, there is a very little research 

on the consequences of alternative care methods, such as foster care families and family-type 

social centers and thus critically explores the switch from institutional to community based 

protection systems.  
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  The EU strategy to eradicate institutional care  2) 

 In order to answer to the growing scientific consensus for the necessary eradication of 

large-scale institutions within its territory, the European Union engaged in the formation for 

cross member states strategy to deinstitutionalize services for child care in 2012. By 

definition, deinstitutionalization is not simply the closure of residential institutions, but it also 

comprises the replacement of these institutions with community-based alternatives and other 

childcare services regulated by rights-based and outcomes-oriented standards
34

. According 

to one of the pioneers of the deinstitutionalization – Georgette Mulheir the CEO of Lumos
35

-

the term is defined as systematic, policy-driven change which results in considerably less 

reliance on residential care and an increase in services aimed at keeping children within their 

families and communities
36

. This policy-driven process has as objectives:  

 Decreasing reliance on institutional and residential care with a complementary 

increase in family- and community-based care and services;  

 Preventing separation of children from their parents by providing adequate 

support to children, families and communities;  

 Preparing the process of leaving care, ensuring social inclusion for care leavers 

and a smooth transition towards independent living.
37 

 

Since many of the countries that adapt this new type of care are either already members 

of the European Union or are currently undergoing the process of European accession, there is 

a growing need to analyze the role of the European Union in establishing effective childcare 

policies and in reorganizing the existing practices in its newest constituents. As some authors 

point out, deinstitutionalization is a lesson learnt for the EU since the enlargement of 2004, 

when ten countries, including eight from the former Eastern bloc, became member states
38

.  
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Back then, the pre-accession period for these ten countries did not include any specific 

criteria to focus governments‘ efforts on deinstitutionalization. The EU welcomed states such 

as Lithuania and the Czech Republic with more than 1,200 children per 100,000 population 

aged up to 17 in residential care
39

. Despite the fact that there is no direct correlation found 

between the number of children in institutions and the overall number of children at risk of 

poverty or social deprivation, the recent economic crisis and the general shortages of state 

budgets slowly pushed EU authorities to construct and finance common EU guidelines against 

institutionalization. In Chapter VI we will analyze in greater detail if EU policies change 

focus in relation to child protection, but what should be underlined at that stage is that the EU 

interest on that manner aroused slowly and with not enough consistency throughout the years. 

The issue remains peripheral, and there is no overall analysis of the need for a European 

strategy for child protection and its possible impact on economic factors – for that present 

moment the child issue arouses only when it turns into a problem (2014/35).  

The deinstitutionalization reform can be regarded as a hybrid between two pivotal 

moments of transformations in Eastern Europe: the fall of communist regimes and the 

integration into the European Union. The genesis of this study is grounded in the 

controversial resistance to change of large-scale institutions on the background of European 

involvement in the country‘s political and social transformations. Thus, our thesis portrays 

multiple simultaneous transformations: from communism to liberalism, from parental to 

modern welfare, from centralized to decentralized childcare provision, and their impact on the 

development of child protection policies. It demonstrates impacts on Bulgarian children when 

there is a national strategy for reform of the system of institutional care for children and, 

simultaneously, the adoption of an innovative European advocacy implemented through 

unprecedented EU funds. The central questions addressed by this analysis review the internal 

and external factors that stimulate political changes in the sphere of childcare throughout the 

Europeanization process, as well as the important preconditions for long-term solutions of the 

problem from the point of view of key players on both European and Bulgarian level. It also 

shows how a largely portrayed documentary (Bulgaria‘s Abandoned Children) instigated not 

only social, but also significant political pressure from European institutions on the Bulgarian 
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state to change its policies towards abandoned and handicapped children
40

. As a new member 

of the European Union at the time, the Bulgarian government was forced to exert considerable 

effort and take prompt steps towards full eradication of its previous childcare policies. 

Europeanization does not lead to same degree of deinstitutionalization and is not the only 

possible vector for decrease of large scale institutional care. For instance, the rate of 

children
41

 aged 0–17 in residential care per 100,000 population clearly demonstrates that in 

some EU countries, such as the Czech Republic and Latvia, the rate of children in institutional 

care respectively doubled from 682 to 1,218 children per 100,000 population aged 0–17, and 

increased six times, from 128 to 780. On the other hand, in some non-EU members, such as 

Georgia and Armenia, where EU policies are not applied, the rate has decreased significantly 

since 1989, respectively from 1,265 to 141 per 100,000 and from 343 to 268 (see Figure 4/5). 
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Figure 4 - Rate of children in residential care 1989-2000 (at the end of the year, per 100,000 

population aged 0 – 17) 
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Figure 5 - Rate of children in residential care 2001-2014 (at the end of the year, per 100,000 

population aged 0 – 17)  
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By presenting the historical context of childcare development in Bulgaria, this 

dissertation probes whether, at the moment of EU accession and voluntary adoption of the 

Acquis Communautaire, the Bulgarian state – both through institutional and social prisms – 

was influenced by pre-existing interest groups and long-term historical arrangements. The 

nature of this influence and the extent to which it was constrained or fortified by them will be 

examined through our analysis. In order to comply with EU conditions, Bulgaria was pushed 

towards decentralization of power and modifications in its provision of social services. Most 

of the newly adopted child-welfare practices diverged fully from those in place during 

communism. This change in political direction represents a precondition for the 

reconstruction of power relations between local actors and the new international groups based 

in Bulgaria. Hence, such a dynamic will serve us as a platform for some of our main questions 

related to the role of stakeholders and the impact of international actors in the transformation 

of child care at a moment of political transitions.  

B -  Bulgaria as a social experimentation field  

As a post-communist state and a European Union member since 2007, Bulgaria 

represents an interesting laboratory for analysis of the political and social transformations in 

question and serves as a pertinent platform for comparing the local political and social 

dynamics with those in Western Europe, because it embodies the clash between the two 

ideologies on a current issue of child abandonment. In addition, Bulgaria is currently 

undergoing a series of fundamental social policy transformations that demonstrate a genuine 

political will to prioritize the individual needs of abandoned children and to break away from 

the post-socialist inertia of institutional care. This coalescence of historical circumstances 

further supports the choice of the country as a case study for this thesis. For Bulgarian 

stakeholders, it is also a pivotal opportunity to defy the passivity of the old status quo and 

contribute to the evolution of European liberal standards for child protection. A reform that 

aims to drastically transform Bulgarian social policies of child protection through 

deinstitutionalization of state care for children while implying European conditionality 

provides grounds for unique academic reflection. While Bulgaria‘s long and painful transition 

to capitalism took place in conjunction with two preeminent world powers – the Bretton 

Woods organizations
42

 and the European Union – the effect of the preceding socialist 
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ideologies on the policies in the region continued to cast a shadow over the growing 

Bulgarian liberal state. Thus, as global neo-liberalism and the European Union urged for 

complete reconstruction of the political, economic, and cultural identities of the country, 

social policy regulation became one of the points of controversy for local political agents and 

the Western powers. This research examines the issues at the center of the associated 

discourse. Deinstitutionalization reform in Bulgaria represents the controversial alternative 

rooted in Western liberal thinking about childcare institutions. 

 Bulgaria – first country to put in practice the reform 1) 

Bulgaria is the first European country that aims to close all of its child institutions and 

replace them with community-based services. Bulgaria is also the country where after the 

collapse of communism the number of children in institutions increased, as shown in the first 

Social Assessment of Childcare in Bulgaria
43

, the rate of children (per 100,000) raised from 

1,281 to 1,520 in the year1996
44

 (see Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6 - Rate of children in residential care in Bulgaria (at the end of the year, per 100,000 

population aged 0–17) 

 

                                                
43 BANOVA, V., HARIZANOVA, M., BOGDANOV, G. Social Assessment of Childcare in Bulgaria, 2000, 

New York, NY: UNDP and Washington, DC: World Bank, Executive summary.  
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As shown in Figure 6, those are the highest values among all former Soviet and Eastern 

European countries. In the light of these alarming data as well as the international disclosure 

of the harsh reality in institutions for disabled and abandoned children people led to the 

alliance of Bulgarian NGO‘s and international organizations such as UNICEF
45

 to work on 

the immediate closure of the homes. As a result of their extensive qualitative and quantitative 

research, the deinstitutionalization reform in Bulgaria became one of the first collaborative 

financial and political reforms involving the World Bank, the EU, and non-governmental 

Bulgarian and international organizations. A major political event
46

 gathering Bulgarian state 

authorities, NGOs and representatives of the European Commission which took place in 2009 

in Bansko, Bulgaria (three years before the EU guidelines were drafted) presented the 

Bulgarian official political strategy to deinstitutionalize and showed that EU policy should be 

changed and both European and Bulgarian NGO‘s categorically opposed continuation of the 

policy for investments in old institutional forms
47

. As a proof of this strong joint advocacy 

from non-governmental organizations at the European level, the deinstitutionalization reform 

in Bulgaria became the first European initiative that managed to plan, activate, and launch 

five different projects worth 107 million euros. In that sense, the case of Bulgaria also 

illustrates how a new and relatively less powerful member state can initiate greater changes 

on European level and acquire unprecedented European funding for its national social policy 

objectives. The implications of this massive European action plan are still largely unknown 

and very little evaluated with the perspective of time and this thesis questions the extent to 

which this move from universal to individual care was adapted to Bulgaria‘s specific cultural 

and social traits.  

Defined by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy as the closure of all childcare 

institutions and their replacement with the development of community-based social services 

and is identified as a government priority
48

, this reform embodies a reconstruction of the legal 

and financial framework of social services and the establishment of a public-private 
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partnership through the greater participation of the non-governmental sector and the 

beneficiaries of services (described in Chapter VII). Furthermore, it anticipates the adoption 

of Western models of alternative care (such as foster care, community-based centers, etc.) that 

provide abandoned children with an opportunity to reintegrate in the family environment. 

These transformations stipulate a fundamental change in the position of the child, from a 

mean of state policies to an independent agent with a legitimate right to individual (political 

and social) treatment. The analysis of deinstitutionalization reform aims to critically present 

the impact of European standards on national norms, so that both sides can acknowledge and 

rectify the problem areas of this interaction in relation to social policy. 

As of the present moment, Bulgaria, has already passed the era of Mogilino (the first 

closed institution for disabled children portrayed by BBC) and the devastating conditions of 

state home institutions that were projected by the world media in 2007. In the last ten years, 

the Bulgarian state has been undergoing a long and complicated transition from institutional 

to community care. A reform very often summarized behind comfortable numbers declaring 

the number of institutions closed and the number of children transferred into community-

based care.  The end of the reform is set for 2025. Until the middle of 2015, there were still 38 

homes for children deprived of parental care with 901 children, 11 institutions for children 

with mental disabilities with 75 children, and 27 socio-medical institutions with 848 

children
49

. At the beginning of 2015, the very last institution for children with physical 

disabilities in Lucovit was closed. Behind these statistics and political strategies, children‘s 

lives have been put at stake with only four exits strategies: being sent back to their biological 

families, being transferred to relatives, being put up for adoption or being transferred to the 

so-called family-type centers. Weather the alternatives function as expected and what types of 

risks they hide will be exposed in detail throughout Chapter VII.  

a)  Who will be deinstitutionalized?  

For the purpose of this thesis, we will follow the deinstitutionalization of children 

(below the age of 18) who are orphans, abandoned and/or in need of protection from their 

families, and thus for whom the state needs to provide long-term care and protection 

(including housing, education, medical support, and social inclusion). Since the ongoing 
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deinstitutionalization reform does not include institutionalized adults, or children in corrective 

institutions, we will also limit the scope of the research with no consideration of these groups. 

The period that we will focus on is the accession to the EU and onwards, from the 1990s to 

2015. The timing provided an opportunity to discuss and evaluate with our interviewees the 

influence of the EU prior to accession and to consider it immediate effects on Bulgarian child 

protection politics. The Bulgarian case is relevant in order to:  

 Validate the bottom-up approach in a regional setting; 

 Link the implication of Europeanization to path dependency; 

 Contribute to understanding of Europeanization as a process leading to the emergence 

of regional level processes in a multi-level perspective and demonstrate a policy 

transition from communism to liberalism.  

C -  The comparison Bulgaria and the UK   

This PhD thesis offers to compare the Europeanization of child policies for children 

deprived of parental care in Bulgaria and UK. Based on the premise that child protection 

policies are strongly embedded within national politics and culture and are organized along 

very different institutional models, the aim is to understand how the European dimension of 

child policies will affect the construction of social policies within the new member states of 

the union. The comparison between child protection care in Bulgaria and UK is justified on 

the one hand by the fact that each country represented the two main types of care – 

institutional and community based care respectively, and on the other hand by contrasting one 

old liberal member state the UK and one of the latest member of the Union and its 

communistic path dependency Bulgaria. In both cases, child protection used to be considered 

a highly sacred, private realm that is supported, subsidized, and monitored by the welfare 

state. Our research started with the assumption that Bulgaria is far behind the UK in terms of 

awareness and policy solutions to ensure protection of children deprived of parental care. 

Throughout our empirical research, however, we identified that despite the overall assumption 

that Bulgaria needs to learn from the UK and follow its policies as an example, the success of 

the British child care is far from being unchallenged. Analyzing the implication of the British 

know-how into the Bulgarian pre-existing politics of protection led to the questioning of the 

sustainability of the neo-liberal solutions in regard to child welfare. With this comparison we 

will test the extent to which child protection reforms are one of these areas where the impact 
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of the accession shakes not only domestic institutions, but also social-family norms. In 

addition we also question the possibility of change of Europeanization dynamics, from once 

preaching deinstitutionalization to once that lead to re-institutionalization. It also helps us 

question the extent to which identical policy solutions guided by the European Commission 

can be applied in two historically different social realities and historically different welfare 

heritages. In addition, it will put into question the extent to which the EU can monitor its 

member states and prevent the copying and pasting of models, which have already indicated 

drawbacks. 

The field work in the UK was very targeted in the period after 1970‘s with less people 

interviewed over a short period of time including official reviewers of the British system of 

child protection, representatives of children trusts for abandon children, chief executives of 

non-governmental organizations that finance projects of deinstitutionalization worldwide, 

women/mothers whose children were taken away from by state authorities and put in 

institutional care, and social workers. The structure of the semi-directive interviews was the 

same as with Bulgarian actors and will be presented later in the methodology.  

D -  Main questions 

The questions that will guide this study concern the role of the European Union in the 

transformation of social policies for children deprived of parental care in Bulgaria between 

1989 and 2015. What determines the distribution of power among the main actors on national 

and international levels? What is the implication of the deinstitutionalization reform for the 

European Union‘s role in member states social policies? 

Acknowledging the fact that in strict sense of the term hypotheses are normally tested 

to give yes-or-no result, we have three main assumptions on which our PhD journey is built 

around:  

Hypothesis 1: Changes in child protection policies are driven within the nation state, because 

there are no centralized EU childcare policies, and/or such policies existed even before the 

creation of the EU strategy for deinstitutionalization. We will expect the results of this 

analysis to prove that European liberal childcare principles that were implied after the 

collapse of communism in Bulgaria have been overshadowed by the dependence of local 

agents and on pro-communist child protection ideologies.  
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Hypothesis 2: Child protection policies are formed also by external factors from the on the 

one hand through the Europeanization ideological influence, and on the other hand by foreign 

influences coming from international non-governmental organizations, older EU member 

states and religious organizations. We will question whether there is any limited 

Europeanization of the childcare system in Bulgaria assuming that traditional liberal welfare 

models for social provision are challenged by the unclear guidance of the European Union for 

convergence of living standards and wellbeing of children living within the Union (visible in 

both the UK and Bulgaria).  

Hypothesis 3: We posit that the specific nature of social policies requires further evaluation of 

the Europeanization concept therefore the upheaval of a new Europeanization dynamic within 

the social realm of EU public policy. 

This thesis will question the transition from a communist to a liberal child protection 

system and analyze the efficiency of a more participative system of childcare in contrast to a 

fully controlling state-centered system of child policies. Deinstitutionalization reform for 

children around the EU since 1989 has been considered the dominant common model of child 

protection that all new member states were conditioned to implement in their national 

legislative and administrative doctrines. Our analysis will question the extent to which 

deinstitutionalization was the only possible solution for individual states, and how the 

liberalization of child-centered policies impacted family-centered public policies. We are not 

going to question the comprehensive research done on the negative impact of institutional 

care over children, but the efficiency of the reform and its potential flaws in comparison to the 

old system of child protection that existed during communism. This research studies the 

process of construction and implementation of child protection for children deprived of 

parental acre within EU member states (the UK and Bulgaria). By analyzing the mechanisms 

through which the European Commission guarantees successful implementation and 

efficiency of its soft law policies to make them largely accepted throughout the Union, our 

research seeks to comprehend the relationship between a shared model of child protection 

within the EU and member states national and historical paths.  

We acknowledge that there is a public the silence around the challenges related to the 

construction of the EU child protection model and foreshadow the upcoming urgent necessity 

for construction and provision of such a model and therefore the upheaval of a new 
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Europeanization dynamic within the social realm of EU public policy. Through our 

comparison, we will follow the impact on the exchange of soft law policies among liberal 

democracies and determine which are the institutions necessary for the implementation of the 

EU child care policy (see Appendix 1 for visualization of the conceptual mind map in A4 

format).  

 Corpus and Research Methodology  1) 

In order to research on various aspects of the effect of the European Union on the 

development of community-based services for disadvantaged children placed in large-scale 

state-run institutions in Bulgaria, we consulted a range of academic works which investigate 

in detail and from various perspectives the process of Europeanization. The academics most 

frequently referred to in this analysis are Featherstone and Radaelli 
50

, who in their work 

Politics of the Europeanization develop the conceptual framework of the subject by 

investigating not only how European politics is created, but also its specific impact on 

domestic politics. In the same book, Borzel and Risse
51

 further synthesize the goodness of fit 

as a factor that would determine the degree of pressure towards national actors; this subject is 

also analyzed by Risse, Cowels and Caporaso
52

 and Lenschow
53

, who focus on the nature of 

Europeanization and domestic change. Accession dynamics (EU regulation) and their impact 

on candidate countries and institutions were further investigated through the findings of 

Schimmelfening and Sedelmier
54

,who together with Palier and Surel
55

 bridge Europeanization 

with the theory of comparative policy; Bafoil and Beichelt
56

 with the different models bearing 
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different meanings of the Europeanization; and Bafoil
57

 with his focus on transfer of 

institutions in Eastern Europe since 1989, comparing the Europeanization processes in Central 

and Western Europe. Europeanization was analyzed in different spheres, such as labour 

(Meardi, Delteil and Kirov.) In order to analyze the measures used in governance, 

implementation and evaluation of the deinstitutionalization reform we will look at the 

literature on public policy instruments (Lascoumes and Le Galès). The analysis of the 

conflicts and compromises between key stakeholders and their institutionally formatted key 

interests inherited from the past and formulated through cognitive normative and rhetoric 

frameworks will be designed following Bruno Pallier and Yves Surel‘s ―3i‖ approach. 

Through analysis of the ideas, instruments and institutions of both external and internal 

stakeholders, we will demonstrate the conflicts between their representation and their 

institutionally formatted key interests inherited from the past and formulated through 

cognitive normative and rhetoric frameworks. As mentioned earlier, the negative effect large-

scale institutions on child development will be regarded through a brief overview of major 

psychiatric and psychological works of the issue
58

. In addition, historical development of 

institutional care in Bulgaria referred also to analyses by Bulgarian scholars such as 

Kriviradeva, Balutzova, Bogdanova and others, who investigated different aspects of the issue 

in Bulgaria. 

As primary sources, we used data from official policy reports and analyses of the 

Bulgarian government, including documents from the State Agency for Child Protection 

(SACP) and the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP), together with the Ministry of 

Education and the Ministry of Health. Legal definitions and state positions were largely taken 

from the National Strategy Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion (NSRSPSI) 

2008-2010 and The National Strategy for the Child 2008-2018. International policy reports 

relevant to our study include those of the European Commission (Child Poverty and 

Wellbeing in the EU; European Coalition for Community Living, March 2010) and of 

UNICEF‘s research center Innocenti. Policy papers of non-governmental organizations active 

in the field were also considered (e.g. Save the Children, Every Child, Social Activity and 
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Practices Institute (SAPI), National Network for Children, etc.). We also consulted UNICEF‘s 

database for various statistics on children in Bulgaria, as well as its specific programs in 

support of the deinstitutionalization, such as Family for Every Child, which aims to develop 

new social and health services and measures to supplement the ones currently running in the 

region. Where Bulgaria stands in human rights violation and UN convention implementation 

is analyzed through reports by the representative of the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, 

responsible for the Activities in Protection of the Rights of Children in Institutions Legal 

Studies for the Fundamental Rights Agency.  

The methodological approach of this research combines a qualitative analysis 

constructed on the basis of sets of semi-structured interviews conducted with fifty players that 

represent three different categories of actors and observers on supranational (EU), national 

(UK/BG), and local (NGOs, municipalities, social agents) levels involved in the process of 

deinstitutionalization in Bulgaria and the UK, together with quantitative data based on 

governmental statistics (detailed explanation of the categorization of actors is available in 

Figure 7.). It should be noted that our attempt to provide descriptive statistics for the number 

of children in institutions revealed some discrepancies in the data due to the lack of individual 

assessment of the children until 2010. After the Vision for deinstitutionalization was drafted, 

statistics for institutionalized children in Bulgaria could be found on the websites
59

 of 

Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP) and its Agency for Social Assistance, as well as 

the State Agency for Child Protection (SACP) together with the National Statistical Institute 

(NSI). Furthermore, we referred to statistics at the European level that enable comparison 

between countries and regions were provided by the Eurostat
60

and reports of international 

organizations such as UNICEFF, the World Bank, Euro Child and others. Paradoxically, we 

found out that the government of Bulgaria does not have reliable statistics to back up its 

policies and each of these institutions presents different data. As a consequence, there is a 

considerable discrepancy in the data provided by both national and international organizations 

which in turn does not allow independent researchers to monitor and evaluate the 
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effectiveness and efficiency of these policies with consistent methodologies
61

. Hence, we 

identified discrepancy between state statistics showing the total number of the children in 

institutions in contrast to the numbers of beds available. In many official reports the 

differentiation is not visible. Primary data is only available upon request under the Access to 

Public Information Act, which required individual written demand to each institution 

distinctly at least month in advance.   

Statistics on the number of children during communism were very difficult to detect 

due to the limited amount of written reports between 1945 and 1980s and the politics of the 

regime to not publish data related to mothers in prostitution, children born outside of 

marriage, or teenage mothers. To retrieve the documents necessary for our historical analysis, 

we went to the National Archives of Bulgaria and locally consulted the documentation. The 

majority of documents related to the everyday life of the institution as well as financial details 

were predominantly written by hand in Bulgarian language.  

 Course and specificities of the qualitative analysis 2) 

This research was guided through sets of semi-structured interviews — one of the most 

common types of interviews in political science — according to a previously prepared 

interview guide (see Appendix). Contrary to the technique of non-directive interviews, where 

one applies only one direct question at the beginning of the conversation, this technique 

encourages the researcher to accompany the reflection of the interviewees and stimulate 

thoughtful responses
62

. 

The interview guide, or question grid, corresponds to specific groups of questions that 

are of interest to the objectives and hypotheses of the research
63

. In order to construct our 

guide properly, we spent a month in the field doing direct observation of the institutions. This 

approach helped us perceive the multiple facets of the context and clearly identify the main 

problems. Since there is an open conflict between representatives of the government and 

members of the civil sector, and almost no negative public opinion against people from the 
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academic community, our role of a PhD student and interest in the project was perceived, to a 

great extent, positively. Being part of an academic institution outside of Bulgaria helped us 

gain distance from the interviewees and remain critical in the analysis. Following Beaud and 

Weber‘s recommendations, we tried to stay engaged during the interview and detached during 

the analysis
64

. Our role as a mediator between various agents of the reform, as well as our 

desire to raise awareness of the obstacles to the reform in child protection contributed 

significantly to the cooperative spirit of the interviewees. 

Since the subject of this thesis is the creation of community-based services, it was of 

extreme importance to us to visit and observe childcare institutions. Before the interviews, we 

had to obtain written permission from the directors and always be accompanied by one of the 

social workers employed by the respective institution. In order to preserve their privacy, the 

conversations inside the orphanages were not recorded. Although such restricted access 

influenced the interviews to a certain extent, this field experience helped us gain personal 

impressions of the institutions from inside and grasp the point of view of those whose 

interests needed to be protected through the reform. In total, we got access to five institutions 

– Dom Maika i Dete in Sofia,  Kniaginia Nadegda
65

 in Varna, Complex Olga Scobelev in 

Plovdiv, and Centre for Babies in Sofia (see Figure 7). 

All interviews were face-to-face and were conducted in four major Bulgarian cities: 

Sofia, Varna, Ruse and Plovdiv. The cities were chosen as representative points for the 

development of the deinstitutionalization reform – Sofia as the capital city; Ruse as the 

municipality city of Mogilino village, where after a big media scandal one of the most 

degraded social care homes for neglected children in the country was closed; Varna as 

representative for a problematic region with delay in the reform process
66

 where Lumos
67

 — a 

UK non-profit organization working with children — launched a pilot project for 

deinstitutionalization; and Plovdiv, where the first alternative center for complex care was 
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established. Although these four cities were identified as major points of interest prior to the 

interviews, we remained open and willing to travel anywhere convenient for our interviewees. 

In other words, our choice was guided by the personal preference of the interviewee and his or 

her role in the process, and not by where they were employed. 
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Figure 7 - Interview map of Bulgarian state driven institutions and community centers  
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In the UK, the time frame for research and the volume of actors interviewed was more 

limited, but followed the same methodological structure of semi-structured interviews and a 

previously written interview guide (see Appendix). During a two-week stay, we managed to 

meet with some of the major drivers of deinstitutionalization reform based in London and 

most of them have an established role in the development of the Bulgarian transition to 

community-based care.  

Since we are analyzing the impact of EU actors over the implementation of 

deinstitutionalization reform, we found it important to include the points of view of EU agents 

whose work might have an impact on the decision-making process. These interviews took 

place in the European Commission in Brussels and within the Official Representations of the 

EU in Bulgaria and France, including EU agents of different nationalities and in different 

directorates-general (for instance the DG Justice, DG Employment, Social Affairs, and 

Inclusion) all directly involved in child protection issues. In addition, we interviewed one of 

the leading international NGOs dealing with child protection based in Brussels — Euro Child. 

With some of our interlocutors from the European administration we remained in contact, and 

after the interview they were regularly consulted on different ongoing issues (a detailed list of 

all fifty actors is presented in Appendix 2). Press articles in both English and French were 

also largely used as a source of information and analysis. In addition, the interviewees 

transmitted to the author some resources and documents they had found useful for the 

purposes of the research. 

a)  Categorization of actors in Bulgaria 

Initially, we found it extremely difficult to categorize and divide the actors into 

separate groups, because of their ambiguously defined goals and unsynchronized priorities 

and actions. Ironically, this lack of coordination among child protection agents turns out to be 

one of the leading findings of our research. Once the interviews were conducted, it became 

clear that the most adequate way to split the actors for the analysis would be according to 

their role and impact on reform in the past ten years. This categorization led to the distinction 

of three major groups of actors: first, those on the national level (the Bulgarian government, 

ministries, state agencies); second, actors present on the local level (municipalities, Bulgarian 
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NGOs, staff of the childcare institutions, foster care families); and third, representatives of the 

international level (EU agencies, UN agencies, international NGOs). Through the prism of 

those groups, we aim to cover the whole spectrum of perspectives in relation to the change of 

focus and development of childcare services in Bulgaria within the European framework after 

1989. In Figure 8 we depicted the main actors whose actions had a direct impact on the 

development of the deinstitutionalization reform in Bulgaria and described some of their main 

responsibilities. 
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Figure 8 - Schematic categorization of the actors  
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The snowball sampling (or chain-referral sampling) method was used in order to 

capture and include other activists who were relevant to the study from the point of view of 

the political actors themselves
68

. Since the thesis focuses on the analysis of collective action 

in Bulgaria and the development of children‘s rights since 1989, it includes historical 

information from both before and after the start of the accession period. The research was 

conducted with an active group of players, analyzing the present situation of the reform and 

contextualized in the specific historical backdrop of the country after the fall of communism. 

Aiming at a precise reconstruction of different approaches and power relations, we reached 

out to various actors in diverse environments and power-relation settings.  

 
Figure 9 - Interview scheme  

 

With some of the interviewees we met twice, and/or followed up over the phone or 

through the exchange of emails. For those who were not available at the time of the fieldwork, 

we arranged a phone call or reached out via email. The method chosen for the interviews was 

a semi-structured interview guide with a predefined set of questions that would be adapted 

according to the category of interlocutors (see Appendix 3). The choice of a comparative 

method requires rigor not only in the construction of comparable case studies, but also in the 

empirical work. It means that the same analysis grid will be applied on the same type of 

fieldwork to gather the same type of data
69

. This requirement was fully respected with the 

preparation of identical survey guides for all regions. The number and character of questions 

was slightly modified depending on whether the person interviewed came from the public or 

private sector and on the character of his or her activity. In the Appendix 2 we put a list of 
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interviews where every interview corresponds to a specific code. The code will be used 

throughout the thesis to link the quotations with the specific interviewee
70

. 

The analysis of the interviews represents the basis of the present thesis, providing 

insight not only into the facts (concrete action plans and strategies), but also into the 

stakeholders‘ perception and understanding of problems, solution and challenges for them and 

the role of the European Union. The time framework of the thesis covers the period between 

2012-2016, but the actual field work took place throughout 2014 and 2015 and was then 

completed with updates in 2016 and 2017.  

Furthermore, the author participated in multiple conferences organized by the 

government and the state agency of child protection, which gathered major stakeholders, and 

local and international reform actors. 

  Structure of the Thesis  3) 

Our work builds upon the research done on the impact of Europeanization, in post-

communist Bulgaria and contributes with analysis of transformations of child welfare under 

the European Union. The empirical part of the research allowed us to explore the outcome of 

Europeanization as a process that is challenged and restrained by other unexpected external 

and internal factors. We perceived that deinstitutionalization reform triggered by the 

European accession disclosed the Europeanization process not as a simple copy-and-paste 

policy transfer from a supranational institution to a nation state, but as an active mutual 

interaction where international practices have been modified at the national level following 

the preexisting social and political norms. Understanding the process in such a manner helped 

us identify four main factors that influence the development of the Europeanization process in 

Bulgaria, which will be developed and tested in this analysis. First, we will look at the 

importance of history in the formation of current policies of the region and at how that affects 

successful implementation of different European practices of child protection after the fall of 

communism. Secondly, we will stress the general weakening of the state in 1989 and lack of 

local actors who would adapt and materialize European practices after the fall of the regime. 

This negative precondition will be strengthened by the lack of clear vision from the EU for 

the European Social Model and cohesion of child protection policies. The results of the 
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collision between previously established institutional mechanisms of child support and the 

mechanisms through which Acquis Communautaire norms were adopted are important 

challenges to explore. 

In the Chapter III and Chapter IV we endeavor to determine why and how history 

matters in the formation of the Bulgarian post-communist child welfare. Both chapters 

represent a historical view of the last hundred years of Bulgarian history with a dominant 

focus on the impact of state policies on child protection. Looking at the political transitions 

over hundred year‘s period also helps us to position Bulgaria within the larger historical 

transformations of the continent. The analysis of both chapters is based on the 3I framework 

and seeks to describe the structure of state institutions throughout each period, the difference 

in the programs of child protection and the dynamics among the actors involved in the 

establishment of a system of child protection. The assumption behind the analysis of historical 

events is based on the reasoning that history matters when child policies pass over such deep 

transformations we need to look at the way policies of child protection changed over time. 

 In Chapter III, Bulgarian Social Policy between the different political regimes (1919-

1989), we will follow how child protection policies emerged in Bulgaria after its liberation 

from Ottoman slavery (1878-1944) and their transformation within the communist period 

(1944-1989). Child protection policies were central for the communist regime and their 

investigation is crucial for the understanding of the logic behind the massive construction of 

institutions for abandoned children and the reasons behind their continued existence twenty 

years after the fall of the Berlin Wall. In addition, we will demonstrate the way children were 

classified, describe the mechanisms through which the state provided protection, and discuss 

the role of the society.  

In Chapter IV, The Arduous Transition (1989-2010), we put forward the context of 

European conditionality in the late 1990s and the impact of the Bulgarian transition process 

on the development of child protection policies.  The framework of the transition period of 

Bulgaria includes the events between 1989 - the resignation of Todor Zhivkov and the 

collapse of the communist state followed by the 1
st
 democratic elections in 1990 and the start 

of  the negotiations for accession into the EU - 10
th

 of December 1999. With this chapter we 

aim to underline the importance of the transition context for the construction and 

implementation of child welfare reforms today. In the first part, we analyze the last years of 
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Zhivkov‘s governance and the eminent impact of the fall of the regime on the economic and 

political development of the country. In the second we will show the relationship between the 

on-going economic and political instability of the country and the increase of children in 

institutional care in the 1990‘s. In addition, we explain what are the cases which eventually 

led to the legal implementation of the deinstitutionalization reform under the framework of 

strong European accession.  

In the first part of Chapter V we continue the historical overview of Bulgarian Social 

Policy by showing the different legal and procedural stages of the deinstitutionalization 

reform. Starting with the and formation of the new legislation for child protection the 

Bulgarian state proved its determination to follow the European requirements and move from 

institutional to community based care in the 2000‘s. Throughout the second stage of the 

deinstitutionalization reform, the state gradually started to reform the old institutions and the 

new legislation for decentralization was necessary step towards better living standards of 

children deprived of parental care. However, with the support of concrete case studies across 

the country we will show what are the challenges in front of the establishment of 

decentralized cervices and in what conditions the government votes the National Vision for 

Deinstitutionalization. Our empirical work with municipalities will be used for the analysis of 

the implementation of the Vision in order to describe to what extent there are regional 

differences of community based services among small and big municipalities and how do they 

coordinate their new responsibilities with NGO‘s and the directors of institutions.   

Chapter VI, The Interaction between EU Liberal Norms for child protection and 

member states, is dedicated to show the most prominent European guidelines related to child 

protection policies and the deinstitutionalization process and analyzing some the major EU 

instruments of policy making such as EU Structural Funds.  In addition to the legislative 

mechanisms, we will use our empirical analysis next to EU agents to demonstrate how EU 

representations among member states fit into the formation and implementation of child 

protection policies. The second part of the chapter will provide examples of the limits of an 

uncontrolled decentralization of responsibilities through analysis of one of the oldest EU 

member states, the UK.  We will study the UK‘s know-how in terms of child institutions and 

how new member states such as Bulgaria interpret and implement it in different political and 

institutional contexts under the European Union.  The transformation of child policies will be 

regarded as a major social and political transformation, which induces a power struggle on 
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different levels. What is the impact of EU regulations on child protection, and how did they 

affect the condition and status of abandoned children in the UK and Bulgaria? Can we 

estimate that the greater role of the European Union in the politics of child abandonment 

would give greater preconditions for transfer of successful child protection policies across 

member states? These are the central questions that we try to answer within this chapter.   

Chapter VII will describe the successful adoption of the EU Acquis through a crucial 

shift in the country‘s national policies in terms of child protection. By depicting the 

governance of the reform, we will expose the in-depth empirical analysis among the major 

stakeholders involved in the deinstitutionalization reform on the national/ governmental, the 

regional/local, the non-governmental, and the institutional staff (all fifty actors interviewed 

personally through semi-structured interviews between 2013 and2015). Our aim is to 

investigate this colorful mix of efforts and strong determination of the newly established or 

internationally implemented non-governmental organizations, legal reforms, and political will 

to deinstitutionalize the country‘s orphanages. The analysis of the chosen actors is based on 

the implementation of the 3i approach, and therefore we compare the actors through the prism 

of their representation, interests, and conflicts while applying the reform in practice.  

The final chapter VIII of the thesis The UK know-how and its Implementation in 

Bulgaria serves to draw essential conclusions from the analysis of the impact of the European 

Union over the transformation of child protection policies discovered through our study. The 

particularities of the liberal state in the implication of child policies will be used to investigate 

how the UK as one of the most active in the creation of EU decentralized norms of child 

protection neo-liberal state, serves as an example and policy model in post-communist 

Bulgaria
71

. By analyzing the impact of the deinstitutionalization reform in two different 

welfare systems- one post-soviet state that passed from centralized to market based economy 

Bulgaria and the UK being the liberal models of statehood we endeavor to understand to what 

extent the reform depends on the system that is implemented into.  In the Appendix, we 

describe in more detail those elements of our research that could not be presented in the main 

body of the thesis. 
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Figure 10 - Structure of the thesis 
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II -  Theoretical Framework: Analysing the Points of 

Transformation  

To answer one of the main questions of this PhD and understand how the products of 

the Europeanization process coalesce through the deinstitutionalization reform in former 

communist states and transform child protection policies, we will position our theoretical 

framework within the rich academic framework of the Europeanization studies. With this 

analysis we aim to contribute to the ongoing theoretical debates through a special focus on the 

impact of Europeanization on the transformation of pre-existing social policies related to child 

protection. Through our case study we question the extent to which the advance of economic 

integration has greatly reduced the capacity of member States to influence the course of their 

own economies and realize self-defines socio-political goals
72

. This study will not embody 

earlier approaches of the concepts presenting the limits of the top-down schemes and will fall 

among the merging consensus that the domestic impact of Europeanization is differential
73

. 

Hence, the issue is no longer whether Europe changed child protection policies in Bulgaria, 

but rather in what direction according to the national interests of the country. In this section, 

we proceed by presenting the evolution of the concept of Europeanization increasingly 

engraved into the literature on European Union policy-making. Acknowledging the different 

theoretical stages in the development of the reform, we differentiate on the one hand the 

Europeanization 1.0 as it was at the formation of the European Union, and on the other hand 

the Europeanization 2.0. as it evolves after the last accession period.  

To complete the framework, we will combine the Europeanization literature with 

analysis of public policy instruments and their particularity in the transformation of public 

policies for children. Adopting Lascoumes‘ analysis, we will endeavor to understand what are 

the necessary preconditions for creation of successful public policy tools that would grasp not 

only the institutional, but also the value barriers in the transformation of social policy. This 

leads us to the introduction of Palier and Surel‘s 3i approach, which served as a basis for 

investigation of conflicts and power struggle among external and internal stakeholders. The 

analysis of new-institutionalism as part of the 3i theory will serve as a tool to comprehend the 
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transformation of child institutions throughout the deinstitutionalization reform. Finally, the 

concept of path dependency appeared relevant to understanding the strong resistance of actors 

to convergence in public policies in Bulgaria especially in relation to social policy.  

 In addition to that, we will define the international comparisons on residential care and 

analyze a variety of concerns expressed internationally about the effectiveness of residential 

care compared to alternative services. The international examination of the institutional 

phenomenon has been marked by vagueness in policy debates about the role and functions of 

state and non-state actors in the variety of child welfare services. However, internationally 

there is a visible focus on the importance of the family and family-based care settings 

contrasted with the ‗institutional‘ nature of residential care
74

.  

A -  What is Europeanization? Who is Europeanized? 

Europeanization has been a widely discussed concept among Westerns scholars since 

the early 1990s, but the current multi-layered definitions are still largely contested
75

. The 

emergence of a theoretical debate around the role of the EU in policies, politics and polity in 

the member states (around that period) was further invigorated by the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the shift of global powers and political and social ideologies. As some scholars 

point out, the fact that there are different definitions of the concept could be taken as a symbol 

of a vibrant theoretical debate. However, the potential risks behind such multiple approaches 

towards a single concept could refer to (a) concept misformation, (b) conceptual stretching, 

(c) degreeism
76

. Imprinted already in the linguistic meaning of the term, the combination of 

the core term ‗Europe‘ with the suffix ‗-ization' stands for a process of something becoming 

European
77

. However, the non-identified ‗something‘ that may be Europeanized leaves it to 

the authors to debate the meaning, the scope, and the mechanisms through which it will 
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become European. In addition, how one defines ‗European‘ and to which Europe (the East or 

the West/ the poor or the rich) we refer to also create a possible conflict concerning the 

definition of the Europeanization process. The historical evolution of the notion shows that 

the first Europeanization studies were formulated with a focus of institutional and political 

adjustments. Since the establishment of the European Commission in the 1950s, 

Europeanization has been defined as a process of reorienting the direction and shape of 

politics to the degree that European Community‘s political and economic dynamics become 

part of the organizational logic of national politics and policy making
78

. 

The differences in definitions and meanings of the concept will not be regarded within 

the spectrum of this research. However, we found it important to determine which ones will 

be more relevant to understand the transformations of public policies within new member 

states, and thus eliminate what has been already identified as not being Europeanization. 

François Bafoil and Yves Surel emphasize the importance to discern the Europeanization 

from the processes of European integration and institutional convergence: In fact, 

Europeanization is synonymous neither to the idea of institutional convergence nor to that of 

political integration
7980

. Institutional convergence, as described by the authors, is related to 

complete harmonization of European legal prescriptions, but that in practice never happens as 

a unique outcome of integration, namely because of the resistance provoked by national 

actors. As Radaelli declares, Europeanization leaves the issue of diversity and overall 

convergence open
81

. Therefore, the definition should be detached from the traditional 

literature on European integration and mechanic convergence of institutions
82

. 

Ladrech‘s definition
83

of Europeanization as a process of downloading top-down 

European procedures, which influenced domestic processes and institutions, has been largely 

criticized for having forgotten the complex reciprocal exchanges between different levels. 
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Therefore, we will endeavor to analyze other definitions of the process that would provide 

greater understanding of the multi-layered implications of Europeanization in regard to 

childcare policies. The transfer of childcare models across borders and regardless of welfare 

regimes foreshadows the mutual interaction between the EU and member states
84

. 

The literature review from the year 2000 refers predominantly to the so-called top-

down Europeanization, which has passed through different stages, but is mostly understood as 

a process of accumulation of policy competences at the EU level. Published almost at the 

same time, the works of Cowels and Risse
85

 (2001) and Featherstone and Radaelli
86

 (2003) 

encourage new understanding of the process, which aims to differentiate the concept from the 

literature on European Integration. In the literature the expression is commonly used to refer 

to effect and adaptation caused by EU pressures on either domestic policies or on domestic 

systems of governance and institutional actors, including central government, subnational 

authorities, interest groups and policy networks
87

. Radaelli‘s definition has been widely cited 

as the most complete and consensual approach of the concept; it describes Europeanization 

as:  

A process that consists of construction, diffusion, and institutionalization of formal and 

informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, ‗ways of doing things‘, and shared 

beliefs and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy process and then  

incorporated  in  the logic of domestic (national and sub-national) discourse, identities, 

political structures, and public policies.
88

  

In addition to the above typology, Bulmer defines Europeanization as the transfer from 

Europe to other jurisdictions of policy, institutional arrangements, rules, beliefs, or norms, on 

the one hand; and building European capacity, on the other hand, combining Radaelli‘s 
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definition and Olsen‘s typology
89

. Palier and Surel on their side propose an even more 

dynamic view of the process as all processes of institutional, political and ideological 

adjustments related to the European development 
90

. Hence, in contrast to previous definitions 

of the concept, which have mostly underscored the administrative pressures coming from the 

EU, this new wave of conceptualization defines Europeanization as a process, and not as an 

outcome
91

.  

To summarize, the most important outcome of the evolution of the concept is the 

change in dynamics and the inclusion of many other cognitive and informal aspects of the 

transformation which were not taken into consideration before. The term Europeanization is 

used predominantly to illustrate the impact of the EU on its member states and candidate 

countries. The definition of the concept by scholars has evolved to describe a two-way 

relationship, and there is a consensus on the need to research further the force of what is 

coming down from the EU and how it fits into – or challenges – the domestic status quo 
92

. In 

addition, most definitions of the concept have shared focus on transformation or adaptive 

processes affecting the domestic level, including intergovernmental relations
93

. Thus, there is 

no ideal end point of Europeanization of the public sphere but in order to analyze the change 

we need to follow and measure the process over time and in comparison to other actors and 

their national transformations. 

 The Europeanization and the public sphere 1) 

European public sphere is a term that also deserves to be defined in order to understand 

the transition from one kind of social policy to another within the European Union. Since 

child protection policies fall within the public policy sphere we will point on the relationship 

between the national public policies and the European public policies within the socio 
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constructivist traditions. What is more in both the English and the Bulgarian case the media 

played a significant role in the creation of a public awareness of a social issue – the wellbeing 

of vulnerable children deprived of family support. Since Habermas described (1962) public 

sphere as arena for the perception, identification, and treatment of problems affecting the 

whole society
94

 definitions of the concept are divided and emerging. What characterizes the 

European public sphere according to Heikkila, however is the idea that there is a discrepancy 

between the normative and the empirical approaches towards the concept. On the one hand, 

the normative in which one questions under what circumstances the European public sphere 

should and could exist and on the other hand, the empirical one, which investigates if the 

European public sphere actually exists and through what tools it is manifested
95

. According to 

the realists such as T. Risse, M. Van de Steeg, the European public sphere should not be 

regarded apart from the national public sphere. Precisely this process within the national 

sphere is called Europeanization
96

. Jurgen Gerhards defines two criteria for such an 

Europeanization of national public spheres: an (increased) proportion of coverage of 

European themes and actors, and, on the other, the evaluation of these themes and actors 

from a perspective that extends beyond their one country and its interests. The latter has been 

critiqued for being restrictive
97

. If we consider that the Europeanization is a process that 

develops within the national public spheres it should be also pointed that in order to exist it 

uses the national media infrastructure.  

 New institutionalism and the Europeanization research  2) 

The mechanisms of Europeanization include hard law and soft law instruments. Hard 

law instruments appear in the form of directives enforceable by ruling of the European Court 

of Justice. On the contrary, peer reviews or the ‗open methods of coordination‘ measures 

represent soft law mechanisms which have no legal pressure on member states. From a 

constructivist perspective, non-compulsory EU initiatives can alter the beliefs and 
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expectations of domestic actors and thus change institutional arrangements
98

. At the same 

time, however, Knill and Lehmkhul
99

 analyze the process at domestic and argue that framing 

mechanisms are unlikely to have a significant impact where existing domestic institutional 

arrangements or belief systems act as a constraint to reforms
100

. There is no consensus 

among scholars on the influence of Europeanization on domestic factors, and it has been 

argued that the effects are typically uneven and are mediated by domestic factors
101

. In order 

to analyze the effects on adaptation pressures in relation to Bulgarian child protection system, 

we need to look at one more aspect of the Europeanization literature based on the new 

institutionalisms and path dependency. According to Bulmer, an awareness of new 

institutionalism is indispensable for understanding how Europeanization is ‗theorized.‘
102

 

Being at the center of domestic policy and governance, both national and supranational 

institutions need to be evaluated to determine to what extent there is a re-distribution of power 

and how domestic traditions and values interfere with the transformation of institutions due to 

the change in the governance style provided by the EU. Europeanization literature 

distinguishes between several approaches to institutionalism, such as rational choice, 

historical and sociological institutionalisms and particularly on the claims of the logic of 

consequentiality versus the logic of appropriateness
103

. The multi-level governance through 

EU cohesion policy provides contradictive views on the ways Europeanization is conceived 

by local governments. Proponents of rational choice approach emphasize partnership as a 

mechanism for creating new opportunities for strategic interaction and thus suggest a zero 

sum power distribution
104

 between domestic actors as a result of EU membership. 

Alternatively, sociological approaches suggest that partnership provides the potential for 

deeper transformation of actors‘ behavior and preferences
105

. Thus, Beate Kohler-Koch and 
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her colleagues confirm the process as one that creates problem solving through socialization 

and ascribe multi-level governance rather than imposed decision-making style
106

. For the 

purpose of our study, we will need to consider one more key component of the 

Europeanization research related to historical institutionalism
107

. 

The existing research and analysis on sub-national engagement within the EU has 

focused on EU level channels of influence, which Jeffery
108

 characterizes as adjuncts to 'intra-

state' channels. Some argue that intergovernmental relations and the way local government 

interacts with other levels is 'path dependent' and evolves according to different historical 

contexts, and is therefore likely to remain embedded in national traditions that pre-date the 

European integration project
109

. National governments remain the most important actors for 

subnational authorities and the ability of the EU to influence intergovernmental relations is 

limited
110

. 

Two distinct arguments have been advanced concerning the Europeanization of local 

government. The first is reflected by multi-level governance scholars who claim that the 

development of EU decision-making has disturbed traditional domestic patterns of 

intergovernmental relations, with regions and local authorities seeking out direct contact with 

the EU institutions and trying to influence EU decisions that may have impact on them. In 

particular, it is argued that EU cohesion policy has opened up a new arena for direct dialogue 

between subnational, national and supranational actors, challenging centralized decision-

making within member states
111

. 

                                                
106

 THIELEMANN, E. Institutional Change and European Governance: An Analysis of Partnership. Current 

Politics and Economics of Europe, 1999, Vol., 9 (2), p. 181-197 

107
 BACHE, I. Europeanization and Multi-level Governance: Cohesion Policy in the European Union and 

Britain, 2008, op.cit. p. 12 

108
 JEFFERRY, C. L‘emergence d‘une gouvernance multi-niveaux dans l‘Union Europeene: une approche des 

politiques nationales. Politique et Management Public, 1997, 15-3, p. 211-231 

109
 GOLDSMITH, M. Twenty Years On: The Europeanization of Local Government. In The Road to Europe: 

Main Street or Backward Alley for Local Governments in Europe? VAN BEVER,E. REYNAERT, H., 

STEYVERS,K (eds.). 2011, p.31-49. Brugge: Vanden Broele. 

110
 Ibid.  

111
 HOOGHE, L., MARKS, G.. Multilevel Governance and European Integration. 2001, Boulder: Rowman & 

Little-field 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 59 

 

Borzel and Rise categorized the outcome of Europeanization pressures for domestic 

change and distinguished three different types of domestic responses to the EU: 

transformation, accommodation and absorption. 

B -  Processes of Europeanization  

In order to analyze the impact of the Europeanization reform in the formation of child 

protection policies we will follow the historical development of the concept and test the 

relevance of previous definintions to the context of child protection.  

 Top-down or bottom-up interaction between the EU and member 1) 

states?  

With every new discussion of the subject, scholars note the need for a variety of 

approaches towards Europeanization that could embrace the dual interaction between the EU 

and member states, and not just the impact of the EU on domestic changes
112

. The first 

definitions of the process linked the European dynamics with the transformation of domestic 

policy norms univocally had a top- down characteristic, stating hat political and economic 

dynamics become part of the organizational logic of national politics and policy making
113

 . 

Top-down Europeanization debates were closely linked to the enlargement process of the 

Union, often identified as one of the most controversial actions of the EU foreign policy as a 

whole. Driven from the assumption that Europe matters
114

, Europeanization is perceived as a 

top-down policy, which reshapes national policies according to the European Commission. 

Lawton
115

, on the other hand, describes Europeanization as the de jure transfer of sovereignty 

to the EU level, as opposed to the de facto sharing of power between member states and the 

European Union, also known as the Europefication. According to that definition 

Europeanization is the independent variable which impacts upon domestic processes, 

policies, institutions
116

. Thus, the process of Europeanization opposes, to a certain extent, 
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eminently domestic policies and those who are influenced by European policymaking. 

Borzel
117

 in particular puts more emphasis on the transfer of power from national to the 

European level and defines Europeanization as a process by which domestic policy areas 

become increasingly subject to European policy making, and as a penetration of European 

dimension in national arenas of politics and policy
118

. In their work, Borzel and Risse 

introduce the concept of misfit between the EU policies, practices and institutions and the 

state-centric ones, and conceptualize policy misfit and institutional misfit as the most possible 

ones, stating that European policies can challenge national policy goals, regulatory 

standards, the instruments used to achieve policy goals (…) institutional misfit challenges 

domestic rules and procedures and collective understanding attached to them
119

. Later in the 

thesis we will show how in the case of candidate states, as it was the case of Bulgaria prior to 

2007, the policy misfit can be visible already within the EU requirements for accession and 

domestic policies. We will also claim that formal institutional misfit was also visible in the 

Bulgarian case and that it was exemplified through the lack of sufficient institutional and 

administrative capacity of the country to successfully negotiate the accession requirements, 

combined with informal institutional misfit in relation to child protection policies for 

abandoned children. As a result, there was a clash between the existing deep-seated domestic 

norms of care and the EU guidelines for creation of community-based care.  

 Outcomes of Europeanization 2) 

More recent literature testimonies that the evaluation of the top-down impact on nation 

states gives limited understanding of the reconfiguration of identities and runs the danger of 

excluding those political and social developments that the EU and its actors cannot, or do not 

intend to, change
120

. As we show in our study, especially in the social policy sphere the 

transformation cannot be reduced only to adoption of administrative norms, and thus a more 

complex definition is necessary to understand the extent of Europeanization. We need to put 

more emphasis on the specific impact of the EU structures on domestic transformations and 
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on how national actors embody EU reforms. This is precisely the biggest downfall of the top-

down models
121

. Francois Bafoil and Yves Surel underscore that domestic actors cannot 

anymore resist adaptation of the European dimension, and thus the question is not anymore 

Does Europe matter? but How does it matter?
122

  

Since this dissertation analyzes the interaction among actors and regional stakeholders, 

and not only the mechanisms that result from the integration of European guidelines for child 

protection, the model that better suits our objectives is the bottom-up perspective. As 

described by Radaelli and Pasquier: The bottom-up approach starts and finishes at the level of 

domestic actors. The idea is to start from actors, problems, resources, and discourses at the 

domestic level at time zero (a policy system at a given time) and check if, when and how the 

EU provides a change in any of the main components of the system interactions.
123

 Therefore, 

in contrast to first generation definitions, we observe a tangible shift in the meaning of the 

term Europeanization from independent to dependent variable, where actors (be it 

international, national or subnational) can model and interact with the causal mechanisms 

proposed by the top-down models. It is a model that provides greater spectrum for capturing 

the complexity of changes that result from EU integration.  

Also defined by Beichelt as the transformation model, in which the domestic system is 

in continual process of transformation via domestic and international processes
124

, it better 

reflects the purpose of this thesis and foreshadows the dual process of transformation from 

both domestic and international actors. Beichelt‘s models, which criticize Borzel‘s 

identification of degrees of domestic change, tend to summarize the different meanings of the 

Europeanization process over nation states through the misfit model, the macro model, and the 

Europeanization as a transformation model.
125

 The three models bear different implications 

of the Europeanization process and will be of a crucial importance for our comparison. Hence, 
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the model that will best fits within the analysis of child protection policies will be the 

transformation model as explained below. 

a)  The misfit model (top-down model) 

The misfit hypothesis exemplifies a domestic change as response to Europeanization, 

which occurs when there is some degree of misfit, or incompatibility, between European-level 

processes, policies and institutions on the one hand, and domestic-level processes, policies, 

and institutions on the other
126

. Following rational institutionalism, the top-down model 

emphasizes that Europeanization causes the assimilation of certain ‗outside' policy processes 

but not without deviating at least in part from existing policies
127

. The process of adoption 

and then adaptation of EU rules depends to a great extent on the level of openness or closure 

of institutions (an institutional fit or ‗misfit') or in terms of capacity of certain groups to 

thwart or facilitate any process of adaptation
128

. 

b)  The macro-process model of Europeanization 

As a part of sociological institutionalism, this model perceives the impact of the 

Europeanization process through the lens of a socialization and collective learning process 

resulting in norm internalization and the development of new identities
129

. The assumption 

behind this process is that the interaction between the European Union and nation states is not 

linear but mutual, and that cognitive components of policy making are equally important. 

Radealli targets these components in addition to Ladrech‘s definition, including in the 

definition of Europeanization all formal and informal procedures as well as shared beliefs 

and norms
130

. National actors in this framework are considered to be not only part of domestic 

policies, but also important figures on the European arena.  
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c)  Europeanization as a transformation 

The Europeanization as a transformation model describes the transformation of 

policies through the influence of the EU-induced adaptation process and the importance of 

domestic factors for domestic change
131

. In contrast to the top-down model and the macro-

model, this model portrays the nature of changes in post-communist societies (such as 

Bulgaria), which were faced with the dual challenges of transition and accession, and in 

which the pro-socialist legacies and interest groups strongly influenced the result of European 

regulations
132

. Acknowledging the complexity of the domestic changes as a phenomenon that 

would hardly be explained by a single model, this paper applies the Europeanization as a 

transformation model in its quest to analyze the role of the Europeanization process in the 

formation of social policy in Bulgaria. 

As we demonstrate later in the thesis, the Europeanization process happens differently 

at different stages of the development of a country‘s institutions. The Bulgarian child 

protection situation seems to destabilize the pre-existing scenarios for Europeanization of new 

member states, since very few of the pre-established necessary ingredients for it (such as 

consistency of EU legislation, states‘ individual participation in the setting of EU standards, 

or strong EU initiatives among non-EU members) held true. And yet, substantial 

Europeanization occurred in different periods of time, and as a result, contributed to new 

legislation that the country did not possess itself, invented new policy tools, and formed new 

stakeholders in cooperation with other international organizations. The central theoretical 

claim of this analysis is that the Europeanization process occurs through different means, but 

only when there is internal accommodation for it there are long-lasting effects.  

In order to contribute to the existing theoretical and public debates concerning the 

impact of the Europeanization in policies related to child abandonment, the theoretical 

spectrum of this research spreads among two main axes — the shifting role of the European 

Union in development of coherent European policies for child welfare and the changing role 

of the state in the formation of policies for abandoned children. Furthermore, this research 

acknowledges the need to investigate the Europeanization process in the context of the 
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historical and cultural idiosyncrasies of Eastern European countries as a complement to the 

existing wealth of analysis pertaining to Western Europe
133

. This thesis also falls within the 

theoretical debates on different models of transfer of European conditionality from old to new 

member states, not as a linear process of exchange of the Acquis Communautaire, but as a 

series of complex transitions
134

. Through theoretical and empirical research, this study aims to 

establish if the European integration requirements in the social sphere were appropriate and 

justifiable, and if Bulgaria, as an aspiring accession country, possessed the capacity to adapt 

them accordingly. The object of the study is thus an examination of an EU member state‘s 

adaptation to new political, legal, and financial mechanisms for social care that result from the 

development of EU policies of child protection (such as the Common European Guidelines on 

the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care). We stipulate that the 

Europeanization process is neither top-down, nor bottom-up, but constitutes an ongoing 

process that needs to be analyzed with a multi-layered perspective. Within the Bulgarian case, 

the main concern is to grasp how the bottom-up dynamics and reactions to the EU legislation 

fit or misfit within the national context of public policy. This is conveyed by looking at 

actions, strategies and cognitive responses of regional decision-makers in reaction to imposed 

EU policies. Our study looks not only at the concrete results and the convergence of the EU 

policies and practices in the field of child protection, but also at the process and its social 

impact. We investigate the European resources within their different dimensions — material 

(EU Funds) and institutional or cognitive (EU strategies and policies) — made available to 

the regional executives. The impact of these resources will explain why in some regions the 

reform succeeds, while it fails in others.  

Here are some main constraints of the misfit model and the macro-model, which we 

consider important for the scope of our research. On the one hand, if one adopts the theory of 

rational institutionalism in the Bulgarian context in order to see how the conflict between 

European and domestic policies affects political actors, we should assume that the 

Europeanization process provokes the redistribution of power and thus leads to the 
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empowerment of actors.
135

 However, our empirical research (described in Chapters IV and V) 

brings to the surface some issues (such as corruption, institutional rigidity, and economic 

instability and path dependency) that question the extent to which institutions and actors 

could immediately benefit from the liberal transition. On the other hand, mechanisms of 

social institutionalism do not yet fit the Bulgarian political platform, where the imbalance 

between European and local actors is still very visible. We assume that social learning is a 

necessary stage of the European integration process, which Bulgaria wants to take, but has not 

yet taken because of the heavy communist heritage, which still dominates the cognitive 

components of policy making (shown in Chapter III). The accession period in Bulgaria in 

relation to child protection policies influences not only how domestic institutions function but 

aims to transform the ideologies behind family norms and beliefs through the establishment of 

a new system of child protection. The results of this transformation will be largely analyzed in 

this dissertation. 

The comparative analysis of childcare practices represents a difficult challenge due to 

the precarious nature of such social policy and its dependence on historical circumstances, 

social paths, and welfare regimes among others. While finding one unified child protection 

formula for all countries of the European Union is an unlikely scenario, it is nevertheless 

beneficial to analyze the Europeanization processes as a fundamental precondition for 

transformation of childcare, and to explore ways for improving the interaction between 

European and domestic political players. Throughout the research, we will explore to what 

extent the implied models of Europeanization prove relevant in different moments of social 

development and if there is a difference between liberal states and post-communist states, 

who were confronted with the dual challenge of transition and accession.  

C -  The abandonment of children 

Abandonment of children and the existence of orphanages as institutions for care and 

support of children in need did not begin their existence under Communism. The share of 

responsibilities among state, family and society has always been debatable and caused 

political upheaval. It is also important to differentiate the ways through which the state 
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interprets the act of abandonment vis-a-vis children and families as either a moral act or a 

criminal act.  

 A Historical overview 1) 

Historical evidences from the literature
136

 suggest that there is a visible lack of 

guidance and definitions of what defines abandoned children and what measures should be 

taken by the state and the families. What most of them identified in common, however, is the 

fact that the phenomenon of abandonment is correlated to religion and the development of the 

welfare state with its social and cultural specificities
137

. This research will not cover the 

history of family policies and childhood perception in Europe. However, we find it important 

to mention that, according to Jack Goody
138

 there are significant written proofs (from the 

Classical Periods in ancient Greek and ancient Rome) that children were subjected to huge 

ignorance and abandonment in particular has been considered a normal procedure through 

which the state controls the number of people born and their gender, but also where people 

had freedom to get rid of their children based on personal will
139

. In the Middle Ages, 

poverty was considered a sufficient reason for abandonment, and the Church was the 

institution which took care of the children and conducted adoption procedures, so that they 

could continue to be the only recipients of an inheritance
140

(if applicable). The large spread of 

Christianity in Europe had an important role in the protection and even registration of children 

as individual social units. Evidences suggest that religious rules were dominant factor over 

state regulations in terms of the 1
st
 child protection measures spread among Europeans and it 

was not until the 16th century that children‘s lives started to be regarded as valuable, and 

therefore it became publicly accepted obligation of parents to protect their children
141

. As a 

result, abandonment was judged as a crime depending largely on the family status of the 

parents (married or not) and not on the basis of biological relationship. This in practice meant 
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that the traditional responsibility of the father vis-a-vis its biological, but illegitimate children 

changed. Since the beginning of the 17th century, it was considered that if the father is 

married and abandons the child, it will be the legal family of the father that will take the 

responsibility. As a result, orphanages were created massively across Europe.  

Despite having Christianity as a common denominator, differences between the way 

Catholics and Protestants treated mothers and abandoned children persisted. In the Protestant 

part of the world, responsibility was still in demand from the fathers, which automatically 

decreased the number of abandoned children
142

. In France, even after the French Revolution, 

there was no real differentiation between legally recognized children and illegitimate ones. 

The different approach towards children continued throughout the 18th century, when 

Protestants pled against institutionalization of illegitimate children and the legal recognition 

of children was directly linked to marriage. Women who gave birth without being married, or 

from unknown fathers, were considered sinful, and thus their children were forcefully taken 

away and put in institutions. It is in 1556 that women in France become obliged to register 

their pregnancy and specify the name of the father so that responsibility was automatically 

demanded. Those who failed to follow these rules feared the death penalty until 1803, when 

such laws were removed from French legislation
143

. What became clear at that time was that 

if the state tolerates children outside of marriage, then there is an increase in child mortality 

rates. In the late 19th century, the state started to share the responsibility of the Church vis-a-

vis the abandoned children and financed homes for legally abandoned children (¾ of the 

children were of married parents and 1/3 of unknown fathers). Since then, most of the 

financial support came from charity organizations and eventually from municipality budgets, 

and thus the role of the Church as it was at the beginning of the century decreased. It is 

interesting to notice that in England in the 18th century Queen Elizabeth, King George II, and 

King George III introduced laws which allowed any judge to demand prison for presupposed 

fathers if an unmarried woman gets pregnant. The alternative is to convince the mother to 

abort or the father to disappear, so that the church could continue to pay her back the social 
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aid
144

. As a result, however, these policies stimulated fake testimonials on behalf of the 

parents and relationships outside of marriage.  

Acknowledging this part of the historical development of the reasoning behind child 

protection is significant, since it shows that in practice, if the government continued to 

support children who were born illegitimate with social aid, it could on the one hand stimulate 

uncontrolled sexual relationships (as if it is the state that should pay for the irresponsibility of 

the parents), and on the other hand the non-provision of this aid could stimulate abortions and 

child mortality
145

 . Historically, child abandonment could be defined as different actions by 

the parents, including infanticide, abortion, and rejection of parental rights. Infanticide, or 

intentional killing of infants, most often by the mother, existed on every continent and social 

category, but is a rather usual practice nowadays, and it is illegal according to many national 

legal codes and religious doctrines. Even though this study will not deal with the moral and 

social dilemmas concerning abortion, it is important to ask if abortion could not be identified 

as a form of abandonment.  

This brief historical view of the concept of abandonment is important for our analysis, 

since it gives us an indication of how complex and resistant the relationship between state, 

society, and children has been over the years. Dependent on political and social 

metamorphoses, the necessity of child protection policies persists and shakes the power 

struggle between the actors involved. In Chapters VII and VIII, we demonstrate how similar 

the reasons for abandonment are in Bulgaria and the UK today, including poverty, lack of 

education, early sexual initiation, and lack of psychological and financial support to the 

parents before and after birth. Abandonment as an act has always existed, and it is too 

optimistic to think that it will disappear. However, what our research demonstrates is that this 

remains one of the major reasons behind the existence of institutional care in Europe, and 

until the EU creates measures, which could preventively work on this matter, the need for 

these institutions in society will continue, since in both countries, the demand for places 

increases while places decrease. 
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 The link of abandonment and institutionalization 2) 

The questions that we are trying to answer here are linked to the fact that today women 

still abandon newborn infants and older babies without officially rejecting their parental rights 

and giving them the chance to be adopted and taken care of properly. Hard statistics are 

difficult to come by
146

, but the number of orphaned infants available for adoption has risen by 

as much as 20 percent in Italy and Greece in the last two years (2010-2012), according to 

Caritas and SOS Villages. The agencies say as many as 1,200 babies and young children 

have been abandoned in Greece in the last year alone, and nearly 750 have been abandoned 

in Italy, up from 400 the year before (2011)
147

 . Despite the fact that child abandonment is 

officially considered a crime punishable with prison and heavy fines, many countries 

overlook these crimes if the child is left in a secure place, like a church or a hospital. Eleven 

out of 27 countries in the EU allow the use of baby hatches, and make special concessions for 

anyone known to leave an infant there because the person is not abandoning the child on the 

streets
148

. This, despite the fact that in 2012 the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child pled for the abolition of this practice of abandonment, declaring that by continuing 

to support and neglect this problem, states deny one of the main rights of the child: to know 

his parents and biological roots. Baby boxes do not operate in the best interest of the child or 

the mother, said UNCRC spokesperson Maria Herzog. They encourage women to give birth in 

unsafe and life-threatening conditions
149

. In the past, the reason behind abandonment in such 

types of baby boxes was, as we previously stated, the illegality of parenthood outside of 

marriage. Designed for mothers who are unable to take care of their babies but do not want to 

abort and want to stay anonymous, the boxes represent a safer option for the unwanted child 

(this practice was particularly common the 1952). Once the box is delivered to a hospital or a 

church, the mother has two months to change her mind without criminal charges, or the baby 

is given directly for adoption
150

. These cases foreshadow the fact that governments all over 

Europe are challenged to support parents before and after birth, so that they are not left 
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without an option and forced to just abandon their newborn baby. As long as there is 

abandonment, there will be the need for the state to create conditions under which the 

abandoned children are given care and opportunities for a decent life. In most of the post-

Soviet countries, the solution provided by the state is institutionalization.  

In 2007, Bulgaria was the country with the highest number of children less than 3 years 

old left in institutions – 3,000 new born babies out of 9,000 abandoned children in total
151

. 

For comparison, in the Czech Republic in 2007 the Institute of Health Information and 

Statistics reported 1,407 cases; in Romania (which started deinstitutionalization reform 

together with Bulgaria), despite a new child protection law which forbids the placement of 

children under 3 years old in institutions, maternity wards and pediatric hospitals effectively 

act as institutions in cases of child abandonment (4,000 newborns were abandoned in 150 

medical units in 2004, according to UNICEF and the Ministry of Health). As a result of a 

procedural void, 31.8% of children left in hospitals/pediatric hospitals do not have 

identification papers, leaving them particularly vulnerable to exploitation, including 

trafficking
152

. By 2014, the number of institutionalized children decreased to 3,800, but 1/3 of 

them were still under the age of 3. The high rate of abandonment at the European level, 

including Bulgaria, reflects multiple problems related to prevention, among which there is 

lack of adequate sexual education. Bulgaria is the European country with the earliest sexual 

practice for children under 15 years old — 29% of the pupils at school report that they have 

had sexual contact before the age of 13
153

. According to the World Health Organization, 

children in Bulgaria have risky sexual behaviors, and recent statics testify to that. In the first 

three months of 2017, 531 girls under 18 years old had abortions, and in 2016 alone, there 

were 6031 children born of minors. In the UK, pregnancy among teenagers also represents a 

complex social problem. Every year in the UK 39,000 girls under the age of 18 get pregnant; 

almost all local authorities have at least one hot spot where more than 6% of the girls 

between 15 and 17 give birth.
154

 As we shall demonstrate later in this chapter, in Bulgaria 

during the Communist period there was prenatal home care by midwives which was dedicated 
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to detecting, reporting and preventing abandonment and family distress. The reasons behind 

abandonment is a very rarely researched problem, and our study proves that until 

governments analyze this process scientifically, states will not be able to put in place policies 

that can function as successful prevention. What is important to underline already at that stage 

of our thesis is that, as the above statistics show, abandonment is not a new phenomenon and 

solutions are complex and very much dependent on the individual institutional capacity of the 

state.  

 

D -  Understanding the nature of Institutionalisation for children 

Institutional care, also known as residential care, could be defined as a group living 

arrangement for children in which care is provided by remunerated adults who would not be 

regarded as traditional careers within the wider society
155

. If one follows this definition, one 

considers institutional care as a form of care that includes only unnatural care presented to 

children that are living in high risk environment and due to unfortunate circumstances are 

forced to stay away from their family
156

. Our research shows that there is a continuing 

ambiguity about the role of residential care worldwide, and comparisons between family and 

institutional functions have followed the so-called anti-residential bias (Figure 11). The 

negative experiences and poor outcomes of children and young people, along with a focus on 

the primacy of the family, have led to an anti-residential care bias which has had varying 

impact on the development of policy and practice
157

.  

Figure 11 - Anti-residential bias  
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Therefore, most of literature on the notion confirms that institutional forms of care are 

viewed as contrary to the child‘s nature
158

 and consider biological family reunification as the 

measure of success of residential treatment
159

.The questions of institutional care and its 

evaluation is often put in the simplistic way, where the biological unit is always considered to 

be superior to the substitute care provided by the state, and therefore policymakers and most 

funders consider biological family reunification as the measure of success of residential 

treatment
160

. Hence, in country specific context such as South Asia or the Soviet Union this 

outcome is obviously too narrow and does not take into consideration the various forms of 

long term group living and traditional child upbringing
161

. What is more as scientists proved 

throughout the years most policy actions were taken based on studies of residential treatment 

which vary widely in scope and suffer from an absence of control of comparison groups, 

poorly defined service units, sampling problems, and improper selection of measurement of 

outcome criteria and most importantly, improper aggregation of results. Colton and Williams 

(2002) noted the dearth of adequate information on Europe on basic questions such as the 

number of children entering and leaving residential care each year
162

. In addition, scholars 

confirm that the nature and availability of historical and empirical literature on residential 

care varies considerably from country to country
163

 .On multiple occasions throughout our 

study we remark how diverse the interpretations of residential care could be. As a result we 

identified both positive and negative practices attached to similar practice. The definition of 

residential care is problematic, and the different models of care emphasize this- depending on 

the local context there is an overlap between residential care and other forms of institution- 

such as hospitals, boarding schools or penal establishments
164

. Bilchik suggests that for a 

very long time by asking Does institution work scientists had a hard time including 

                                                
158

 BUTLER L., McPHERSON P. Is residential treatment misunderstood? Journal of Child Family Studies. 

2007. 16, p. 465–472. 

159
 Ibid. p.3 

160
 Ibid. p.3 

161
 KENDRICK, A. op.cit. 

162
 COLTON, M., WILLIAMS, M. Residential care: Last resort or positive choice? Lessons from around Europe 

- Editor‘s note, International Journal of Child & Family Welfare, 2002, 5(3), p.66-74. 

163
 COURTNEY. M., IWANIEC. Residential Care of Children: Comparative Perspectives. 2009, Oxford 

University Press, p. 217. 

164
 KENDRICK at al., op.cit., p.3 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 73 

 

differences in children and kinds of residential treatment
165

. However, our analysis shows that 

despite the considerable difficulties in providing some genuine comparable cross-national 

statistics even in developed countries, institutions have been marked as being a sign of bad 

child policy that deprives children of their basic human rights
166

.  Our study demonstrates that 

the context of residential care and its functioning will largely depend on the political history, 

economic, legal and administrative frameworks of the countries in questions, and thus 

residential care cannot be considered in isolation from these wider factors
167

. 

E -  The re-creation of the state - explaining political and social change 

in post-communist Bulgaria 

After the fall of the Soviet Hegemony Bulgaria, alike other and Central Eastern 

European countries expressed strong will to join the European Union and catch up 

economically and politically with Western Europe and thus adopt the European welfare 

regime and not for instance the Anglo-Saxon or the Asian welfare
168

.  We should also 

underscore that Eastern European countries who passed through Soviet oppression were 

considered to be in need of Western counterparts to become more ―European‖
169

. Since the 

fall of the Berlin Wall, there was no other model to follow, but the Western one, the only 

possible political and social direction left for the transition
170

. Hence, the communist welfare 

state, if there is such a thing, (…), must be something completely different from the European 

welfare state
171

. The return to Europe of the ECE countries has been the largest enlargement 

project since 1973 when the United Kingdom, Ireland and Denmark joined the Europe of the 

Six. In contrast to the enlargement criteria in 1973 largely formulated at Copenhagen summit 
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next to the general condition of democratic rule of law and a functioning market order, it is 

the acquis communautaire, which erects the highest barrier to entrance of the Union
172

. 

However, as Wagener argues, while the Economic and Monetary Union is developed largely 

at the acquis, there was much less dedicated to social polices: the European Union is not yet a 

social union and thus convergence of social conditions will be the outcome of economic 

convergence; it cannot be its precondition
173

. On the one hand, Eastern European candidate 

countries such as Bulgaria need to adjust to a mixed economy of welfare, from bureaucratic 

state collectivist system of welfare and state paternalism
174

. On the other hand, policy makers 

at that time did not acknowledge the missing clear conception and patterns for Social 

European Model and left the candidate countries to engage into models of social policy that 

did not quite correspond to their cultural and administrative specificities
175

.  

The deinstitutionalization reform is a good example of a change that falls within a 

bigger transformation of the state and its foundations opposing authoritarian and democratic 

tools for institutionalization of social policies. To analyze how European Accession has 

changed the concept and the actual practice of post-communist governance, we find 

important to present an analytic distinction between the terms accession and enlargement. 

The European Social Policy literature proposes different possible interpretations of the 

concepts, insists on the multi-dimensionality of the accession and enlargement process and 

points out the necessity for a more comprehensive theoretical framework that would capture 

the complexity of the on-going process and its impact on both EU and post-communist social 

policy
176

. The literature review on European studies also suggests that the topic is under-

researched
177

, and yet there seems to be a consensus that the ‗Enlargement literature‘ takes 
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the perspective of the EU, while the ‗Accession literature‘ takes the point of view of candidate 

countries
178

. 

As demonstrated by our case study, the institutionalization of EU social policy and the 

access to the European Social Fund creates preconditions for the emergence of a number of 

political and economic transformations. European accession has no doubt defused the system 

of governance of the candidate countries with their legacies of centralized state structures 

both vertically and horizontally
179

. The horizontal institutionalization aims to decrease the gap 

between the institutional arrangements through successive reforms and institutional 

adjustments to EU norms and practices by the new comers
180

.Vertical decentralization is 

indeed changing the concept and practice of social policy governance in Central and Eastern 

Europe
181

. In practice, for countries like Bulgaria during the accession period, the European 

and regional governance will be added to the previous two-sided system of central and local 

government. Cameron describes the accession process and its effect on the emerging new 

contours of the social policy regime: (…) new members will be re-created as states, 

committed to processes of policy making and policy outcomes that in many instances bear 

little or no relation to their domestic policy-making processes and prior policy decisions but 

reflect, instead, the politics, policy –making process and policy choices of the EU and its 

earlier member states
182

. Since 1997, building institutions and the adoption of administrative 

structures that would implement the acquis and the EU multi-level system of governance 

become an obligatory condition for accession
183

. From the point of view of candidate 

countries the term ‗accession‘ reflects well on the process whereby they access or adopt a set 

of rules, norms, institutional structure, ideas, meanings, interests and identities (…) European 

accession is inherently an asymmetrical undertaking: conditionality, the adoption of the 

‗acquis‘ and broadly accession criteria are there to incorporate the accumulated results of 
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the European integration process of which the candidate countries have not being part of
184

. 

Therefore, the governance of enlargement and the Europeanization of CEE countries should 

be regarded as a simultaneous transformation of the communist heritage through the EU tools, 

which automatically makes the accession process different. The order that emerges from the 

collapse of communism in Eastern Europe created preconditions for the survival of some 

political institutions while distracting others, and such transformations have been largely 

neglected by the EU in relation to social policy. According to Deacon, the relative 

indifference of the European Commission in the transition process (…) suggests future 

development in the region will depend greatly on the determination with which the 

commission demands concessions to European type social policies for EU membership
185

.  

 

The social dimension of EU accession targets and PHARE programs has been 

unanimously contested among scholars as mechanisms that do not focus on the relevance to 

the overall social policy reform of the CEEC but on the direct input/output
186

. On the one 

hand, the overall critic of the accession country reports in relation to human rights has been 

also seen as a deliberate strategic step or hidden neo-liberal agenda: it is not clear whether 

this hidden agenda is known to, and approved of by, all the actors of the Union, or weather 

‗left hand‘ and ‗right hands‘ operate independently
187

. On the other hand, authors underline 

the danger behind the abrupt adoption of neo-liberal reforms by weak post-communist 

societies, where there is underdeveloped social protection, general problems of social 

cohesion, and emphasize the desire of new member states to implement neo-liberal norms in a 

much more radical way than could be expected from European state
188

. Thus, Vaughan-

Whitehead foreshadows the threat for Social Europe, if the post-communist countries 

transform in the pace they want. All these findings suggest that the type of welfare state in 
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post-communist countries represents a mixture of the liberal, conservative and socio-

democratic type as explained by Esping Anderson. All CEE accession candidate countries 

should be able to withstand competition from the Union and Union should not suffer unduly 

from competition from the acceding countries.   

Countries in post-communist Europe followed different micro and macro-economic 

programs depending on their individual political priorities and this became visible in the 

variety of industrial and agricultural programs adopted by the different states
189

. CEE 

countries among them had also different paths of the events prior to 1989 and the reasons 

behind the fall of the system. While this subtle perception of 1989 as a ‗dawning‘ of an 

accomplishment may have seemed considerably illustrative with regards to the types of 

revolutionary changes occurring in Poland, Hungary, or Czechoslovakia, the case of the 

Bulgarian revolution has a reality of its own. In the words of Richard Crampton, Zhivkov‘s 

fall was the work of the party hierarchy; it was a palace coup rather than a revolution, and 

‗people power‘ in Bulgaria was to be more the consequence than the cause of the change of 

leadership
190

 (see Chapter IV for detailed analyses of the transition from Zhivkov‘s rule).  

 Social and public policies were not considered as governments priority and if it was 

not for the pressure related to the great unemployment plans there would have not been any 

common social plans
191

.The post-communist transition of child protection services in 

Bulgaria includes a profound change in the conception and delivery of social services, which 

includes decentralization and deinstitutionalization embodied by the opposite of communism 

and liberalism. Thus, the state is no longer the sole provider of public goods and social 

services but an entity that helps empowered and free citizens (partners) accomplish their 

goals
192

. The instruments through which the new liberal social policies manifested themselves 

included privatization of state institutions, open market competition, and greater choice of 

service providers. In terms of child protection, the liberal understanding was that state 

institutions needed to be eradicated, as they were seen as a holdover from the communist 

                                                
189

 BAFOIL, F. Le Post-Communisme en Europe. 1999, Paris: La Découverte. 

190
 CRAMPTON, R. A Concise History of Bulgaria. 2005, UK: Cambridge University Press, p.287 

191
 Ibid., p.5 

192 ROSE, N. Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge  
University Press, 1999.  



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 78 

 

state, and the role of the state should change from being social to more enabling
193

. In other 

words, the state should give up its paternalist functions over children in need on behalf of 

communities and non-governmental actors who would suddenly start to seek for innovative 

care solutions for the abandoned children in need of protection
194

. The more local 

communities are invested in the formation of alternative care, the more the state would be 

considered successfully liberalized
195

. However, in reality the decentralization of power in the 

prism of neoliberal policies provoked even greater participation of the state in control and 

audit of the multiple actors. Despite initial expectations that neoliberal policies would 

produce less overbearing government, the necessity to administer and audit independent 

providers created large new bureaucracies
196

. As we shall demonstrate Chapter IV and V, in 

Bulgaria the reform initiated the existence of three different state agencies for child protection 

and put in place an inter-ministerial group and  

 Enlargement 1) 

At the beginning of the 1990s, one could observe a mutual desire for EU enlargement –

provoked by different reasons – from both the West and the East. On the one hand, the 

Europeanization of the continent became a logical answer to the Eastern European demand for 

a European catch-up after more than forty years of the Soviet order. On the other hand, the 

West saw the EU enlargement as a major precondition for reparation of historical divides. 

Under the shadow of the Cold War, the European integration of the West and the East was 

perceived as a major weapon against Russian hegemony over the region, and at the same time 

as a form of self-protection of European borders. The motivation of the West to reinforce 

collective security for the region was implied by distribution of common rights and duties 

shared by the member states. Such delegated solidarity is recompensed to the East through 

European aid and, hopefully, increased well-being. Although driven by mutual interests, the 

relationship between Western and Eastern (old and new) member states is far from 
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symmetrical in many of the European regulations
197

. Analysis of the European integration and 

the Europeanization phenomenon unveils these questions, showing how nation states live 

under the hat of the Union, which becomes more and more directive towards national 

institutions. 

The democratic European conditionality is presented in the literature as the necessary 

ingredient for respect for human rights, minority protection, conflict resolution and stability 

in Eastern Europe
198

. Conditionality policies were perceived as a positive measure, which 

leads to full membership in the EU. In cases where conditions were not fulfilled, there were 

no sanctions envisaged, except that the membership would not be granted.  

The inconsistency of the Union in the conditionality approach comes from the fact that once 

the countries become members of the Union, there are few or no mechanisms through which 

the country can be found responsible and controlled by supra-national institutions in cases of 

a breach of the democratic principles. Since there is no real monitoring of the implementation 

process of the EU norms, it could be limited to the copy paste formal adoption of required 

norms. As Borzel points out, there is no particular reason for a country to put efforts into 

fulfilling the EU‘s requirements considering human rights or the rule of law, when the EU is 

neither willing to reward those who comply, nor is capable of punishing others who do not 

199
.  

Before defining Europeanization as one of the most explicit public instruments for 

change, we should point out to the fact that Eastern European countries who had passed 

through the Soviet oppression were considered to be in need of Western counterparts to 

become more ―European‖
200

. Scholars have articulated one of the methodological problems of 

Europeanization studies as the distinction between the impact of the European Union on the 

national system from the impact of other possible sources, namely globalization and domestic 
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politics
201

. Cowles and Risse underline that Europeanization may reinforce, capitalize on, or 

fend off the forces of globalization
202

. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, there was no other 

model to follow, but the Western one, and therefore this one was the only possible political 

and social direction left for the transition
203

. The EU and the US assumed this opportunity to 

fill in the gap left by the fall of the regime, and during the accession the EU created an 

idealized image of itself and used this image to judge the performance of candidate 

countries
204

.Therefore, the European conditionality before and after the European 

membership turn into a powerful public instrument and focal point which embodies the 

demand for change in the region, but at the same time kills national upheavals for alternative 

governance. As some authors argue, it was precisely Eastern perceptions of the EU as the 

repository of civilization and progress that gave post-communist modernization projects their 

transformational potency
205

. Thus, on the one hand Bulgaria and other member states from 

the Soviet bloc voluntarily embraced the models and instruments that were conditioned by the 

EU and their liberal equivalents. On the other hand, we could ask ourselves to what extent the 

financial conditionality could have been resisted from countries in a complete budget 

breakdown. The extent to which there was an interior alternative to the top-down and bottom-

up European models and the strategies of the actors who adopt them will be discussed in 

Chapter II and Chapter IV.  

  The Acquis Communautaire  2) 

Allying the Europeanization process with social policy is not a common approach, 

since social policy has been historically linked to the soft law field of EU action and thus an 

area where compliance has never been demanded. It is a field of EU action in which the Open 

Method of Coordination (OMC) and benchmarking practices induce member states to 
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converge through their own social policy choices
206

. However, we cannot ignore the impact 

of the acquis communautaire in the adoption of new social programs and regulations in the 

fields such as child protection, health care, and social assistance
207

.The French term Acquis 

Communautaire (The EU as it is) means that new member states have to adapt to the EU as 

they find it, regardless of the member country‘s internal policy. This could be considered as 

the only authorized way through which candidate countries are getting modernized – 

explicitly through the adoption of EU common law. Procedures that affect Europeanization 

are thus a kind of normalization – a process of meeting norms and standards numbering in 

tens of thousands
208

. The normalization of Europeanization is mostly perceived as a set of 

legal regulations, presented as the Acquis Communautaire.  

It is precisely with the Acquis Communautaire that the European Union imposed itself 

as the central actor which will control all opening and closing and evaluation of the 

chapters
209

.The conditions for joining the European Union were also essential to reassure EU 

states that the Central and Eastern European countries (CEE) will if they become members 

look like familiar, west European countries, not bringing instability, authoritarianism, or 

economic collapse into the Union
210

. 

 Once the country is driven by the incentive of adhesion throughout the accession 

period, EU influence can lead to some drastic changes, for instance through regularizing free 

movements of people, goods, and services and decentralization of power. Not only did the 

CEE Countries have to legally implement the whole body of EU policies before being 

allowed to join, they also had to put in place the legal and administrative infrastructure to 

apply and enforce EU policies
211

. New member states were faced with the challenge of 

adaptation and implementation of more than 80,000 pages of European legislation, containing 
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more than 1,000 directives, which would regulate anything from drinking water quality to 

equal treatment in the work place.
212

 It would be impossible to generalize the capacity of all 

the different member states, but to a great extent we may assume that this process was set to 

be fast, rigid, and without regard to sectoral policies and administrative capacity.
213

 

According to the top-down approach, the more the country candidate is deprived of its own 

mechanisms and resources (institutional, legislative, and civil), the more it would be open to 

implementing external regulative mechanisms without demonstrating a conflict of interests.
214

 

Börzel emphasizes that institutional and policy effects of Europeanization over the CEECs 

has been more immediate and comprehensive than in the old member states because of 

accession conditionality; but at the same time, the long term outcome might be much 

shallower and also reversible
215

. If one looks at the implementation of the Acquis as the 

footprint of European policies in new member states, it becomes hardly negotiable that the 

Europeanization process demands legal and administrative capacity of nation states to change 

pre-existing institutions and their targets. If there are not enough preconditions for the 

creation of such institutional capacity, then in most situations the nation state may even adopt 

a norm, which is in conflict with its own economic interests and regulations. For example, in 

order to comply with the European standards for the protection of the environment, the 

Bulgarian state closed a nuclear power plant (NPP Kozluduy), and following some quotas 

reduced the production of many agricultural products (yoghurt, wine, etc.)
216

. Bruszt and 

Stark even illustrate a positive correlation between the involvement of CEE countries into 

European competitive economies and the pressure on their governments to use regulation 

more as a means of adjustment to the short-term requirements of increasing global 

competitiveness and less as a means to create newly enlarged more inclusive alliances 

coordinating diverse local considerations
217

. 
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In this dissertation the Acquis pressures would not have been enough of a precondition 

for the fit of policies after the accession. The situation of Bulgarian institutional care 

foreshadows that legal pressures represented a factor that would trigger change in child 

protection, but (as we show in Chapter V) would not be a sufficient motive to close large-

scale residential homes (from 1997 to 2010). The increased political will of actors to close 

childcare institutions can be seen as a culmination of the efforts of new emerging actors,
 
who 

either transferred new models or adapted the pressures to the Bulgarian context
218

. 

F -  Path dependency 

Palier and Surel point out that neither interests (driven by capitalism) nor (neo-liberal) 

ideas alone can explain the recent absence of convergence in public policies: Despite the 

globalization, despite the neo-liberal turn each country seems to preserve the specific features 

that characterize its public policies
219

. This is precisely what happened to the policies of child 

protection in Bulgaria. To understand the reasons behind the long process of convergence to 

EU norms, we will use the concept of path dependency. This notion becomes a trigger of 

some of our hypotheses related to the impact of EU institutions on public and private national 

actors.  

Path-dependency aims at the reconfiguration of institutional elements rather than their 

immediate replacement
220

. As one of the pioneers of applying path-dependency to post-

communist settings of institutional transition, David Stark defines its strength in explaining 

outcomes where strategic players are deliberately searching for departures from long 

established routines and attempting to restructure the rules of the game
221

. Stark applied the 

concept of path-dependency to post-socialist privatization policies with regard to the moment 

of transition. 

The concept of path-dependency breaks the linear causality of events and captures the 

dynamics behind external solutions and domestic alternative paths. Nostalgic actors, financial 

interests and pro-socialist values proved to be very much alive, if Bulgarian child institutions 
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managed to a great extent to resist to the Western neo-liberal norms and operate decades after 

the collapse of the regime. On the one hand, this fact could be explained by the lack of 

interest from the part of the EU to fundamentally challenge child welfare institutions, in 

contrast to the economic or political ones. On the other hand, their existence could also be 

explained by the inability of national actors to use the institutional vacuum after 1989 and 

break the social structures of isolation of the handicapped and the most marginalized 

members of the society. There were neither clear rules nor an alternative to the Communist 

child institutions until 2012, and thus there was no platform for the introduction of new 

incentives that would break and reshape the expectation of both the citizens and the elites. As 

we shall demonstrate in Chapter III, immediately after 1989, the country repeatedly changed 

governments, weakened dramatically, and did not have the political tools to reconcile 

conflicting interests and impose alternatives to the old mechanisms. There was no real break 

from the long-established ways of running both the managerial and the social aspect of those 

homes, and thus one can suppose that the post-communist transition in child welfare 

happened in practice much slower than predicted. 

Throughout our analysis, we will put in perspective all the three aspects: ideas, interests 

and institutions, and analyze the non-linear relationship between them that provokes new 

policy outcomes. These three elements tend to be interconnected, each one producing a 

significant impact in the final policy reform process
222

. What is important to underline at this 

stage is that the European Union has an important role to play in the formation of Bulgarian 

social policy reform process through systematic introduction of its ideas, interests and 

institutions. The result of this interaction is analyzed throughout the entire dissertation. As a 

result, we consider important the necessity to look at institutional transformations in the 

sphere of social policy not only through the prism of formal requirements, but also through 

the perspective of actors and their interests.  
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 Public policy instruments 1) 

Public policy instruments have been largely discussed in academic literature. For the 

purpose of our study, we aim to distinguish between different types of public instruments 

which have determined the way deinstitutionalization reform has affected the quality of 

childcare in the Bulgarian context. We will base our analysis on Lascoumes and Le Galès‘ 

definition of a public policy instrument as a device that is both technical and social, that 

organizes specific social relations between the state and those it is addressed to, according to 

the representations and meanings it carries. It is a particular type of institution, a technical 

device with the generic purpose of carrying a concrete concept of the politics/society 

relationship and sustained by a concept of regulation
223

. It is worth pointing out that public 

policy instruments are still relatively less examined within academia, with the exception of 

some of the basics on the matter developed in the UK
224

, the US (instruments of economic 

regulations) and the Netherlands
225

. However, there is a clear correlation between the increase 

of the welfare state in the post-war period and the need for more and different types of 

instruments that accompany the state interaction in a variety of new sectors (child protection, 

environment, refugees, health, urban policies, etc.). The identification and comprehension of 

these instruments will constitute our analysis of the public policy change and its effectiveness. 

Our initial presupposition follows Lascoumes‘ analysis and foreshadows that public policy 

instruments implemented especially in the sphere of child protection are not tools with perfect 

axiological neutrality, equally available. On the contrary, they are bearers of values, fueled 

by one interpretation of the social and by precise notions of the mode of regulation 

envisaged.
226

 Therefore, the way Europeanization, decentralization, or liberalization will be 

thought to happen in one country will not have the same impact in another member state. This 

analysis aims to put forward all the risks that this lack of effectiveness could have on children 

in need. The effectiveness of the public policy instruments applied remains a dependent 

variable, due to the proliferation of actors, the coordination among them, and the danger of 

having renewal of public policy instruments either for the development of depoliticized 
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formulas in 'the new governance‘ or through fostering powerful mechanisms for the control 

and direction of behaviors
227

. The extent to which member states will adapt their bureaucracy 

to capitalism will determine, in Max Weber‘s phrase, its capacity to produce calculability and 

predictability
228

.  

Consequently, in the words of Lascoumes and Le Galès, public policy instrumentation 

is (…) a means of orienting relations between political society (via the administrative 

executive) and civil society (via its administered subjects), through intermediaries in the form 

of devices that mix technical components (measuring, calculating, the rule of law, procedure) 

and social components (representation, symbol). This instrumentation is expressed in a more 

or less standardized form – a required passage for public policy – and combines obligations, 

financial relations (tax deductions, economic aid) and methods of learning about populations 

(statistical observations)
229

. Through the work of these two authors, we will look at the public 

policy instruments through which the transformation took place in order to analyze the 

measures used in the governance, implementation, and evaluation of the deinstitutionalization 

in Bulgaria.  

  Ideas, Interests and Institutions 2) 

The reasoning of this thesis is based upon the extensive analysis of Bruno Palier and 

Yves Surel‘s ―3i‖ approach and its relevance when examining the conflicts and compromises 

between key stakeholders and their institutionally formatted key interests inherited from the 

past and formulated through cognitive normative and rhetoric frameworks. Analyzing ideas, 

interests and institutions in relation to child protection, we will look at the present actors, their 

strengths and weaknesses, and capacity to achieve positive results. Following Pallier and 

Surel, we also need to identify the cost of certain policies and the impact of such policies on 

citizens in case the polity fails or is in conflict with other major political decisions
230

. The 3i 

framework that we will adopt throughout the analysis of our empirical data offers a 
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comprehensive set of variables to consider in the analysis of policy change
231

. We stipulate 

that these independent variables interact with each other and shape policy transformations.  

a.Ideas  

Within the EU Social policy, ideas were mostly formed and presented by the DG 

Employment and Social Affairs, and related to the European Employment Strategy (EES) 

drafted in 1997. The key elements of the EES concern an improvement in four pillars:  

1) entrepreneurship; 2) employability; 3) adaptability; and 4) gender quality.
232

 Within the 

Lisbon European Strategy, the new EU member states are obliged to provide their social 

policy objectives in the forms of National Action Plans on employment and social inclusion 

and, more recently, on pensions. According to the legal framework of the community social 

policy presented at The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), member 

states and the European Union have joint competence regarding the social policy of the 

EU
233

. Therefore, the role of the EU in the process of designing a social policy is either to 

ensure national policies, or to initiate measures which are to be applied according to methods 

established by each member state
234

. 

According to most of the scholars who studied the notion of ideas, ideas in policy 

sciences is broad and related to the content and strength of actors, values and knowledge in 

the policy process
235

. Ideas shape agenda setting, policy formulation and implementation by 

determining which representations of the problem and potential solutions will be heard and 

understood by policy-makers
236

. The issues that have been identified so far with the 

implementation of ideas are linked on the one hand with the ambivalence of the EU in 

promoting a clear social policy orientation
237

 and on the other hand with the lack of 

information on how much progress has been made due to the nature of ―soft law‖ 
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requirements as well as lack of clear EU benchmarks to show progress
238

. What has been 

achieved, however, is that European institutions have contributed to promoting a cognitive 

and normative harmonization of social security reforms in Europe through the enforcement of 

a common language, common vision of reforms and common objectives.
239

 The most popular 

examples of this statement were related to employment, pensions, health and social 

inclusion
240

. 

The ESM is used to describe the European experience of simultaneously promoting 

sustainable economic growth and social cohesion
241

 . Definitions of the concept are loose and 

controversial, foreshadowing criticism to the social dialogue to be too formal, unclear in 

nature and superficial
242

. Despite those critiques, in 2003 the European Commission stated: 

There is no doubt that the social dialogue will be one of the keys to the success of the 

enlargement and the challenges to be met within the renewed European Union
243

 . We may 

assume that social institutions and their role in governance are different than the legal, welfare 

or economic institutions, because they contribute to the formation of people‘s beliefs, which 

are then translated into specific political and economic orientations
244

. Deinstitutionalization 

reform demands not only a change in the law on the rights of the child, but also a 

reconfiguration of power and counter powers and their policy interests. For a different social 

model to be implemented at the beginning of the Acquis period, the muted civil actors had to 

be woken from more than 40 years of communism and transformed into the new social actors 

whose power would be independent from the state. Breaking the monopoly on administrative 

pressures and the legal framework of Europeanization, the process has taken the form of a 

more cognitive change, where shaping and reshaping of the perceptions of, and attitudes 
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towards, social problems and the way to tackle them
245

. The closure of institutional care is an 

example of a social policy reform leading to adoption of a Western policy for childcare by 

new member states. However, it is also an example of how the nation states change European 

policies.  

b. Interests 

Interests is a more subjective notion than ideas, because interests are embedded in the 

power struggle of policy actors and explain their preferences (see Figure 34, Chapter VII). 

The introduction of new social policy norms shakes some long-lasting social stigmas and 

might drastically change policy priorities. As a result of this process, new interest-based 

relations arise and a conflict between the new and the old actors becomes almost inevitable. 

Behavioral schools of policy change assume that the outcome of the policy that has been 

implemented largely depends on actors‘ interests and behaviors
246

. The ability of actors to 

attain and exercise their interests depends on the distribution of resources and power in a 

policy domain, as well as individual capacity and skills. Further, most interest-based theories 

acknowledge the structural constraints on individual agency
247

. 

With the presence of private providers of social services (on compulsory or voluntary 

basis) fully introduced in all post-communist countries, private pension funds, for instance, 

engaged in lobbying activities to ensure that interests were at least heard, if not clearly 

supported by governments
248

. Similarly, health care reforms in the region, which were almost 

in all countries characterized by the introduction of health insurance, have engaged in intense 

inter- and intraministerial communication and bargaining activities
249

. In order for the 

European idea of accessible, high quality and sustainable health and long-term care
250

 to 

materialize, member states were submerged by the introduction on the behalf of exterior 

powers of models and structures that were able to provide an alternative to the pre-existing 
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model through private insurances and health services. The distribution of power among the 

actors is largely determined by access to resources and possibility of the lobbyist to answer 

the normative expectations of people
251

. Being a vector of social policy, child protection 

policies remain in the shadow of other policies that aim at ensuring social inclusion or 

reducing poverty. As we will demonstrate later in this research, from 1989 to 2000 there were 

almost no coordinated social or political mobilizations concerning children in institutional 

care. The increased interest in vulnerable groups (such as children, but not only) was 

predominantly pushed by the strong presence of international organizations and the 

emergence of Bulgarian non-governmental organizations who got involved in increased 

negotiations between the different levels of the decision-making process. There are different 

reasons for the weak interest in abandoned children prior to 2000s, but this case provides a 

good example of one of the main concerns of social policy: the field of action: the question 

whether it includes the entire population or is limited to defavorized groups and the degree in 

which the state can and should intervene in the housing policy
252

. As Cerami points out, not 

only the identification of ideas is important, but also the classification of interests is crucial in 

understanding how public policies are conceptualized and implemented at national and EU 

level
253

. The classification of interests on behalf of the EU was partially structured through the 

PHARE programs, especially in relation to anti-poverty regulations (also adopted after 2000) 

and other aspects of EU conditionality related to minority protection. From the beginning 

these anti-poverty measures were surrounded by on-going tension between concerns related 

to European legislative harmonization and internal budgetary restrictions
254

. Decentralized 

from 1990s to 2002, the provision of social aid was dependent on local counsels as a result of 

a serial fiscal crisis the country was facing, but also due to additional pressures from the IMF 

and World Bank encouraging this type of policy of decentralization
255

. The results of this 

decentralization were much worse than expected, and in 2002 the state was forced to 

recentralize its benefits; social benefits were the least indexed after inflation rates (least of all 
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welfare benefits)
256

. These facts are important to exemplify the general context into which the 

deinstitutionalization has taken place in Bulgaria since 2000s. Further in our analysis, we will 

demonstrate the conflicts between the ideas and interests of the actors involved in the 

Europeanization of the Bulgarian child protection system.  

c. Institutions 

Institutions are the rules of the game
257

. To define institutions we will start by using that 

of North, who describes them as the humanly devised constraints that structure human 

behavior
258

. Institutions give the structure in policymaking in ways that favor some outcomes 

over others; shape policy change primarily through the ways in which they create and 

distribute incentives and learning
259

 .There are two types of institutions – formal, which 

create the specific administrative structure (for instance parliament or electoral system), and 

informal, which combine the set of formal and informal norms that govern human 

behavior
260

. Both types will be analyzed throughout this research, but informal institutions are 

particularly pertinent in the study of child protection policy change, because they suggest the 

boundaries of some policy ideas and the conflict between interests. It is interesting to note 

that the European Union has been largely active in both formal and informal institutional 

building process even before the opening of official negotiations for membership
261

. In fact, 

PHARE Annual Report from 1998 to 2004 shows an innumerable number of projects 

sponsored and co-financed in all countries in the most desperate areas of social protection
262

.  

One of the three-pre accession instruments financed by the EU in Bulgaria was set to 

launch the deinstitutionalization reform (already as part of the pre-accession period), and 

resources were oriented towards the deinstitutionalization of care not only of children, but 
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also of elderly and disabled people
263

. The reform implies according to the pre-accession 

instruments put in place that governments will undertake some major obligatory stages:  

  develop a national strategy and action plan for deinstitutionalization; 

  establish a legal framework; 

  assess the present situation; 

 develop a range of services within the community; 

 allocate financial, material, and human resources; 

 support individuals during the transition; 

 monitor and evaluate the transition to community based care
264

. 

Our analysis evaluates the way actors dealt with the implication of these obligatory stages and 

seeks to understand how the formal institutional building has interacted with informal 

exchanges among old and new member states in similar arenas of decision making. In this 

context Europeanization will be regarded as a meaning making mechanism
265

.  

G -  Bulgaria and the UK in search of a welfare model  

An initial overview of child care policies in Europe oriented our focus on Bulgaria and 

the UK as some of the most prominent cases characterized by a history of abuse and 

pedophilia scandals in childcare homes. In addition, both cases call into question the 

consistency and coherence of social policies within the European Union and their ability to 

protect the rights of abandoned children. Regarding the evolution of institutional care in the 

UK and Bulgaria we will endeavor to determine how recent political reforms foreshadow the 

transformation of childcare, which are deemed to be part of a supranational debate over child 

protection policies. Paradoxically, today there are tendencies in the New Labour social policy 

that have led to one of the most liberal welfare regimes in Europe - the UK- towards new 

child welfare provisions close to universal state based care. At the same time, after the British 

public put enormous pressure on EU and UN institutions to close state run institutions in 

Bulgaria and adopt decentralized social policy provision, the Bulgarian government adopted 
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the national vision for deinstitutionalization of child care homes in the country The 

comparative approach is inevitable when analyzing the notion of Europeanization. As Bafoil 

and Surel point out, speaking of Europeanization implies reflecting on in parallel about the 

similarities and the differences which characterize the evolution of the sectors of public policy 

concerned, the member states or even the individuals and the groups affected by the EU
266

. 

As a result, policy and institutional misfit only leads to Europeanization if its acted upon by 

domestic actors and the process is mediated by domestic institutions
267

. The outcomes of the 

process of this interaction have been distinguished by Bafoil and Surel in four types: inertia, 

absorption, translation and rejection
268

. The outcome could be considered to be inertia when 

national institutions ignore outside pressures from EU and continue to function through their 

old mechanisms. On other matters, opposed to inertia, the state may imply an absorption 

strategy which is defined as a: complete implication of the European policies and norms
269

. 

The intermediary scheme is translation in which there are some transformations at national 

level, but national rules and policies are not being aligned with the EU standards
270

. The 

final stage is considered by the authors as the least probable one when European pressure 

ends up by increasing differentiation of public national institutions and/or actions
271

. 

In our quest to comprehend the power struggle between state, society and children 

under the hat of the European Union governance, we examine if the EU or the state prevails in 

the influence over the formation of child protection policies in Bulgaria. Touching upon 

Radielli and Borzel‘s definition of the Europeanization process, we identify through our 

empirical work the envisioned and unintended consequences of the development of EU 

policies over nation states. What is more, to follow the dynamics between the external and 

internal actors, as well as the power struggle between them, we enrich our theoretical 

framework with analyses of the accuracy of public instruments applied in the transformation 

of institutions for child protection. The exhaustive analysis of the 3i of the 
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deinstitutionalization reform in Bulgaria presented in the next three chapters gives further 

layers of ….and compare the results of the same reform in the UK.  

 

Candidate to the European Union countries need to be aware of the importance to 

choose welfare regime, which corresponds to their stages of development and social culture. 

However, in some of the social policy areas such as child protection older member states -the 

UK- with strong representation through IO‘s and their loan programs set up goals that prove 

challenging for new member states such as Bulgaria.   
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III -  Bulgarian Social Policy between Three Different 

Political Regimes (1919 and 1989)  

In this chapter, we will show the agenda behind the development of child protection 

institutions during communism and describe the actors who were behind the centralized child 

protection system. We will do that by first describing the construction of Bulgarian child 

protection policy after liberation from the Ottoman Empire in 1878 up until 1944 and its 

drastic transformation during the Communist times. Second, we will give an overview of the 

Communist ideology that ruled over the Bulgarian child protection system for more than four 

decades and analyze what made it so resistant as to still be functioning twenty years after the 

fall of Todor Zhivkov‘s regime
272

. It is important to follow the dynamics before and during 

the Communist period because they predetermined, to a great extent, the way the 

Europeanization process evolved, even before the Council of Europe was created as the first 

pan-European organization. Third, we will describe the transition period after 1989 and its 

negative impact on the social policies of the state. This chapter will look at the evaluation of 

the state and its social protection system vis-a-vis children by demonstrating in each period 

the number of children in institutional care, the objectives of state policies, and the state 

apparatus through which the reforms were executed, including institutions, laws and actors. 

Through a critical reading of history, we will question the extent to which in less than one 

hundred years three different political regimes had an impact on the formation of child 

protection policies in Bulgaria. By looking at the pre- and post-communist heritage, we 

foreshadow the relevance of the path dependency concept in relation to child protection policy 

and the formation of deinstitutionalization reform. The link between past and present will 

eventually help us depict the positive and negative implications of the development of the 

reform from today‘s perspective. Throughout the chapter, we will conceptualize the historical 

data related to the different historical periods while identifying the major challenges of each 

period. What were the major triggers for the creation of child institutions? What was the role 

of the state and how did it fit or misfit with the overall ideology of each period?  
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Bulgaria‘s small surface and well established borders
273

 could be enough preconditions 

for a relatively independent development of the state welfare. However, its history proves that 

in the past century the country‘s policies has been hardly influenced by other regional and 

global powers
274

. Situated in a crossroad between two continents, within the Balkan‘s 

multicultural, multi-religious and politically unstable environment, Bulgaria witnessed 

continuous foreign influence in the formation of its institutional and cultural reality. It seems 

that in the 20
th

 century, our geo-political situation and shaken economic stability will turn into 

preconditions for global powers to invest and establish a zone of influence in our geographical 

territories.  

A -  The denied legacy of the Pre-communist Period 1919-1944: 

Decentralised strategy of child protection 

In comparison to other countries in Central Europe, the Bulgarian nation was a relative 

late-comer to the modern nation–building processes (...) established as a modern state in 

1878 after the Russian-Turkish War (1877-1878), after five centuries of Ottoman rule over the 

Bulgarian lands
275

. At this stage, it is important to acknowledge that Europe had always been 

a present player in Bulgarian political life. The pro-European orientation of the country can be 

traced back to before the end of Ottoman rule. This period (1919-1940) can be characterized 

by the establishment of the European social policy
276

. The last three decades of the 19th 

century and the beginning of the 20th century was associated with an unprecedented desire for 

a new integrated policy approach in terms of child protection that combined health, education, 

and social security policies. The solutions to high child mortality rates and low life 

expectancy of mothers are considered to be a complex mixture between state financial aids, 

housing allowances, obligatory free education for children, free access to health care, as well 

as free food provision at schools and day care centers
277

. Especially for Western Europe, this 

was a strategic period for the development of child protection policies and national plans for 
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social policy development. The reasons behind this development are close to the motives of 

the communist governments a couple of decades later and include factors such as 

industrialization, urbanization, as well demand for healthy working and military forces. Up 

until the 1930s and the world economic collapse, there were many charity and community-

based organizations, which were an active force in the social provision of services. However, 

the crisis was so massive that states realized that it was only governments that could create 

measures through which to fight against poverty, demographic deterioration, and 

insecurity
278

.  

The Bulgarian paper Napredak, published in Istanbul (1874-1877), provides evidence 

of this proactive search and even direct copying of models, ranging from political (i.e. import 

of ideas and ideologies) and cultural (e.g. cabaret shows popular in Europe at the time) 

through to architectural (architectural styles of buildings and city planning)
279

. At the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century, France and Germany became firm favorites with young 

Bulgarians
280

. There were many Bulgarian-German societies established in that period
281

. The 

access and transfer of different cultures and politics and ideologies gave the young Bulgarian 

state a taste for the European model of governance and social policies. At the same time, the 

fact that many young Bulgarians received their education and then worked across the 

continent strengthened their self-perception as Europeans
282

. The pre-WWI period could be 

seen as the period of the most active and enthusiastic adoption of the European models 

although this was manifested mostly through architecture, fashion and lifestyle, and very 

rarely through the public-political practices
283

. 
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 The Union for Child Protection –the 1
st
 public-private partnership 1) 

in child protection 

Childcare policies in the period between 1878 and 1944 can be characterized by the 

lack of a centralized state approach. Similarly to the European model at the same historical 

period, the only organizations responsible for the protection of the most vulnerable children 

who had lost their parents were charities and private individuals acting as sponsors. In 1928, a 

group of intellectuals, pediatricians and lecturers together with the Prime Minister at the time 

Andrei Lyapchev
284

 created the Union for Child Protection, which purpose was to put the 

interest of the child in the center of all interests by combining the efforts of the government in 

two main directions: state policy (including ministries, laws and regulations) and social 

sphere (including the church, charity organization, teachers and journalists). The Union 

represented one of the first civic organizations in the region. It was extremely proactive in 

establishing community-based services around the country for families with working mothers. 

For instance, the Union created a mobile Child Health Service, which travelled around the 

country showing people how to raise physically and mentally healthy children. It published a 

monthly journal, Our Child, providing practical information about the various civic 

organizations working with children, as well as the Union‘s program of events and 

initiatives
285

. In 1927, the Union announced an annual Child Holiday meant to spread 

awareness of children's rights and unify childcare policies and funding
286

. Up until 1944 and 

the regime change, the Union remained one of the most active players in the development of 

child welfare policies in Bulgaria.  

First of their kind normative documents for child protection were enacted in 1891 and 

1892: The Child Custody Law and The Law for Illegitimate Children and Orphans, which 

established the foundations of child protection legislation in the country
287

. At the beginning 

of WWI, there were already a couple of orphanages in different parts of the country. In 1931, 

the Union answered an international appeal from Geneva and organized policy actions that 
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would help children of unemployed parents
288

. On September 15
th

, 1931 for the first time in 

Bulgaria there was a national fundraising campaign targeted at children from disadvantaged 

families of unemployed parents
289

. Although there was no state-coordinated approach up until 

1944, one could say that through The Union for Child Protection, Bulgarian civic society 

managed to establish the foundations of an organized childcare service and their 

improvement. It is striking that the concept of family-type institutions that seems so distant 

and dysfunctional to Bulgarians today, was already in existence in 1936. Proposed by the 

International Service for Child Protection in Geneva, the new service of little families for 

children got popularized in Bulgaria through the journal Our Child. According to articles in 

the journals of that period, even at that early stage, the Union for Child Protection aimed to 

close orphanages and replace them with family-based care.  

 First Home for abandoned children 2) 

The first home for infants
290

 deprived of parental care was created in March 1878 

(straight after Bulgaria gained independence from the Turkish Empire) in the city of Plovdiv.  

Children were affected by the continuous wars in the region and there was a strong necessity 

to accommodate the increasing number of orphans. With the extensive financial aid and 

unprecedented charity initiative for the regions, Nathalia Stolipina – the wife of General 

Arkadii Stolypin
291

 – transformed an abandoned house to an orphanage engaging most of the 

existent cultural society to donate and support the needs of the institution. The home was 

reconstructed and enlarged multiple times, and in January 1950 started to receive full annual 

allowance from the communist state.  

There are traces within the scientific literature from 1920s about the existence and 

development of homes for infants, which dates back from 1924. In the 1930s, the new 

institutions were called permanent kindergartens, and their number was limited. In Sofia, 

there were four such kindergartens with hundred beds, in Plovdiv – one with thirty beds, in 

Ruse – one with twenty beds, and in Pleven – one with forty beds. The maintenance of the 
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permanent kindergartens was mostly guaranteed through donations, and there was no 

qualified staff. The children that were accepted were mostly social orphans or children with 

living parents who were not properly taken care of and therefore suffered from different 

diseases or neglect. An official report from 1944 of the Communist Party stipulated that there 

were a total of 340 children who had passed through the Permanent Kindergartens: 102 of 

them had returned to their parents, 25 had been adopted and 109, or 32%, had passed away
292

. 

During that period, there were three Social Centers in the whole country, with a total of 100 

beds – predominantly for children with neurological health problems in General Nikolaevo 

(40 beds), Careva Koria (30 beds) and in Valchedrym (30 beds). The estimated needs at that 

moment were, however, incomparably higher: up to 20,000 beds. 

 Similarly, Health Centers specifically for children who are abandoned but needed 

constant medical assistance were also rare and insufficient: until 1944, their total number was 

four, with overall capacity of 219 beds. In Sofia, the child clinic part of the Medical 

University could accommodate up to 138 children; in Plovdiv, there were child departments 

within the main hospital that could accommodate 54 children, in Shumen 14 children and in 

Sofia 16 children (see Figure 12). When one takes into consideration the high level of 

contagious diseases spread across the country and the low level of immunization at that stage 

together with the post-war high rates of orphans the estimation for the need rises to 6500 

beds
293

. According to the order of the Ministry of Interior Affairs and Public Health (1935), 

the first staff members had to be women between age 21 and 35 years old with a high school 

diploma and a specialized training for child tutoring; It is their responsibility to reassure the 

correct physical and spiritual education of every child, to respect the needs of every child, to 

maintain connection with the biological parents when that was possible
294

. 
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Figure 12 - Development of Child Services 1930-1944 

 

  First attempt at foster care in Bulgaria  3) 

The first attempt at creating and establishing foster care in Bulgaria happened between 

1936 and1938 and was a collective initiative of the American Near East Foundation, the 

Bulgarian Union for Child Protection, The National Ministry of Health and the social 

department of Sofia Municipality
295

. The collaboration between the Bulgarian national and 

non-governmental actors and the American foundation started during the first two decades of 

20th century. Already in 1926, experts from this group in the field of agriculture, economics, 

and public health led a tour throughout the country with the aim to create a coordinated 

philanthropic policy in the Eastern Mediterranean
296

 .The main office of the foundation was 

situated in the working-class refugee neighborhood of the capital called Кoniovica and had 

served as a health and social center since 1931
297

 .The social health center was financed by 
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the American foundation, Sofia municipality, and the Bulgarian Women Union. From the 

research of H. Basheva, we may conclude that the new center managed to investigate the 

living conditions of around 1000 families. Through very well-equipped offices and highly 

qualified personnel, which included 2 pediatricians, 2 midwives, and ward maids, the center 

managed to serve the neighborhood and help newborn abandoned babies to find foster care 

families and avoid institutionalization. At the beginning of 1937, the Ministry of Interior 

Affairs and National Health passed legislation which stipulated that children who are orphans 

from both father and mother between three and eight years old need to be accommodated by 

parents with no capability to have biological children or by rich families until the age of 

eighteen
298

.  According to the new law, the costs were covered partly by the state budget, and 

the New East Foundation, which assured for 16 of these children qualified health care and 

control of the financial allowance. However, reports from 1939 done by the personnel of the 

center and eternal experts of the American foundation testimony for the challenges in front of 

this new law for foster-care parenting. Almost two years later it became clear that the center 

and the state did not have the capacity to control the process and in some cases the child was 

moved to a different family within less than a year. The report also shows that:  

(…) children were moved to different cities far away from where they were born and 

that created stress and shock not only for them but also for the foster care families. The 

transportation of kids follows under the state strategy for inclusion of other regions of the 

country except Sofia. However, the move was done very mechanically.  What is more, there 

was evidence of aggressive physical and psychological behavior towards the abandon 

children
299

.  

Consequently, despite the enthusiastic beginning at the end of 1939, the foster care 

experiment in Bulgaria was put to an end. As a conclusion from this experience, we can 

already understand the complexity of protection policies vis-a-vis abandoned children. 

Already at that early stage of the new Bulgarian government it became apparent that neither 

state social policy for child protection nor charity organizations could be successful on their 

own. Although with time this experience has been almost erased from the state‘s collective 

memory, we found it important to show its relevance in today's struggle for the establishment 
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of alternatives to institutionalization. What is more if one does not know the year of the above 

cited report, one could think that it reveals some of today‘s challenges. Almost hundred years 

later the successful implication of the alternative community based centers meets the same 

difficulties.  

All these historical particularities of European social policy concerning children and 

family would form the roots of the Bulgarian communist legal and political framework 

concerning children. The new government after the 9
th

 of September, 1944 was influenced 

more than it is usually understood by this historical continuity. As S. Baloutzova proves in her 

PhD, despite the pioneering socialist domination over childcare policies before the regime 

was established, the Bulgarian monarchist government already had numerous initiatives for 

child development and prosperity
300

. Stepping up on the pre-socialist legislation, the 

Communist party used what had been already established and twisted it towards its own 

legacy over the next couple of decades. In the socialist ideology of social action, the logic 

behind children laws was fused with the state‘s desire to control the family unit and its 

planning.  

B -  The Bulgarian centralized state approach and the Soviet Influence 

(1945-1989): Full state control and institutionalization of child 

protection 

Before arriving at the current deinstitutionalization reform, we will map the route of 

how and why institutionalization prevailed in Bulgaria. After WWII, Bulgaria cut its bonds 

with the Western practices and became a Soviet satellite. The period between 1944 and 1989 

was marked by centralization of childcare services, during which the Bulgarian Communist 

government was the sole body responsible for the education and welfare of children deprived 

of parental care
301

. There was no involvement on the part of the wider society and Western 

influence in this sphere was reduced to a minimum.  

It is important to note that during the Soviet Era, the concept of Social Policy became 

an empty concept due to the fact that all the policies during Communism were 'social' by 
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definition
302

. The main motto of the Communist period was: All in the name of the person. All 

for the benefit of people
303

. Such an approach empowered the state to reallocate resources in 

the name of the public good. It aimed to provide free healthcare and education for all (based 

on Marxist ideology), public pensions for all citizens equally, and a safety net for those 

incapable of taking an active role in the socialist work life; put in other words the 'paradise of 

egalitarianism or classless society
304

 . The state had the means to raise funds and finance the 

social sphere so that everyone got access to and benefited from it. The discrepancy between 

ideology and reality occurred when those who contributed the most got back 

disproportionately little or no benefits. The political elite, represented by a single political 

force – the Communist Party – had all the power to determine what the social policies would 

be and who would benefit from them.  

In the Constitution of the People‘s Republic of Bulgaria (1945-1999), the communist 

regime, from the very beginning of its power, initiated changes in the regulation of the social, 

family and child policies
305

. According to the new legislation, all children were granted equal 

rights despite the marital or extramarital status of their parents (1947), new measures were 

also adopted concerning health care and pregnancy prevention (1946) and increase of the 

fertility instruments encouraging families to have more than one child (1951, 1967, 1968, 

1985)
306

. The biggest mass public- political organization of socialist Bulgaria –The 

Fatherland Front
307

 – published the book Let‘s Live and Work in a Communist Way, which 

described the framework of the socialist family. Inside, inspired by the governance period of 

Stalin, the Bulgarian (or any socialist) family was recognized as the basic cell of society, and 

the state as the body, which provides all necessary conditions for the cell‘s survival and well- 

being. Instead of the bourgeois family tradition, the regime established a framework of the 

family unit that soon would become the pillar of socialist ideology.  
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In order to put in place the new child welfare, the first
 
communist Prime Minister 

Georgi Dimitrov, put as a priority two major policies related to female employment and 

communist education of the youth. The party wanted to see families based on the 

independence of the spouses from the older generation, economic and legal equality between 

husband and wife, and their dedication to socialism
308

. These policy goals required new 

legislation, which included in October 1944 a government decree declaring all women and 

men equal before the law in all domains of economic, governmental, and socio-political 

life
309

. This measure was followed by a new marriage decree, which gave spouses all 

opportunities to choose their profession and obliged them to contribute to the family income 

according to their possibilities
310

. This ideology was married to the idea that the state will 

save women from their home slavery by constructing multiple facilities for exterior care of 

children (including kindergartens, orphanages, canteens, etc.), which will relieve women and 

at the same time give free arena of the state to deliver the ―right‖ education and disseminate 

propaganda from the earliest age possible.  

Children who were born from unmarried mothers represented a complicated case for 

the Communist party, since it doctrine was pronatalist and at the same time affirmed civil 

marriage as an important precondition for a ―moral‖ socialist family. Therefore, from the very 

beginning, the socialist legislation (Constitution from 1947/1971) stipulated that children 

born in and out of the wedlock were equal
311

. However, despite this precondition, the state 

authorities knew that they had to discourage and prevent extramarital births. Since there was 

no sexual education at school, it was up to the parents to protect and control the sexuality of 

their children, and more importantly daughters, so that the whole family was not stigmatized 

as failed
312

. To a great extent, the Mother and Child Homes had as a mission to balance the 

increased fertility rates and the moral condemnation of unmarried couples. In cases of social 

or medical complications, in order to protect the family and its units from ―failure‖ (most 
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often expressed by an inability to perform in the workplace), the child would be taken away 

from the family and sent to a child care home or institution. However, the state apparatus soon 

realized that taking care of the children was counterproductive to the social order (the number 

of ―unwanted‖ children increased from 2.4% to 10% by the 1960s) and more expensive for 

the state budget in a long term. 

All other sources of influence, including most religious rituals and traditions, were 

strongly criticized and accused of being the source of negative attitudes and degradation of 

the well-being of the socialist family. The family as a whole (not only men or women, but 

both together) became the actor of policies, which aimed at penetrating into the deepest layers 

of the personal and professional development of people. The majority of these policies were 

unified under the so called ―Family Codes‖. The priority of these Codes might have changed 

over time, but included, for instance, the eradication of divorce: 

The extensive propaganda in the media since late 1960s, as well as corresponding activities 

by the Fatherland Front, presented marriage as the only normal way of life and called it the 

precondition of the development of socialist personality
313

.  

This quote exemplifies the centralized state social policy since the early 1940s, when, through 

fast and most often undemocratic methods such as widespread expropriation of property, 

collectivization of resources, and rapid industrialization, the Soviet state aimed to replace 

monarchist capitalism and its economic basis with socialism
314

. In relation to children 

deprived of parental care and attention, the socialist order implied the very same principles as 

with the rest of the population and implemented a state-centered approach which was soon 

legalized through the Law of Social Care, Protection and Education of Children
315

. After the 

devastating impact of WWII, most of the family support social schemes introduced first 

throughout the USSR preached institutional care as the best alternative to a family for 

abandoned children. The new legislation centralized any public policy in relation to children 

and established their future role in the formation of a strong and healthy socialist society
316

. 
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Children were used as a policy instrument and the purpose of child and family policies was 

entirely subjected to the interest of the state as a whole. 

 Children and youth represent the citizens of tomorrow that will construct our future (…) For 

the state governance, it is important to protect and stream the new wave of youth and to be 

reassured that the new generation will be strong and with pure spirit and not immoral and 

degraded
317

. 

Any legacy from the previous regime (religious, political, and/or social) was viewed as 

extremely negative, and so it had to be replaced by a new and stronger ideology. Children 

were perceived as the driving force and the future of this change. Following the great 

economic upheaval in the 1960s and the 1970s, the government introduced a considerable 

increase of social family aids and switched its focus of critique from the lonely mothers to the 

mothers who abandon their children. Now mothers who left their children were said to be full 

of egoism and bourgeois behavior, searching for a comfortable life and adopting ―Western 

models‖
318

 . 

 The beginning of institutional culture (1947-1960) - Institutions 1) 

as Social Utility  

In 1947, the Ministry of Social Policy put in place a new set of rules for orphanages as 

well as for hostels for children in need and from socially disadvantaged backgrounds. This 

legal framework was the beginning of the centralized state approach towards care and 

education of children in need. Since 1947, the legislator differentiated between two groups of 

children: the ‗biological orphans‘ and the ‗social orphans‘. On the one hand, the framework 

defined orphanages (hostels for orphans) as institutions for children and young people in care 

who are biological orphans between 3 and 25 years old, who have neither living parents nor 

relatives. On the other hand, it created a separate category children and young people whose 

parents/ parent cannot raise their children due to poverty, incarceration, physical abuse, 

abandonment, physical or intellectual disability etc. Individuals who met one of these 

definitions were provided with either of the two placements, which aimed to provide material 
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and moral conditions for the correct physical and spiritual development; love for labor, 

healthy habits and respect to the nation. 

 At that period, the orphans could stay in the institution until they were twenty five 

years old or even longer, if they were yet to complete higher education. Such state measures 

put the beginning of a series of actions towards a decreased level of child mortality and the 

provision of optimal conditions for children in need. Both types of institutions were managed 

by a director who had to have at least a primary teacher‘s diploma and who was responsible 

for the entire educational and administrative management realization of the institution. Article 

40 of the interior regulations states that a new opening could be also initiated by social 

organizations for public care if they follow the norms and rules set by the Ministry of Social 

Affairs. Despite the normative control, it should be pointed that such a clause allows and 

encourages public organizations (some of which existed before 1944) to participate in the 

recovery and wellbeing of the children in need. 

 By 1952, the state had all legal tools to take over the management and control over the 

homes for children, initiating a new set of rules: From the year 1952, the Homes for Children 

and Youth move under the supervision of the Ministry of Education
319

 (article 31, p.61). 

According to this new norm, the children who were eligible to be accommodated in the Home 

are: children without parents, children living under the poverty line with one or no parents, 

children whose parents had severe disabilities or are considered dangerous for the wellbeing 

of the children (article 23). Thus, under the new rules, the biological and social orphans were 

merged together. The functions of directors of institutions remained the same, but his/her 

duties were monitored and supported in case of need by a Council composed of 

representatives of the Party, the Youth organizations, the Bulgarian Red Cross, and other 

public organizations (article 17). The Council operated until the next legal transformation in 

1974, when to the above-mentioned child profile, the Party added children whose parents 

work outside of the city or whose parents did not find appropriate school for their children 

(article 29). Such an increase of the target group could be explained by the economic 

advantage of the institution and the facility of the communist state to use the institutional type 

of care instead of providing social support to the families in difficult economic or social 

situation. The rupture with the Council also put the institutions into a much bigger isolation 
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than before, keeping visible only its material and physical existence. As a result, the 

integration of the institutionalized youth, as well as family reunification were left out as 

priorities.  

What should be pointed out is that the regulation voted in 1974 was valid until year 

2000, when the Ministry of Education adopted the latest regulation for homes management. 

The regulation from 1974 practically replaced the old one, and according to many its practical 

implementation was controversial. Article 2 of the new law changed the name of the 

institutions from Homes for Children and Youth to Homes for Children Deprived of Parental 

Care and defines the institutions as places with social utility and national value whose aim 

and function is determined by the Ministry of Education. However, when one reads the law, it 

becomes clear that there is an ambiguity in the definition of the term ―social utility‖. Article 

26 mentions that within these institutions there is rehabilitation, corrective and educative 

function.  

Children from 0 to 3 years old were accommodated in state pre-kindergarten 

institutions, or the so-called Homes of Mother and Child. However, the staff taking care of the 

children was hired by the Ministry of National Education.  Children from 3 to 7 years old 

were put in orphanages, boardinghouses or hostels for orphans, which were under the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Social Policy – since 1947, the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Affairs – and since 1951 under the Ministry of National Health and Social Care. Children 

from 7 to 18 years old fell under the Ministry of Education. All these different institutions 

were named ―homes‖ to strengthen the idea that when parents could not take care of their 

children, education, care and housing would be provided by the state authorities. This 

fragmentation of responsibility over child protection lasted until the end of the regime and 

was associated with never-ending disputes over resources among the different ministries. As a 

result of the fragmented budgeting of services, the infrastructure and the material conditions 

of the institutions at the beginning of the regime were very limited. According to the national 

archives, in the 1940s and 1950s there were outside sanitary facilities such as toilets and 

bathrooms, no hot water, bedrooms with 20-30 beds in the same room (very often two 

children slept in one bed), no regular heating, and kitchens situated in humid basements
320

. 

These living conditions were however also true for the majority of Bulgarian citizens in the 
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post-war period until the end of the 1950s. Research from 1977 by the Bulgarian sociologist 

C. Kuranov concluded that equality within the developed socialistic society was only a 

chimera.  

Within the group of the poorest citizens of the country at that period there were 

between 80 000 and 100 000 citizens, and even according to socialistic reviews their life was 

more than miserable, with no running water, no running electricity, and houses made out of 

mud
321

.  

Hence, the poor living conditions of the Homes were not a reason for the population to 

raise against the existence of the child institutions. On the contrary, in some situations, 

families lived in such misery that they would voluntarily send one or two of their children to 

the state institutions. The institutions represented, in some cases, the only possible option for 

families, and according to resources from that time, directors could not manage to provide 

enough spaces for the demand (2015/19).  

In a report for the Ministry of Social Affairs in 1948 a director points out that for the 

orphanage in Plovdiv there were 700 demands for 250 places coming mostly from families 

with one parent
322

.  

Already in 1955, Bulgaria had 1,101 % of its total children in institutional care
323

. This is 

some of the highest percentages in comparison to the other twenty seven countries of the 

Soviet Union. As Figure 13 shows, the highest rate of institutionalized children for that period 

is in Romania (1, 8%) in contrast to the lowest percentage in Albania (0, 05%). The statistics 

presented below should be taken with precaution because as the authors of the study 

foreshadow there was no common database with statistics covering all countries of the region. 

What is more, similarly to the situation at the present time there is no common standard for 

measurement and categorization of institutionalized children. What is more, country 

classifications of children by level of disability are increasingly arbitrary, and some 
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residential institutions have inflated the number of children on their rosters to increase 

government funding for those institutions
324

. 
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Figure 13 - Number of Children in Residential Institutions in Central and Eastern and the 

Former Soviet Union 1995  
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 Institutionalization covers the whole country 2) 

Starting in the 1940s, the construction of institutions grew gradually, and by 1965 

every regional city had its own institution (see Figure 16)
325

. Despite the limited data before 

1989, one should be careful not to minimize the main political priority behind child 

institutions before 1989 as an instrument of repression and control. On the one hand, 

institutions represented an important alternative to the devastated post-war situation of the 

Bulgarian state. On the other hand, by marginalizing and isolating these children in separate 

groups the state could easily influence and control the transformation of these vulnerable 

children to ideal communist citizens. The Party had to reassure that no other actors are 

involved in the formation of the socialist society and thus no other values are spread to the 

Youth. Further, the main accusation of segregation in rural areas also does not seem fully 

accurate, since at that point in time there was a strong state policy for activation of territorial 

development and establishment of post offices, schools, train stations, hospitals, etc. in rural 

areas. Few of these child institutions were outside of an active rural region with no direct 

access to services. The Institutional Homes had to provide education, medical services, and 

pleasures so that children do not need to go out of their environment and put them in danger. 

However, our study shows that such isolation created preconditions for the development of a 

specific institutional culture and understanding that everything is allowed behind institutional 

walls.  

 

  

Figure 14 - Number and Location of Homes and Beds for Disabled Children in Bulgaria 1965 

versus 1978 
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The demand for institutional care increased drastically throughout the whole Soviet Union 

and in 1978 there was an international conference in Moscow dedicated to the abandoned and 

disabled children living in institutional care. Proclaimed by the Party to be the International 

Year of Children, Russia stipulated for the first time that despite the fact that it is the state 

that is responsible for the institutions, the mass social movements should be also involved in 

the integration of the young populations and their contribution to the economic and cultural 

well-being of the Soviet Union
326

. Already in the 1980s, the Bulgarian Women‘s Movement 

started to communicate with the local homes and discuss institutional issues at the local level 

through the Fatherland Front and the respective ministries. Such multi-level communication 

was rare and innovative for its time. By the 1990‘s at least 820,000 poor vulnerable, or 

children with disabilities in the 27 countries of Central and Eastern Europe and the former 

Soviet Union live the early years of their lives isolated in 5,500 large, regimented residential 

institutions (including 495,000 children with disabilities)
327

.  

 

a)  Homes for Mother and Child  

Within the period 1944-1952, the kindergartens and the Homes for Mother and Child 

started gaining more popularity among politicians and on 31st of august 1946, the Bulgarian 

government voted the Law for Health Protection of Children. The same year the number of 

available beds increased from 100 to 200 in the capital‘s Homes for Mother and Child. 

Alarmed by the rising child mortality, the government voted higher budget for the 

development and construction of more of these homes, and by 1947 increased the availability 

of beds to 650, especially in the areas where child mortality went up to 200 children out of 

1,000: Tervel (274), Momchilovgrad (294.7), Kubrat (197.5). By 1953, these were the 

municipalities where the state constructed thirteen more Homes for Mother and Child and the 

number of beds reached 860. Deficits of specialized personnel, difficulties in supervision and 

supply of food and medications, as well as lack of research on maternal and child health were 

among the key problems identified within this period that were reflected in slow decrease of 

child mortality that put Bulgaria in one of the last places in Europe. According to Conev, 
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these problems undoubtedly affect the development of the second stage (1952-1965) of the 

pediatric help and evolution of Homes for Mother and Child.  

By 1965, the state set a priority to construct homes for children deprived of parental 

care in every regional city. The so-called third period of the evolution of pediatrician care and 

prevention in child health is characterized by the construction of child health services in the 

little villages which are attached to the regional hospitals and even faster development of 

kindergartens and institution for orphans. At the end of this five-year period in 1970, the 

available places reached 2,478. The historical analysis shows that within the period 1944-

1975 the care for children at risk from zero to three years old deprived of parental care, or 

coming from divorced or sick parents became more and more structured and centralized 

around the construction of Homes for Mother and Child. These homes were defined as health 

and educational institutions where the state also placed infants with physical disabilities.  To 

compare, if in 1944 there were only four homes of this type with a capacity of 190 beds (the 

permanent kindergartens), by 1975 the care became much more structured and 

professionalized with around 3,000 beds. Figure 15
328

illustrates that by 1973 the institutions 

for young children were present in every administrative district of the country, in addition to 

two specialized institutions for children born outside of marriage and one specialized home in 

Buzovgrad (village next to Kazanlak) for children with severe malformations. These numbers 

also show the increase in specialized medical staff which led to a considerable decrease of 

child mortality. By 1974, the average level decreased almost four times to 25.5 per 1,000 live 

births. The historical data from Kriviradeva‘s study also demonstrate that child mortality rates 

were not the same among the different ethnic groups: among the Turkish ethnos – 38%, Roma 

36%, Bulgarians 21.3% and thus the proportion of the population in the Homes Mother and 

Child also includes children from different ethnos.  

  

                                                
328

 KRIVIRADEVA, B. Child protection in republic of Bulgaria, op.cit.  



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 116 

 

Year 1960 1965 1970 1973 

Number of 

Institutions 

19 28 31 32 

Beds  1280 2098 2478 2712 

Doctors 31 48 51 72 

Medical Staff 280 408 560 892 

Figure 15 - Development of Homes Mother and Child 1960-1973 

 

b)  Categories of children  

Differentiation among children within the norm for physical and mental health and 

children with pathologies follows the medical model of the pre-WWII period, which was 

developed in the 19th century and was a dominant one in most European countries as well as 

North America. Within the existent national archives up until 1960s there is no record on the 

ethnical or religious background of the children. As of the category of children born outside 

marriage, until the beginning of 1960s the only differentiation was between parents with 

tuberculosis and mentally retarded parents. In the 1960s, a new category appeared: ―students‖. 

It was later divided into ―Bulgarian students‖ and ―foreign students‖, and by the end of the 

1960s it represented the second largest category of children accommodated in institutions, 

after the ―social category‖. At the end of the 1970s and 1980s, the official categories were: 

children from families with 1) social and financial deprivation, 2) mentally disturbed parents. 

According to reports from that time, within the group of children with socially deprived 

parents fell all children from different ethnical background – such as Roma or Turkish, 

explicitly mentioned in governmental reports after the 1970s. It must be emphasized that 

during the communist period it was a taboo to publicly express any of the problems related to 

ethnic minorities. According to Kassabova, there was a secret logic behind the 

accommodation of ethnic minorities within the institutions for child care, and that was the 

desire of the state to redefine social space for these groups of people and thus impose more 

control on the ethnic borders within the society: When I became a director of the institution in 

the 1980s, the majority of children were from Roma ethnicity. Most of them arrived directly 

from the maternity… parents just abandoned them with no interest until they turn three years 
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old. Legally, the institutions had no right to publicly reveal the children‘ origin and thus each 

child institution had its own way of listing the background of the children, which is entirely 

dependent on the opinion of the home‘s main doctor and director.  There is no precise data 

that would allow us to conclude that the children belonging to ethnic minorities were adopted 

less often than Bulgarian children. However, even the absence of such transparency provokes 

questions related to the public efforts for integration of the different children in need and their 

protection. At the beginning of the 1950s, all charity organizations which were established 

prior to the regime were dismissed from the public spectrum. As Kassabova points out in her 

analysis the period 1944-1950 was characterized by institutional chaos and increasing 

distance from uncomfortable state agents who were resistant to the changes in the first year 

of the new regime
329

. The social political agencies took some time to find their place among 

the most vulnerable members of society, and that was directly reflected in the case of 

abandoned children. 

Regardless of the individual situation of the child, children with physical or/and mental 

disabilities were categorized and labeled together as a risk category (see Figure 15), for which 

parents could not provide in-home care and for whom the state provided large state-run 

institutions, so that the parents could follow their social obligations without being distracted. 

There was also a third group of children with physical disabilities who were placed in low-

difficulty work depending on their disability (usually in factories). Thus, collective interests 

took priority over the individual. This summarizes precisely the thinking behind the so-called 

ideology of defectology
330

. Anyone who deviated from the accepted norm was automatically 

marked as defective, and thus his or her place within the society was questioned. By taking 

care of the ―different‖ children, the state reaffirmed its ideology, protecting the new 

generation from the bad influence of the old bourgeois regime. However, it should not be 

ignored that the state also found a way to integrate disabled people into the workforce 

(through special work places in factories) and thus decrease their dependence. The risk 

categories determined by the state included children whose parents were physically, 
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emotionally or financially unable to take care of them; children whose parents were in prison, 

homeless, etc.; and children who committed a crime or suffered from a physical or mental 

condition. 

From Figure 16 and 17
331

 it becomes clear that in comparison to 1965, the number of 

beds for disabled people almost doubled by 1978, and this could testimony the preparation of 

the state to welcome greater numbers of disabled people in residential care. In 1965 there 

were total of twenty nine homes (for physical and psychic disability and children who work) 

with a capacity of 1951 beds. There were only two homes for children with physical 

disabilities in Lovech and Plovdiv and 17 homes for children with psychic disabilities situated 

in twenty eight cities spread across the territory of the country. The institutions for disabled 

were distributed almost equally across the country with only Plovdiv and Sofia with more 

than one institution for children who work or study in special factories in the same city. It is 

interesting to note that in Plovdiv and Varna (the second and the third biggest city in the 

country) there were no Homes for children with psychic disabilities. On contrary in 

Mihailovgrad (today known as Montana), situated thirty kilometers from the Serbian border 

in the northwestern part of Bulgaria, we detect both in 1965 and 1978, the biggest Home for 

children with psychic disabilities numbering 135 and 140 beds. In 1978, the total number of 

Homes did not increase in proportion with the beds availability. Within thirty six institutions 

the state provided 3880 available places for all categories of children. Hence, there were 

certain cities such as Burgas, Kustendil, Sliven or Tolbuhin where the institution grew with 

approximately hundred new beds. Stara Zagora (administrative capital of the Stara Zagora 

Region) and the sixth largest city in Bulgaria acquired two new institutions with 145 beds 

available for children with psychic disabilities All this data serves us an indication for the 

distribution of institutional care across Bulgaria throughout the second half of the communist 

rule. We underline that the availability of beds shows the maximum amount of children that 

can be accommodated in it. There was no reliable data on what percentage of these beds were 

occupied in the different periods of time. Our research demonstrates that this lack of accuracy 

in the statistics persists until today and it is true for both national and international sources.  
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Figure 16 - Distribution of institutions for disabled children per town 1965 
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Figure 17 - Distribution of institutions for disabled children per town 1978 
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This research will not attempt to analyze in detail why certain categories were 

considered by the government more of a risk than others. However, it is important to note the 

variations on the definition of ―risk‖ and its ―categories‖ when considering what type of child 

policy the state follows. In that historical period, the risk was perceived as a threat faced not 

so much by the children, but by those around them. Those individuals needed to be isolated 

and educated away from public schools. The homes for social care (both physical and mental 

disabilities) were located in both rural and urban areas (see Figure 14). Against today‘s 

conviction that mental institutions were isolated in rural areas, the statistics show that they 

were present in big and small cities, as well as in villages. During the transition period, 

however, as we will demonstrate later, most of the small regions were deserted, and the 

institutions‘ isolation started to be more and more visible due to lack of policies for 

stimulation of rural regions.  

The institutionalization during that period had both a positive and a negative impact on 

the population. For instance, it undoubtedly contributed to the decrease of child mortality and 

early childhood sickness. On the other hand, since there was no real discussion over the 

institutionalization measures in the society, there was no real assessment of these policies on 

the long-term development of children. As a result, the ones that dominated were built upon 

the importance of discipline and collective life
 332

. Between the 1917 and 1922 Russia counted 

roughly around 7 million homeless children, which started to be evacuated by state 

authorities into state driven facilities
333

. The Soviet Society was challenged upon the 

understanding that collective upbringing was more effective than individual one in the 

formation of the Soviet ideal citizen. Asked to create a rehabilitation program for the 7 

million homeless children, Anton Makarenko in the 1920‘s and 1930‘s formed the basis for 

the collective upbringing approaches used for the next fifty years in the Soviet Union. (…) His 

approach could be summarized as one which emphasized work, collective discipline and 

group competitiveness
334

. The accent on discipline eradicated, to a great extent, the notion of 

individual care and personalized attention. Our empirical analysis and the personal 

experiences of social workers in Bulgaria brought awareness to the fact that, from a 
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contemporary perspective, this tendency remained, and there is still a dilemma between care 

and control in children‘s institutions. Most of the methods utilized in the orphanages include 

strict restrictions, sanctions, and severe disciplinary tools.  

Another misconception about this period widely spread by the media is that of the 

discrimination of Roma citizens. Despite our detailed search, no records of state policy 

against Roma citizens as representatives of a different ethnic group from that period have 

been found. On the contrary, the Roma population was made to attend full-time education at 

least until the age of 16 and, as a result, had high employment rates. The increased number of 

Roma children out of full-time education, along with high levels of illiteracy and poverty, 

today demonstrates the erosion of their social status. The state also had a direct influence on 

birth control and regulated the number of children per family, thus aiming to control the 

qualitative and quantitative constituent of the new socialist generations and assuring a stable 

Communist future
335

.  

Before 1989 the state was the sole provider of social services and thus the party 

together with the respective Ministries was also the only actor who could evaluate and control 

the provision of services and the wellbeing of children accommodated in institutions. At that 

time, child mortality was one of the leading factors behind the construction of the institutions 

on first place and thus the decrease of its levels turns out to be one of the factors of success 

for their existence. In the beginning of the 1980‘s the vice- minister of Health Gerassim 

Mitrov declares in one of his speeches: The success of our fruitful work with child institutions 

and the unconditional professionalism of health providers is visible through the statistics. In 

comparison to the 1930‘s the number of children with lethality has been reduced 20 times
336

. 

The few representatives of social organizations such as the vice president of the Committee of 

Bulgarian Women- Jordanka Tropolova- talked more openly about the problems that might 

occur behind the walls of the institutions. However, we cannot ignore the fact that all official 

speeches and reports by the organization insisted on the excessive efforts of the Communistic 

Party and the Bulgarian government to compensate for irresponsible families, lack of love 

and attention within the family realm. Therefore, the information that was exposed publicly 
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emphasis on the fact that the people responsible for the failures in the provision of quality of 

care in some of the institutions were not the politicians but people from inside the institution, 

who provide administrative, medical or pedagogical assistance to the children and who 

liberated from parental control, do not serve children with the necessary accuracy
337

. Despite 

the great censorship during this period, the public rhetoric at that time allowed some 

journalists to raise questions about infrastructure, food supply and hygiene and lack of 

guidelines for the personnel. These modest attempts to change some of the existing bad 

practices did not have any long-term effect but put the beginning of discussions related to 

economical costs and alternative care The monthly cost of living of one child in our Baby 

Home in 1982 is 249,50 BGN. This is an incredible cost for the state and thus we need to 

search for alternative ways to support babies left apart by their families. For instance, in 

Czechoslovakia and Poland they are more financially effective methods such as the home 

upbringing (today foster care)
338

. Despite these brief attempts of some of the directors to open 

the institutional problems towards society, children remain institutionalized and doors closed 

for any public collaboration. We might conclude that, on the one hand, the communist state 

policy gave protection and reassured survival and greater chances for independence of many 

disadvantaged children. On the other hand, however, the Communist Party visibly ignored 

one group of children - those categorized as inadequate to serve the state and work for its 

prosperity
339

remained closed behind the institutional curtain. What strikes the attention is that 

at the end of the regime 1986 for the first time a Bulgarian journalist – Nikolai Volev- created 

a documentary ―Dom N 8‖ dedicated to show to the public the degree of violence in 

institutional care for mentally retarded children at that time. Despite being largely praised 

abroad (multiple French and German praises for documentaries) the film did not provoke any 

public revolution throughout the transition period.  Unfortunately, the BBC documentary ten 

years later only confirmed the long lasting negative impacts for the ―forgotten children‖ and 

the repetitive nature of problems before and after the political transition.  
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Historical periods and their uncertainties 

The genesis of this thesis is grounded in the controversial mechanisms involved in the 

transformation of large-scale institutions in parallel with exterior involvement in the country‘s 

political and social transformations. The central questions addressed by the analysis of 

Chapter III review the internal and external factors that stimulated political changes in the 

sphere of child care before Bulgaria became a member of the European Union, as well as the 

important preconditions for long-term solutions of the problem. To understand the context of 

the new reform of deinstitutionalization of services for abandoned children, as well as the 

positive and negative effects of the development of the post-transition period, we presented 

the main characteristics of child protection policies that have dominated the country since 

1919.  

When one studies the period between the two World Wars until 1944 in terms of child 

protection policies, what comes to the surface is a chaotic number of initiatives and no 

common strategy for child protection. To deal with high rates of child mortality and increased 

post-war poverty levels, the state counted predominantly on the aid of charity organizations 

and social initiatives of intellectuals and pediatricians. However, their number was not 

sufficient to mobilize the political elite and create real changes in the public policies for 

children. Thus, what we witness since the 1920s is an unstructured, chaotic distribution of 

services across the country, visible also through resistant levels of overall child mortality in 

the country in comparison to other countries up until the first part of the 20
th

 century. The 

common social understanding was that orphans will be taken care of their relatives and 

extended family and thus children policies were not separated from family policies. Despite 

the lack of common state policy in relation to protection of children deprived of parental care, 

the country started to develop socio pedagogical theories and practices related to the 

education and social integration of these children. Child welfare started to develop slowly 

driven predominantly by social initiatives. The Monarchy together with the Church did not 

have monopoly over service provision and on the contrary stimulated social initiatives across 

the country.  

The Communist ideologies in People‘s Republic of Bulgaria were a foreign imposed 

doctrine that ruled through repression and imposition over personal freedom. However, after 

strong state propaganda society embraced the family values that were set and got used to the 
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idea that the state is the actor that carries superior responsibility to that of parents over 

children. Inspired by Stalin‘s ideology, a the Bulgarian state established a new policy 

framework in which the family is considered to the smallest cell of society and as such is 

totally dependent on the state as  the only institution that is responsible for its survival. Hence, 

the sole actor of child welfare throughout this period was the state and all legislations led to 

the development of new centralized homes for children divided in different categories. In the 

second stage of the communist governance the categorization of children deprived of parental 

care increased and included social and biological orphans as well as children with disabilities. 

The main driver behind the strong investment of the state in children policies at that period 

was the dominant logic behind social reforms, which included greater participation of women 

on the labour market and large implication of the Youth in the establishment of socialist 

values. Besides the legal transformations and the large spread of institutionalization process 

across the country, the socialist state managed to convert people‘s mentality drastically. 

Twenty years after the fall of Zhivkov‘s regime, institutional care as the sole response to child 

protection remains deeply engraved in people‘s mentality. As we shall demonstrate in Chapter 

IV after the collapse of the regime in 1989, Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care 

remained active despite that most of state institutions failed and degenerated quite fasts. 

However, influences by the overall political and economic upheavals and high poverty levels, 

quality of care decreased and children gone into isolation, deprived of basic support for 

health, education, and general wellbeing. It was not until the year 2000 that the state pushed 

by European accession criteria unveiled the communist heritage of institutional care and voted 

new law of child protection (for the 1
st
 time since 1974) together with the establishment of 

community based care. As the next chapter demonstrates, the post-communist historical 

period aims to transform the overall framework of state child protection policies and will turn 

the previous legacies towards a pro-European decentralized system of community based care. 

Our analysis demonstrates that child protection policies prove to be closely dependent on the 

political legacies at the different historical periods. Our historical analysis also proves that 

post to the Ottoman Empire period there is a systematic interchange of centralized and 

decentralized political strategies in respect to child protection (see Figure 18). From the 

different scope of responsibilities given to municipalities and social organizations we can 

judge the extent to which state authorities adopted decentralized governance enlarging the 

scope of municipalities and other intermediate bodies of child protection (1919-1944) or fully 
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centralized regulations upon children deprived of parental care (1944-1989). The post 1989 

period regarded in the following Chapter IV will bring the evidences for the obstacles present 

in front of the return of decentralization measures in social policy.  
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Figure 18 - Schematic representation of the evolution of child policies in Bulgaria since the 

Ottoman Empire. The impact of path dependency   
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IV -   The Arduous Transition - The Path from 

Communist to European Child Welfare (1989-1999) 

 

 

No one ever thought that the transition would be so complicated, hard and extensive. I 

remember the other candidate for president in 1990, M. Dertliev, planning a two-year 

transition. I proved to be a little less naïve foreshadowing a five years transition. We were 

both wrong
340

. 

 Zh. ZHELEV, 1st Democratically Elected President of 

Republic of Bulgaria (1990-1997).  

 

The condition of Bulgarian childcare policies did not remain untouched by the collapse 

of the country‘s forty years political system, and therefore it is important to underline the 

challenges emerging from the post-communist transition. This chapter will be divided in two 

parts. First, we will describe changes that occur with the welfare state between 1989 and 1991 

and their impact on the maintenance of institutions for children in need. Looking at Todor 

Zhivkov‘s last years on power
341

 helps us to contextualize the revolutionary dynamics within 

the Bulgarian state and check the status of Bulgarian civil society and any alternatives of the 

regime immediately after its fall. The second part of the chapter depicts the year of 1997 as a 

corner stone of the Bulgarian transition to market driven competitive welfare and the fast and 

aggressive erosion of the social state. As an example of the effects of such erosion we 

regarded the relationship between the economic collapse of the country and the increased 

need of institutional care. For some scientists the transition period of Bulgaria is still on-

going. However, for the purpose of our study we will consider the end of the transition period 

to be the date when the Bulgarian state was invited to start the negotiations for accession into 

the EU - 10
th

 of December 1999. In the next chapter we will demonstrate the immediate 
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impact of the negotiations with the establishment of the first post-communist legal framework 

of child protection in 2000.  

A -  The collapse of communism 

The collapse of Communism should not be viewed as a spontaneous and independent 

political act, but rather as a process identified by a variety of factors. The collapse and 

replacement of the single-party totalitarian regime by a multi-party political system, followed 

by free democratic elections and freedom of speech was not exactly what occurred in 

Bulgaria. As E. Simeonova describes in her article A revolution in two stages: the curiosity of 

the Bulgarian case
342

, the Bulgarian revolution as a fundamental change of the political, 

social, and economic order occurred in two stages: The first (November 1989 to July 1991) 

was marked by an overhaul of the political system. The second (December 1996 to February 

1997) cleared the way for the restructuring of the economy and state social provision. This 

part of the chapter aims to depict the period between the two stages of the revolution, which 

can be distinguished as: 

 economic breakdown and permanent political and social instability caused by 

institutional inefficiency, frequent governmental turnover (in the period 1990–1997, seven 

successive governments came to power), ever-shifting parliamentary majorities, the 

dominance of non-parliamentary over parliamentary means of political competition, and 

concomitant high levels of public discontent and protest
343

.  

The transition period, with its economic, social and political instability, served as a 

precondition for the decrease of quality of child care and seriously questioned the direction 

that the Bulgarian welfare state should take in order to protect children who are deprived of 

parental care. In the following lines, we will explain some of the main causes behind this 

failure of the state to protect its most vulnerable citizens.  

First and foremost, one should not ignore the fact that, even before the collapse of the 

regime, there were some severe economic problems which destabilized the country. 
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Starting with Gorbachev‘s perestroika in the Soviet Union and the end of Soviet economic 

assistance, Bulgaria – the spoiled child of the USSR
344

 – - started to feel some serious 

economic deprivation. For example, Bulgaria profited from the remaking and re-export of 

cheap Soviet petrol on the world market, earning more than $2.2 billion from this activity in 

the years 1981–1983. Another privilege was the subsidy of 400 million rubles for agricultural 

production, which Zhivkov had obtained from Brezhnev in 1973
345

. In contrast to what had 

been negotiated with Brezhnev in the 1970s, Gorbachev‘s new policy was to stop any 

privileged relationships with its satellites and trade on market mechanisms: In August 1986 

when Gorbachev attempted to implement market mechanisms in the established system of the 

Council for Mutual Economic Aid (COMECON), whereby member states had received Soviet 

raw materials and in return supplied finished products regardless of quality
346

. As it could be 

expected, the severe dependence on the USSR in both agricultural and energy sectors could 

not be overcome overnight, and the new arrangements necessarily provoked a real shock for 

the country and deteriorated its economic condition. People immediately felt the difference 

due to frequent electricity cuts and lack of heating, and that strengthened the overall feeling 

that the political system was not functioning anymore. The international reputation of the 

country also deteriorated, and Bulgaria was often thought to participate in terrorism and 

trafficking
347

. More disturbingly for the USSR and his own co-party members, Zhivkov 

acknowledged that we have lost the competition with capitalism, and therefore:  

At a prolonged session of the Politburo, held on 25 and 28 August 1989, it was decided to:  

1 Change the constitution taking into account the ‗necessity for political pluralism, 

ownership transformation and the protection of civil rights‘;  

2 Change the statute of the Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP), introducing the 

principle of regular, multi-candidate elections in order to eliminate the possibility 

of permanent dictatorship by a self-selecting ruling elite; 
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3 Enact a draft law for the health care system overseeing the end of free care, the 

reorganization of medical help with the stress on family doctors and the 

establishment of health insurance funds
348

. 

Bulgarian civil society in the late 1980s, in contrast to other Eastern European 

countries, cannot be identified as one that welcomed the fall of Zhivkov‘s regime with active 

participation and an alternative
349

. The dissidents in Bulgaria, such as The Independent 

Society for the Protection of Human Rights, The Committee for the Protection of Religious 

Rights, Freedom of Conscience and Religious Values, and the trade union Podkrepa started to 

form very gradually and did not gain popularity until the 1990s. The main reasons for this 

marginality are that they were founded by relatively unknown figures, who had returned from 

abroad; they had few members, the majority being ex-political prisoners; and their activities 

were orientated outside the country toward foreign embassies, international organizations, 

and western radio stations
350

. The first serious attempt at creating a consolidated coalition 

among thirteen opposition organizations of non-conformist intellectuals was the Union of 

Demographic Forces (UDF), which was founded on the 7
th

 of December, 1989. The lack of 

clear alternatives to the communist ideologies and a consolidated opposition was also visible 

in the newly elected government in February 1990, which was entirely formed by some of the 

strongest communist party members and anti-Zhivkov opponents, naming Andrei Lukanov as 

prime minister and Petar Mladenov as head of state. The old communist government with a 

new name decided to reject (at least through their Manifesto of Democratic Socialism) the 

Soviet model and adopt a social democratic alternative. The year 1991was marked by the 

transition of give governments during the next six years, the first direct presidential elections 

and the first fully democratic parliamentary elections were held and the Union of Democratic 

Forces won. 

These last reforms of Todor Zhivkov only brought the country to greater isolation, 

insecurity and disorder. In May 1989, the Turkish population initiated a new massive protest, 

and by May 29
th

 Zhivkov was forced by the protesters to publicly promise foreign passports 
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to all Bulgarian Turks who would like to join either Bulgaria or Turkey. This act marked the 

beginning of a movement which affected around 300,000 Bulgarian Turks and which was 

defined by foreign observers as ethnic cleansing. All of these last political actions of the 

leader pushed party members (especially Petar Mladenov, Minister of Foreign Affairs, and 

Andrey Lukanov, 1
st
 Vice-Chairman of the Council of State) to consolidate their power 

against Zhivkov together with support from the USSR. On 9
th

 of November, 1989 Zhivkov 

proposed his resignation, which was approved the following day by the Central Committee of 

the BCP. Nobody defended the leader, and the army did not intervene, since even the Minister 

of Defense, Dobri Djurov, was among the plotters. As Stark and Brust explain, the year 1989 

was not the year of transition in Eastern Europe, but a period of a plurality of transitions with 

diverse paths to different types of political institutions
351

. Bulgaria, like other Soviet satellites, 

could have taken different directions in development, and either fully oppose the socialist 

policies, or continue the Soviet legacy on new terms. Many opposition candidates did not 

realize how path-dependent on the Soviet legacy the social actors really were. Therefore, 

parties like UDF, which emphasized the repression of the Soviet regime, failed to gain 

popularity. On the contrary, BSP chose the strategy of continuation of socialist benefits under 

a new type of democratic socialism. The outcome was that unemployment sharply rose (see 

Figure 18), and with the enormous wave of economic migration, the state institutions failed to 

operate.  
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Figure 19 - Annual rates of unemployment in Bulgaria 1993-2012 in percentage
352

 

 

The end of the social state led to a growing uncertainty amongst the population, fear, 

and blind preoccupation with the pursuit of European membership. The lack of alternative 

strategy for social changes left a void in the existing mechanisms for social care, and thus 

encouraged dependency on Communist policies or total submergence to the accession 

requirements.  

The use of early retirement became generalized at the central level to offset the 

successive shocks of recession, while simultaneously in the enterprises previous social benefit 

levels were maintained in the areas of social services, child care, health care, vacations and 

employments. The Soviet-style welfare state, based on promotion of labor, extensive 

paternalism and clientelism, remained unchanged in the initial years; whereas, financial 

constraints had tightened fiercely
353

.  
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Political, economic and social transitions in the early nineties were strongly influenced 

by international actors and Bulgaria had to demonstrate quick progress with social policies on 

her path to EU membership
354

.  

B -  1997 - Let’s close the factories of illusions
355

  

The year 1997 could be underlined as a cornerstone of the Bulgarian transition period. 

On the one hand, the country witnessed its most powerful massive public demonstrations 

(January-February 1997) and on the other hand, the new government of the UDF leader 

Kostov
356

 engaged in fast and drastic political reforms.  Bulgarians who went out on the street 

to protest were predominantly students and young people who so much believed in the 

alternative welfare models presented by the Western world that without any reservation 

supported the presidency of Petar Stoyanov and the new configuration of the Union of 

Democratic Forces. The new Prime Minister S. Sofiyanski
357

, rushed to submit the Bulgarian 

will to join NATO (17
th

 of February 1997) and a month later signed a Memorandum with the 

International Monetary Fund.  Since the left wing governance left once the most successful of 

the old Soviet satellite nations on the brink of bankruptcy, the Union of Democratic Force got 

established as a solid Christian Democrat alternative driven by values of freedom, solidarity, 

human dignity and responsibility
358

. With great public support on the 19
th

 of April, 1997 the 

Democratic Union won the elections with 52, 26% or 137 members of parliament out of 240. 

It should not be ignored, however, that despite the economic and political instability related to 

the Socialist governance the Bulgarian Social Party gained second position and 22, 07% and 

58 members of parliament
359

. This could be seen already as a sign of the engraved nostalgic 

feelings towards the communist times.  
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The reformist Kostov defines his program ―Bulgaria 2001‖ as one which should 

accomplish: 

 (…) positive  financial stability and conditions for the development of the private initiatives; 

we should privatize state factories so that all of them have a responsible manager; 

reconstruct or close the loosing factories, so that the state stops paying for them tax money; 

restore completely the private property over the land and revive the Bulgarian agriculture
360

.  

On the 24
th

 of July, 1997 the International Monitory Fund provides the country for the second 

time with 140 million dollars and the Bulgarian Lev got attached to the German Mark
361

. 

Since 1992, foreign investment has reached $3.5 billion to $800 million in 2000 alone. 

Throughout the first months of Kostov‘s governance the EU issued a report, which praised 

Bulgaria for its privatization process, especially within the banking, health and pension 

systems
362

. As a result, some of the most sensible areas of the transformation were the 

destruction of the social policy established during the communism. In the years of transition, 

the full state provision of health, education and child services could not be guaranteed by the 

government in bankruptcy. Hence, unable to adapt to the market driven economy the 

provision of social services became largely commercialized and suffered severe deterioration 

of quality: provision of health services became subjected to financial contribution; there were 

no more free of charge student books; students now had an option to pay for their university 

admission
363

. The critical development of Bulgarian health policies post 1989 was also 

reported by the World Health Organization. In 2000, the quality of health care in the country 

is ranked on 102 positions out of 191 countries by the criteria of life expectancy, equal access 

of services and efficiency of the health service
364

.  
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Similarly, UNESCO gives Bulgaria as a negative example of a country where the budget for 

education dropped with ¾ and confirms the crisis in the Bulgarian educational system
365

.  

C -  The transition and child welfare 

Similarly to education and health care, the condition of child protection was also 

ignored by the domestic actors of social policy:  

(…) the whole pre-accession was based on making the system aligned with the 

European Union and since child protection is a domestic issue it‘s not covered by the key 

areas and there weren‘t many specific requirements; it‘s not like the labor law where you 

have very specific requirement, or internal affairs that requires very specific legislative 

changes. Social policy is more open and considered as a domestic issue … (Policy maker, IO, 

Bulgaria)
366

.  

This gap between the unstable Bulgarian government and the unclear European 

guidelines created a precondition for quality decrease and chaos in the administration of the 

child welfare. European funds were not easy to comprehend and administrate by the newly 

created state administration and thus we found out that even when funds were secured, 

sometimes due to lack of personnel and knowledge in a particular government agency, they 

were not spent
367

. The strategies for inclusion of the European policies were not unified by the 

state and often that created discrepancies among schemes of policy makers and the actions of 

professionals. Furthermore, as the literature by Bulgarian disability activists stipulates EU 

inclusion agenda is frequently misinterpreted by professionals
368

 and there are examples of 

situations where some residential homes were closed just temporary to meet EU demands, 

whilst children living in those institutions were transported in a rush without notice or 

explanation to another residential home
369

.  

                                                
365

 KALINOVA, E., BAEVA, I Bulgarskite prehodi, op.cit. p.311 

366
 BECIREVIC, M., DOWLING, M. The role of non-government organisations (NGOs) in advancing the 

inclusion of children with disabilities in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and Bulgaria. In: RASSEL, M., 

IARSKAIA-SMIRNOVA, E., eds. Disability in Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union. 

BASEES/Routledge Series on Russian and East European Studies, 1. 2013, London: Routledge 

367
 Ibid., p.2 

368
 PANAYOTOVA, K. Country report on the implementation of policies supporting independent living for 

disabled people: Country Bulgaria. op.cit. 

369
 BECIREVIC, M., DOWLING, M. The role of non-government organisations (NGOs) in advancing the 

inclusion of children with disabilities in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and Bulgaria. op.cit. p.3 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 137 

 

There are no official state statistics of this period because as our findings showed, the 

Bulgarian government did not acknowledge publically any of the above mentioned difficulties 

but strongly confirmed its will to accomplish the deinstitutionalization and unlike non-

governmental organizations and international observers presented quite positive versions of 

the development and implication of the reform. The image the Bulgarian state wanted to 

create however was in conflict with the reality of institutional care in this period and the 

rhetoric about the optimistic versions of the current developments did not mirror the 

unprecedented rate of children placed in institutions
370

. It should be underlined that as of 

today‘s perspective most of the governmental reforms in relations to the closure of child 

institutions seem to be too ambitious and went beyond the capacity of the state and are 

described by professionals as reforms done for the sake of gaining membership
371

.  

During this period, the European Union had little measurable effect on Bulgaria, 

especially in terms of child protection. Most of the political pressures from the EU were 

related to Western pressures for liberalization of the market and privatization of the public 

sphere. The country had such a strong political and economic upheaval that during the 

transition governments none of the national institutions or political leader initiated the 

implementation of changes in child protection policies within the rocky post-communist 

transition period. Bulgaria had major strategic and political goals to join NATO (2004) and 

then the EU (2007), but other than that, its preparation for real economic and social changes 

was doubtable. The path-dependency with the communist order, combined with the strong 

conditional pressure turned the country into a passive recipient of regulations. In the analysis, 

we will not regard all EU conditions, but only those that are related to child protection, for 

instance the Copenhagen criterion linked to human rights, that require a country to be a 

stable democracy, respect human rights and the rule of law and protect minorities
372

. Despite 

the fact that children have no specific mention in it, the EU experts that we met underline 

explicitly that child protection is an important part of human rights and thus government 

needs to take immediate action against the development of institutional care. The Rate of 

Children in Institutions Increased Proportionately to the Economic Collapse of the Country  

                                                
370

 Ibid.,p.3 

371
 Ibid., p.4 

372
 The Copenhagen Criteria and the Enlargement of the European Union. (Consulted on July 5, 2017). 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/policy/glossary/terms/accession-criteria_en 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 138 

 

After 1989, the number of children in need of institutional care started to increase and 

there was an important shift in these institutions away from being dedicated predominantly to 

orphans, and towards accommodating abandoned children or children at risk. In the pre-

accession period Bulgaria was heavily criticized by the EU monitoring report on the 

conditions of children and people with disabilities and especially children and people living 

in institutions. At that time we almost had no community services and family support service 

and there was quite a pressure on government to start creating different alternatives
373

. The 

economic collapse and general dysfunction of the political system were some of the main 

reasons for an unprecedented increase in the percentage of children placed in specialized 

institutions:  

The rate of children up to the age of three placed in infant homes managed by the 

Ministry of Healthcare increased from 873.8 per 100,000 in 1989 to 1,299.6 per 100,000 in 

1998. The rate of disabled children up to the age of 17 placed in specialized institutions 

increased from 108.4 per 100,000 in 1989 to 121.0 per 100,000 in 1997
374

.  

Bulgaria was not the only post-communist state with such negative tendency. From 1989 to 

1999, throughout Central and Eastern Europe in 10 out of 14 countries in the former Soviet 

Union the number of children who live under residential care
375

. In Lithuania; the number of 

residents in infant and children‘s homes increase 32% between 1990 and 1995. In the Kyrgyz 

Republic the number of young children under residential care jumped 69% between 1991 and 

1994
376

. Similarly to Bulgaria, the profile of the abandoned children across the region 

included predominantly children from ethnic minorities; children with disabilities and infants 

abandoned as of the maternity clinic.  

 The financial cost of the political transition 1) 

The financial costs of the political transition (1989-1999) had an enormous negative impact 

on Bulgarian children. Those who were left in institutions and amongst the more vulnerable 
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parts of society were deprived of basic support for health, education, and economic wellbeing. 

To compare, an estimated 790,000 children with and without disabilities were living in 

residential institutions in Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union at the 

start of the transition
377

. In the 1990s, Bulgaria witnessed the worst decrease in GDP among 

all other countries in the Eastern Block-27 % by 1993 (see Figure 19). The substantial 

decrease in overall living standards was accompanied by rising levels of income inequality 

and higher mortality rates. Consequently, between 1992 and 1997 public expenditures for 

orphanages fell by 70%
378

. 

 
Figure 20 - GDP evolution in Bulgaria 1980 – 2011 
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Considering those conditions and the sharp deterioration in living standards for a whole 

generation, it becomes clear why the number of single teenage mothers who abandoned their 

out-of-wedlock children increased from 45% to 70 % from 1989 to 1998. This neglect of 

adequate social support was mirrored in many households, which were left with no choice, 

but to leave their children in state care. Some of the most common reasons for mothers to 

abandon their children in institutions were poverty and incompetence, or lack of parenting 

abilities to take care of their child and mostly in cases of disabled and/or seriously ill children 

– ―children at risk‖. On the side of the providers, there was also mistrust towards the parents‘ 

capacity and resistance to support their parenting, especially in the case of poor or illiterate 

parents. Combined with weak economic background there was a strong pressure for 

deinstitutionalization. The overall negative outcome of the transition drastically slowed down 

Bulgarian political and economic performance in comparison to other post-communist 

countries and made Bulgaria, still in 2016, the poorest country in the European Union (as 

measured by GDP per capita), followed by Romania, Croatia, Poland, and Hungary
379

. 

The situation was not that different in Russia, where projects such as UNICEF Trans 

MONEE reported that the rate of child poverty had increased 1.5 times more than the overall 

poverty rate for the region (UNICEF 1997) and according to GOSKOMSTAT, the Russian 

Statistical Committee, in 1997 33% of all households with children lived below the minimum 

subsistence level 
380

. It is important to note that following the UNDP statistics, countries in 

the region of Eastern Europe, fell an average of 32 positions in their ranking on the Human 

Development Index between 1990 and 1994, and at the same time many of the financial and 

social supports that had been available during the socialist period were eliminated, reduced 

in size or scope, or deteriorated in quality
381

. Many of the social services that had been 

previously free became privatized, and thus the most marginalized and vulnerable members of 

society lost the entitlements they had been granted before. 

In 1993, there were 31 Homes of Mother and Child which accommodated 

approximately 6,115 children. What were the life conditions in these institutions was the aim 
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of a qualitative survey done among doctors in 1991-1992 in five different institutions in Sofia, 

Varna and Pernik. In the survey, there were seven main questions and the grades given by the 

doctors did not differ largely depending on the region. The author of the survey summarized 

three main conclusions: [There] is great risk of food deprivation in the institutions, 25% of 

the food supply still depends on donations and there is weak coordination between the 

suppliers of food and the institutions; Second, in two of the institutions medications were not 

delivered on time; Third, doctors agreed that the weak remuneration affects the quality of 

their work. The answers of the survey also put forward problems related to effective budget 

distribution, claiming that in the institutions which have independent accounting services 

there is less financial disturbance. The general conclusion related to the wellbeing of children 

signaled danger in the psychological development of children due to lack of adequate social 

interactions and emotional deprivation. The next section of the chapter further underlines the 

risks behind institutionalization throughout this period. 

 Death cases in child care institutions  2) 

Unfortunately, during the transition period there was a serious degradation of the 

quality of life in children's institutions to the extent that many children lost their life due to 

negligence and lack of resources. Busy to deal with the overall social transformation all child 

institutions that were put in place during the communistic period were left with almost no 

evaluation and control throughout the whole transition period. As if the complexity of 

childcare reforms was visible to the transition governments but none of them had the courage 

to launch it. Below we describe the situation in one of the analyzed regions of Plovdiv 

municipality. We find important to describe the living conditions and the circumstances in 

which the tragic events happened because they illustrate the gravity of the problem and the 

link between the overall economic collapse of the nation and the neglected child welfare.  

In 2013, the European Court for Human Rights convicted the state of Bulgaria for the 

death of fifteen young people with severe mental and physical disabilities in the State 

Institution Djurkovo. All deaths occurred in the winter of 1996-1997, but the lawsuit was 

opened only in 2006 after constant efforts by some of the biological parents
382

 and the non-

governmental organization Association for European Integration and Human Rights to find 
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the reasons behind the deaths of the teenagers. The Home for Children with Mental 

Disabilities in which the children lived and died is situated in the heart of the Rhodope 

Mountains with no direct access by car during the winter. In 1996, the budget per child per 

day was 0.8 EUR, (equivalent of 1.62 BGN) including food, heating, clothes, and medical 

care. The personnel was more than insufficient with one social worker serving twenty 

children in one shift. Against any official rules, when nurses were gone, it was the social 

worker that followed up on the medical condition of the children and provided them with 

medication.  

There was no doctor, even though the closest hospital was located forty kilometers 

away. Cars or ambulances could not access the building, and the temperature inside the 

building was between 12 and 15 degrees Celsius, with heating only one hour in the morning 

and one hour at night. The food was insufficient both in terms of quantity and quality, and 

most children survived only thanks to the voluntary participation of the surrounding villagers. 

It was practically impossible to wash and dry the sheets and blankets, and therefore children 

who had no physical capacity to move to the toilets were forced to sleep in their own 

excrement
383

. 

Within these horrific living conditions the first death occurred on the 15
th

 of December 

1996
384

, and in the next months twelve more children were found dead. After the autopsy, it 

becomes evident that children were agonizing for weeks before the tragic end- children who 

were 13-14 years old were only 18 kilograms
385

. Despite these obvious signs for the limited 

budget and dysfunctioning of the Home, on the 22
nd

 of January 1997 eight new children were 

transferred to the institution following a decision of the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Affairs. The director of the institution warned the authorities and the public numerous times 

about the incapacity of the institution to provide proper care to the children, but the home 

continued to exist, predominantly thanks to private donations. On the 22
nd

 of February 1997, a 

seventh child passed away. After his death, the director wrote to the Minister of employment 

and social affairs asking for emergency measures, including immediate financial aid. As a 

result, some financial support was provided, but still by 4
th

 March 1997 fifteen children were 
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dead, four of whom were among those transferred on January 22
nd

. Two years later, there 

were pre-trial proceedings regarding the deaths of the children, but not all fifteen of them. 

Experts concluded that the reasons for the deaths of the children included: pneumonia, 

hypothermia and hypotrophy. There were accusations against the director, the nurse and the 

paramedic; however, since the state institution was under the control of the municipality, the 

Ministry of Social Affairs was unable to provide any documentation to the public prosecutor‘s 

office in relation to the cases and all signals of the director. Surprisingly enough, when the 

prosecutor‘s office demanded documentation from the Ministry of Finance, the minister at the 

time replied that since the legal deadline had passed, the archives had been destroyed. The 

same response was given by the municipality. That was the last effort of the public prosecutor 

to seek responsibility from public actors. On the 17
th

 of January 2005, the three staff members 

were indicted by the court in Plovdiv for the deaths of 13 children. Despite the participation 

of the parents as witnesses, the court found the staff members not guilty. In January 2007, the 

High Constitutional Court confirmed the verdict, and since then there has been no other trial 

or process meant to discover a relationship between the deaths of the children and any other 

person or institution.   

Public- private partnership was not very well developed throughout that period and 

most often the actors that appeared in the field were religious charity organizations providing 

clothes, shoes, food or helping with the maintenance of water and heating facilities. These 

donations were only registered in the interior files of the home and were not centralized by the 

ministries. Therefore, there is no data that shows the input of private actors during the 

transition period in relation to the child homes. High mortality rates, high risk of sickness, 

lack of health services, infant malnutrition, and abandonment (and consequential 

institutionalization) led to children dropping out of school early and having a considerable 

deficiency in social and cognitive capacities. The vicious cycle was strengthened by the 

negative tendencies of institutional children to suffer from premature pregnancies, criminality, 

prostitution, unemployment, and constant precariousness. 

 

The crash between market driven economy and the social state 

After decades of complete isolation from the West and total dependence on the USSR, 

Bulgarian Communist dictator Todor Zhivkov left the country in international isolation and 
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severe economic crisis and political instability. Such post 1989 context should be underlined 

as one of the most important indicators for the difficult switch from state provisioned 

institutional care to community based child support scheme. As we demonstrated, adjusting 

from centrally planned economy to market conditions and finding stable political alternative 

to the previous authoritarian regime as well as strong enough social opposition to the 

communist doctrines was not an automatic process. In 1999 the Prime Minister Kostov 

declares that the arduous transition of the Bulgarian state is over. He argued that the structural 

reform is over since all factories, which were not beneficial were privatized or liquidated
386

. 

Despite the optimism of the Prime Minister however the transition to competitive market 

economy was far from being over. What the analysis of child institutions reveals is that the 

established during communism institutions were not destroyed eminently throughout the 

transition period. However, their functioning could not be guaranteed in the post-communist 

economic liberal model because their structure was not sustainable under the rules of the new 

welfare (and this was visible in all social spheres- health, education, pensions, etc.). Such 

collision between the rules of the market driven economy and the social state represents the 

main difficulty of the Bulgarian transition to liberalism. The aggressive push of the 

International Monetary Fund to manage social policy through market driven regulations 

resulted in serious deterioration of the quality of life and well-being of people. The newly 

constructed state lacked national strategic plan for long term transformations and counted 

only on reforms which fall within the larger framework of EU membership but miss to 

analyse the implication of the economic changes on domestic institutions. The negative 

characteristics of the economic reform included also corruption, the creation of monopoles as 

political structures and new forms of entrepreneurship that instead of creating new 

opportunities destroyed the existing once
387

. The state was weak and poor and could not 

answer the expectations of its citizens. This disappointment was illustrated in the autumn of 

1999 when the state held elections for local authorities and lost against the Bulgarian Socialist 
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Party. The political conclusions from the unexpected results
388

 of these elections were 

summarised by the President Stoyanov:  

The Union of Democratic Forces did not manage to replace on 100 % the left wing 

party BSP as was expected (...) Bulgarians are disappointed not from the reform or the choice 

to follow the European example but from the politicians that lead the reform. (...) on the day 

we were elected we admitted that the reform will be complicated but we did not say that it 

includes corruption on every level of the political governance
389

.  

This quote foreshadows that the transition process in Bulgaria had two distant stages. 

The first stage includes the ideological understanding that the welfare state will be 

transformed from communist to liberal, putting the European Union membership as the 

ultimate accomplishment and the goal of the transformation. The membership was described 

by Kostov as the elevator through which Bulgaria will go back on the time line of history and 

join the head of humanitarian development, technological and scientific progress
390

. In order 

to transform its welfare however, the state has an important preliminary stage: 

transformation of the state
391

. The equilibrium between the political, economic and social 

systems and their functioning depends entirely on the strength of the reformed state: The 

solution to this conundrum lay at the roots of transformation success. Successful 

transformers, after the inevitable transitional crisis, resumed economic growth and 

accomplished in-depth structural changes
392

. Our research shows that to a great extent the 

state did not manage to reconstruct its full governance capacity throughout this transition and 

thus got overwhelmed by the exterior pressures and especially in the social sphere adopted 

models which relevance is still questionable.   

                                                
388

 In 14 municipalities the Bulgarian Socialist Party won the elections against 11 won by the Union of 

Democratic Forces   

389
 STOYANOV, P. (In Bulgarian: Браво на народа! Отрезви политиците).  24 часа.  25

th
 of October, 1999 

390
 KOSTOV, I. Interview on the 10th of December 1999 in front of journalists of Sega newspaper.  

391
 WAGENER, H. The Welfare State in Transition Economies and Accession to the EU. Op.cit. 

392
 Ibid., p.158 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 146 

 

V -  Deinstitutionalization and Decentralization of 

Bulgarian Child Institutions 

The first part of the chapter analyses the influence of prior to the accession EU policy 

requirements to the formation of the Bulgarian legislation for child protection in the 2000‘s. 

We demonstrate what were the main legal transformations of Bulgarian child policies in the 

2000‘s, analysing the impact of the 1st Low on Child Protection on the creation of the 

Bulgarian National Vision of Deinstitutionalization (2010).  

The second section is dedicated to the decentralization of services in relation to child 

care provision and aims to depict which are the mechanisms for governance, control and 

evaluation of the service providers at the different stages of the Bulgarian strategy for 

decentralization of social services. The case study of Mogilino is regarded as an example of 

the first closed state institution unveiling what are the challenges in front of the 

implementation of the Vision and the extent to which child welfare was institutionally strong 

enough to use EU funding and benefit from European tools and mechanisms for increase of 

community services and family support at this early stage of democratic governance.  

The third part gives description of some of the main institutions that we examined 

throughout our empirical work while emphasizing their diversity and unpredictable quality of 

care depending on the management skills of the different directors. All institutions presented 

in case studies had existed before the deinstitutionalization reform began, and while some 

passed through a significant transformation and continued functioning, others were closed. 

This detailed comparison throughout our interviews with staff and directors was necessary to 

test the degree to which one can make any generalized conclusions on the effects of these 

institutions over children before and after the deinstitutionalization process.  

The data presented and analyzed in this chapter were retrieved from the National 

Archives of Bulgaria
393

 and the SS. Cyril and Methodius National Library
394

. We should 

underline that our initial idea was to find official statistical data on the numbers of children in 

institutions throughout the years, as well as a detailed map of the regional distribution of the 

institutions across Bulgaria. However, despite the extensive search in in libraries and multiple 
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public information requests from the respective ministries, we conclude that there is no 

unified data on children deprived of parental care and the existing figures both from national 

and international sources remain dispersed and approximate. The maps included in this 

chapter are results of our own research.  

 

A -  The formation of the Bulgarian child legislation (2000-2010)  

 The European Unio
395

, UNICEF
396

 and the OECD
397

 together with smaller 

international agencies have the same broad inclusion agenda for the transition from 

institutional to community-based care and the inclusion of children deprived of parental care 

within society. However, what we identified is that the strategies for the implementation of 

these guidelines vary significantly and states have a relevant choice to adopt different policy 

approaches.  The choice that Bulgaria made was to eradicate institutions and provide 

community based services for children in need after being exposed to closer scrutiny by the 

EU, IMF and the World Bank
398

.  

 Influenced by the European trend to harmonize national legislation with European 

legislation
399

 in 2000 the Bulgarian Government drafted a new Law on Child Protection in 

strict compliance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the UN Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, as well as the EU Antidiscrimination Law. The newly 

passed law aimed at modifying and replacing all pre-existing legislation and formed the basis 

of a new framework of children‘s rights. Through this law, the state intended to co-ordinate 

the actions of all parties, provide protection and guarantee for the basic children‘s rights in 

all social domains and for all social groups in accordance with their age, social status, 

physical and mental health by the provision of decent financial, social and cultural 
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platform
400

. In contrast to previous normative legislation, which treated the child as a passive 

recipient of care and protection, this law describes the child as an active legal participant with 

independent rights. The guidance chapter of this document obligates all legislative institutions 

to function according to Paragraph 1, Item 5 of the Law, which states that the child has to 

grow up and remain with his biological parents, and that any measures for placing the child 

outside the family should be left as a last resort
401

. The new clauses do not judge parents as 

responsible for their low economic status, but emphasize new family support schemes and 

prevention of abandonment. Consequently, parents have a right (at least a theoretical one) to 

obtain greater social packages in cases where economic, physical or social statuses are at risk.  

The Bulgarian government is the first in Europe that has voted to close all of its state 

institutions and replace them with community-based services. The policy of 

deinstitutionalization began in 2001 with a ministerial act and the vision for 

deinstitutionalization. This served as the formal declaration of political will to deal with the 

issue of child abandonment. Within the vision of the deinstitutionalization reform, the 

government engaged in a multi-institutional plan for the creation of community-based 

services, new legal regulation and financial provision, and closure of all residential 

institutions. The vision of deinstitutionalization is part of a more significant shift in the role of 

the state in the education of children and their position in society. In 2001, the government 

voted for a reform, which aimed at the increasing wellbeing of children through 

deinstitutionalization, prevention, and economically effective alternatives to institutional 

care
402

. One of the most significant results of the project was the creation of the National 

Agency of Child Protection and the Department of Child Care within the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Policy. The project was financed with approximately 22 million euros donated by 

the World Bank, the Bulgarian Government, the British Government, and the Japanese Fund 

for Social Development and the Swiss Agency for Cooperation and Development
403

.  
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 Legal framework: the beginning of the deinstitutionalization 1) 

reform 

The 2000 Law on Child Protection incited the creation of The National Strategy for 

Child Protection
404

 for the 2008-2018 period and the adoption of a plan for the 

implementation of the National Vision of the Deinstitutionalization of Bulgaria
405

. At the 

beginning of the reform in Bulgaria there are more than 34 thousands children in institutions 

which corresponds to 1,7% of the overall children population
406

. The specialized child 

protection bodies are the chairperson of the State agency for Child Protection and the Social 

Assistance Directorates at the Agency for Social Assistance. Social Assistance Directorate is 

a body of child protection at the local level within which operates the Child Protection 

Department (CPD). CPD social workers take protective measures with regard to children at 

risk. Other bodies of the child protection system are: the Minister of Labour and Social 

Policy, the Minister of Interior, the Minister of Education and Science, the Minister of Justice, 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Minister of Culture, the Minister of Health and the 

mayors of municipalities
407

. 

At the time of the adoption of this Strategy (2011), there were 127 such institutions: 31 for 

children between the ages of 0 and 3 years old under the supervision of the Ministry of 

Health, 24 homes for children with disabilities managed by the local municipalities, and 72 

homes for children deprived of parental care, also managed by the municipal authorities
408

. 
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Figure 21 - Number of children in different types of large-scale institutions in Bulgaria 

2011
409

 

 

In accordance with the UN Convention, the institutional practice of childcare will be 

ended, and support will be provided for children to remain with their biological families and 

removed only if they are in danger. In order to provide an alternative form of care for children 

removed from these institutions, the state voted and passed Article 31 of the Law on Child 

Protection which defines the concept of a foster care parent and the criteria for it:  

According to Article 4, Item 1, Point 4, a child could be accommodated in a foster 

care family only after a judicial decision or with an order from the director of direction 

―Social support‖ the local Social Services Department as a protective measure of the plan for 

the deinstitutionalization. 

Since the Parliamentary Reform of 2000, the Court of Justice has become the supreme 

authority responsible for the decision to send a child to an institution and the only legal 

authority responsible for an individual assessment of children in institutions and their removal 

and placement with alternative structures. This parliamentary reform encompasses all 

institutions, except for special schools and juvenile institutions. Any child could be sent to 
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live in an institution if he or she becomes an orphan; if the parents neglect the child; or if the 

child is in danger of physical violence or psychological abuse. The Special State Agency for 

Social Support, part of the Ministry of Social Policy and Labor, can enforce the delivery of 

social assistance to intervene in cases where the State Agency cannot locate the parents, or 

they refuse state support.  

The Law on Child Protection is not the only a legislative document related to the 

protection of children. There are at least twenty other normative documents divided among 

different of institutions, including the Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education, which 

are directly involved in and responsible for child protection. The existence of such a large 

number of uncoordinated independent institutions, all with varied and sometime self-

contradicting normative biases and all regulating the protection of children in Bulgaria, 

presents a considerable challenge and a serious obstacle to the introduction of European 

legislation and achievement of positive outcomes from deinstitutionalization reform. 

Narratives gathered during this research corroborate the assessment that The Law on 

Child Protection could be perceived as the cornerstone of the Bulgarian policy of child 

protection, since up until year 2000 there was no other mechanism through which one could 

make policies affecting children. The overall understanding among the actors from the 

national and non-governmental sector interviewed throughout this research was that this Law 

was crucial and much needed. The reform aims to consider and respond to children and their 

parents in a more individual way. As the program director of UNICEF Bulgaria puts it:  

Up to 2000, the only alternative that children received from the state was the 

institution model; not because it was the best one, but the only one available. The system was 

constructed to function with very standardized mechanisms regardless of the individual 

situation of the child and his parents (2012/07).  

The immediate result of this law was the creation of the National Agency of Child 

Protection and the directory of Child Protection to the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. 

During our interview with one of the authors of the reform, V. S.
410

, she stated that since there 

were no social services, this reform was greatly challenging and almost surreal for the 

Bulgarian reality. However, there were two major and unconditionally positive changes that 

occurred as a result of this law:  
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First, the Bulgarian state was able to construct a network of child protection both on 

governmental level through the agency of child protection and on regional level through the 

regional directories in all major municipalities; second is the multiplication of child and 

family services meant for prevention of abandonment and child poverty from 0 to 500 in 2015 

(2015/06).  

This legal basis, together with the vision, was meant to serve as the bridge from a 

system with child services based on state-provided institutional care to a decentralized 

complex system for care and prevention. At the beginning of the reform, the state 

commissioned an official census of all children living in social, medical, and educational 

institutions, and their number exceeded 35,000. Up until 2003, the project aimed to 

accomplish the preparatory stages of the reform, which included:  

1) Identifying pilot municipalities for implementation of the new services, 

 2) Procuring preliminary construction permits for the new centers for family services, 

3) Preparing social workers to lead individual assessments for the children that the 

plan aimed to move out from institutional care.  

Already in 2000 certain non-governmental organizations with foreign financial aid 

started to openly express the necessity to transform institutional care in Bulgaria and push 

society to think in this direction. Despite the fact, that their efforts were not consolidated 

enough to make an eminent impact on society and politicians, alternative models of care 

started to emerge and were later accepted by the state. Important motivators for the creation of 

alternative centres at that time were associations representing parents whose children had 

special needs. Even before the government initiated official decentralization measures, there 

had been rare examples of cooperation between such parental organizations, municipalities 

and donors for the creation of alternative to the institution facilities. In the city of Dobrich we 

discovered an example of such cooperation where parents of handicap children pled for the 

creation of a day care center adapted for children with disabilities that would allow the parents 

to work and the children to socialize. The Dobrich municipality provided one of its properties 

for free and through donations the day center was open and has functioned until today.  

 

With our empirical research we identified the following main challenges at this first 

stage of the reform (pre 2000-2003). First, it must be pointed out that the personnel of the 
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institutions were not included in the preparatory work of the reform
411

. All policy acts were 

centered on the creation of the alternative centers for the targeted groups. Unfortunately, by 

doing so the government ignored all efforts that should have been included in the preparation 

of the exit strategy of children (at the age of 18). Being totally dependent on the institution for 

their physical survival
412

 residents remained dependent on social aids even after they get out 

from the institutions, which eventually became a costly expense for the state.  

The second risk was related to the increased number of actors who started to search for 

the most successful model of the Bulgarian deinstitutionalization.  International NGOs (such 

as Save the Children, Care, European Child Trust and Every Child) together with new local 

NGOs (Baliz, FICE, Step by Step Foundation, Social Activities and Practice Institute etc.) 

were created to promote different visions for the positive realization of the reform. Despite the 

enormous work that they accomplished, what we identified from our empirical work is that 

almost none of these NGO‘s dealt with the reformation of institutional care per se and the 

amelioration of the quality of life of the increased numbers of children inside but focused only 

on promoting and preparing the alternatives community based centers. This is due to the 

understanding that in Bulgaria the deinstitutionalization reform is linked to the elimination of 

the physical existence of the institutions and not on the care model that has been practiced 

inside. As a result, despite the good intentions to change the conditions in institutional care, 

these efforts were not sustainable in the long term and lacked overall vision for the 

development of these children in one, five or ten years. In this period social services remained 

centered on the state level, and in practice there was no real decentralization of services or 

civil engagement on the topic.  

Therefore, throughout this first stage of the reform, all actions were driven 

predominantly by international organizations on project-based methodologies that aimed to 

tackle only some groups of children in only few municipalities around the country.  

The accuracy and efficiency of the change in the law was mainly contested ten years 

after its creation by the monitoring report from 2011-2012 of the Know How Center to the 

New Bulgarian University. Specialists from the non-governmental sector acknowledged that 
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the law had been overpassed by the developments that it provoked, and needed to be 

reconstructed to shift the focus from a law for the protection of children to a law for children:  

This new law would have integrated not only how to protect the child once it becomes 

a victim but also how to prevent the child becoming a victim integrating other spheres of child 

development such as education, health, sport etc. It was also a law putting the child in the 

center of the system as one, which has to be considered as a separate entity from his parents 

(2015/16).  

The new draft law aimed to put prevention at the heart of its execution, and therefore 

required a political consensus as to definitions of prevention, penalization, psychological help, 

and separation. This law would demand political mobilization and consensus of many 

different actors who would lose part of their functions (for instance, the social support agents 

would move under the supervision of the Municipalities) and that created further 

administrative difficulties. Despite the great preparatory work of the law, the draft law was 

not enacted in the parliament due to the change of the government and the strong opposition 

coming from non-governmental organizations linked to the Catholic Church, such as Caritas. 

As of 2016, this law has not yet passed.  In the acceptance of this draft law one can perceive 

the greater clash between the positive parenting policy (adopted by the Committee of 

Ministers on 13 December 2006 at the 983rd meeting of the Ministers‘ Deputies) and the 

means that have been given for its implementation in Bulgaria.  

 Decentralization: second stage of the deinstitutionalization 2) 

reform (2003-2009)- 

 In the second stage of the deinstitutionalization reform (2003-2009), one perceives 

more targeted structural efforts of the state to change the legal bases of social services. In 

2003, the term specialized institutions was adopted by the new legislation of child protection 

referring to state institutions from pension type for care, education of children who are 

completely separated from their home environment 
413

. The change in the definition excluded 

children who lived and studied in the institutions and thus the number of children who are 

institutionalized fall to 14,180 in 189 institutions
414

. Despite these changes common report of 

UNICEF and the Social Activity and Practice Institute shows that in 2005 and 2006 the 
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number of children who were admitted in institutions is higher than the number of children 

who were accommodated in family environment and in 70% of the remaining institutions the 

quality of care still does not correspond to the criteria for quality of life set by the 

government
415

.  

The decentralization of social services in Bulgaria occurred almost at the same time as 

the deinstitutionalization reform and to a great extent one still observes the parallel evolution 

of these two processes of reconstruction. Until year 2000, the state was the only provider of 

social services across the country. In 2003, some significant changes in the Law of Social 

Support
416

, Law of Child Protection and two national decentralization strategies (2006-2009/ 

2009-2015) led towards the decentralization of the social services and officially added 

municipalities and non-governmental organizations to the list of social providers. The 

National Strategic documents identify three different forms of decentralization: 

administrative, financial and political
417

. The administrative decentralization is composed by 

two distant rights and responsibilities – 1) decision making power in regard to the quality of 

public services and 2) right to manage the activities provided by the services
418

. There are 

three major forms of administrative decentralization- deconcentration (often considered to be 

the weakest form of decentralization), delegation and devolution (seen as the type of 

administrative decentralization that underlies most political decentralization)
419

. The financial 

decentralization is characterized by the provision of resources, redistribution of financial 

resources, amount of the resources and ways of spending of the resources on the public 

services. The political decentralization is linked to the decision making power and the control 

of their execution by larger group of institutions closer to the community
420

. In relation to 

child protection in the Strategies for decentralization from 2006 and 2009, the Bulgarian state 

adopts the low level administrative decentralization process.  
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Through delegation central governments transfer responsibility for decision-making 

and administration of public functions to semi-autonomous organizations not wholly 

controlled by the central government, but ultimately accountable to it (...) usually these 

organizations have a great deal of discretion in decision-making and charge users directly for 

services
421

.  

The state delegates to the municipalities the management and financing of the remaining 

Homes and new community based services but remains responsible for the evaluation and 

control of the quality of service provision. Hence, the decentralization of child welfare 

remains controlled by the state and according to us this will have a positive effect on the 

overall.  

In the national plan for deinstitutionalization 2006-2009 there were three specific 

measures targeting institutions for child protection:  

  transfusion of the management of the Homes for Children deprived of Parental 

Care  towards municipalities as delegated service;  

  transfusion of the management of Institutions for Medico-Social Care towards 

municipalities as delegated service ; 

  provision of community based services
422

.  

In order to enlarge the spectrum of professionals who work with the children and propose 

greater choice of services for institutionalized children, the government adopted an official 

procedure for the accreditation of providers of social services and creation of legal 

mechanisms for establishment of common criteria for provision of social services. In 2002, 

the Law of Social Support changed and gave to legal persons the right to be social service 

providers. This was an important change in the system, since under the category of legal 

persons fall non-governmental organizations, which through their project-based financial 

schemes have become one of the main partners of municipalities
423

. These legal changes 

accompanied by a loan provided by the World Bank gave for the first time in Bulgarian 

history a new status to the non-governmental organizations as official social providers. From 
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that moment on, Bulgarian and foreign NGOs could be included within the budget 

distribution. As we show throughout our fieldwork, NGOs become main providers of 

services, especially in terms of innovative therapies, music, personal training, etc.  

On January 2007 (as published in the Official Journal of the Republic of Bulgaria on 

22
nd

 of December 2006, No 105) the Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care were 

decentralized and their management was transmitted to the municipality administrations with 

only methodological guidance from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy. What is more 

their status changes from educational to social. The decentralization of services was 

considered to be one of the logical preconditions for the successful implementation of 

community based centers as a result of the deinstitutionalization process.  

The decentralization of the biggest groups of child institutions is considered to be the 

corner stone of the solutions towards full deinstitutionalization. However, experts remain very 

skeptical on the methodology through which the decentralization of power will be guaranteed 

and many underline the danger of neglect of some of the basic needs of the children
424

. The 

methodology of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy hides great preconditions for the 

continuation of the institutional culture despite the official detachment with the Ministry of 

Education and the inclusion of the local authority. The political decision to reform the 

management of the Institutions for Children Deprived of Parental Care came after six years of 

constant pressure from the non-governmental sector to decentralize its management so that 

the deinstitutionalization could take place The time we lost was crucial for the irreversible 

institutionalization of generation of children who will need much more resources to get out of 

institutional care now in comparison to their yearly ages
425

. The state established legal 

process for licensing of social service providers other than the state and put in place new 

government criteria for social services which included the role of the municipalities in the 

management of the Homes situated in their territories. Both government and local experts 

confirmed the increasing importance of municipalities and the need for larger participation on 

their behalf. However, from the interviews we had with the administration stuff of the local 

authority we understood that municipality agents had little or no preparation how exactly their 

responsibilities will change and what are the particularities of the management of such big 
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institutions full of children from 3 to 18 years old. The Ministry of Education did not provide 

any clear guidelines and instructions how will the transfer of responsibilities happen:   

The government left us completely unprepared for the upcoming duties. We knew that 

we had to control the institutions for children deprived of parental care but at the same time 

we did not know how to do it (…)me and my colleges we needed special training and we never 

received it; we were learning while working ( 2015/20).  

At the very beginning one of the main preoccupation of the Mayors was to repair the 

buildings of the institutions in which children spent 100 % of their time
426

. This was 

perceived as a precondition for the amelioration of the quality of life and further inclusion of 

specialized services for the children. This, as was underlined by the Mayors we interviewed 

was also the easiest and measurable aspect of the reform: In order for new services to reach 

children we need to create the infrastructure for it according to the number of children that 

are in demand for it (2015/20). Despite the good intentions of Mayors and institutional 

directors and the undoubted need for the amelioration of the building, we identified these first 

steps in the implementation of the decentralization plan to hide some great risks. First, one 

should acknowledge the fact that for some Mayors, especially those of small municipalities, 

the Institutions for Children deprived of parental care represent a guaranteed source for 

financial support from the government. As such, the closure of these homes becomes the less 

wanted option for the Mayor and therefore by the time the Mayor builds new management 

strategy and implements the public-private partnership fully, he/she has a great interest to 

maintain the institution working. The alternative to the closing institutions is to create 

community based services in their municipality but that is still considered a much more risky 

and insecure path for most of the municipalities. According to a report from 2007, 2037 

children or 47% of the children (who were in institutions that had to be closed) were 

transferred to community based centers which are within the same municipality region as the 

Home; 564 children moved to further municipalities or regional cities
427

. This is important 

indicator for the evaluation of the reform because it gives us indicators for the level of stress 

of the children due to the moving and the proximity with their families, which are all included 

as important factors of the deinstitutionalization process.  
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 Second, the beginning of the decentralization also gave rise to massive financial 

injections from donors and thus creates preconditions for Mayors to use the sources at any 

price. As a result, there was an increased public understanding that once the institutions were 

refreshed and new services open within its walls, we can plead for successful de-

institutionalization. We found this assumption quite dangerous for the overall reform because 

the change that should follow the reform lies predominantly on the individualization of care 

towards children, their development in close to the family environment and not on the 

reconstruction of the building they live (further development of this problem will be presented 

in Chapter VII). The common report of UNICEF and the Social Activities and Practice 

institute portrays data, which shows that more than half of the directors who participated in 

the survey as of May 2007
428

 do not support the decentralization process due to unclear 

information on the change of its management, the sever decrease of staff budget and the 

unclear guidelines for their duties and responsibilities. The overall feeling that describes 

directors was insecurity
429

.  

Third, since the decentralization of power in 2007, the directors of the Institutions for 

Children Deprived of Parental Care stopped being the employers of their personnel. This duty 

was transfused to the Mayors. Observations from our field work showed that Mayors who are 

sometimes kilometers apart from the Institutions are too alienated from the specificity of the 

Homes and their staff dynamics. The amelioration of the quality of services in the Homes is 

closely linked to their effective management and by alienating the manager from the 

personnel; the reform put in danger their functioning. One should take into consideration that 

there are no quality transport links and the administration procedures in the municipality are 

so heavy that vital for the children decisions could take much longer than before
430

. This 

obstacle is related once again to the unclear guidelines of the state how should local agents 

meet the needs of the Institutions and what are the particularities of their new duties. On the 

other hand, the slow pace of decision making gave preconditions for a common feeling of 

uncertainty and fear within the residents of the homes and among the staff members. In 

addition we should underline the serious lack of communication between the State Agency of 
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Child Protection (SACP) that reviews the work of the municipalities with the institutions. 

According to a survey done by UNICEF and the Social Activities and Practice Institute:  

 43 % of the child experts in the municipality administration are not familiar with the 

evaluation done by the SACP; 49% declare the availability of social services within their 

community but in reality the services do not correspond to the criteria and propose limited 

services; 44% of the local agents were not informed or ignored the trainings proposed by the 

SASP
431

.  

Such data is an indicator for the lack of communication between state institutions and 

municipalities. According to us, this is a necessary precondition for the targeted amelioration 

of the quality of life of each child. If the states spends resources to evaluate the municipality 

and the Mayor does not at least read this evaluation the whole process of deinstitutionalization 

is severely questioned.  

a)  State-NGO’s-Municipalities 

Evidences show that international agencies put on strong pressure on government 

ministries, bring in their experts, engage NGO‘s and provide injection of funds for solutions 

to be accepted
432

. This type of decentralization led to great confusion among the municipal 

authorities, exacerbated by the lack of resources on their side to lead and actively monitor 

social activities without the financial and human resources of the state confirming that 

policies and strategies are not embraced by all stakeholders
433

. In Chapter VII we will give 

some concrete examples of the ways mayors resisted the reforms. Our interviews with 

families and relatives of at-risk children showed that to a great extent the reform was executed 

formally with little or no contact with the biological family and the personnel of the 

institution. This was due to the lack of prevention policies and early intervention social 

services. The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, The Ministry of Health and the Ministry 

of Education did not work in coordination with each other in relation to the early childhood 

planning and therefore there was no teamwork in the implementation of community services 

in the field or financial decentralization of social services.  
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2003-2009 was also the period when nongovernmental organizations started to raise in 

number and occupied an important place in advancing awareness campaigns in regard to 

institutional care generating social change. The advantages of the inclusion of non-state 

organizations are flexibility, additional financial contribution that could not be provided by 

the state, and greater proximity to the local problems. However, greater numbers of actors in 

the field demands greater coordination and communication. According to our interviews, 

most NGOs demand equality among social providers and do not want to recognize the power 

of the Mayor as a superior to their own competencies. For the moment the Mayor still has the 

right to decide which service merits to remain in his territory and which does not. As we will 

demonstrate in Chapter VII, that might lead to disappearance of some working services, even 

if they are useful and respond to pressing needs. The results of this cooperation, however, 

differ from region to region, and the overall conclusion is that there is a lack of strategic 

planning
434

. What is more throughout our empirical work with institutional staff we could 

clearly feel the preference of directors and personnel to work with Municipalities in contrast 

to NGO‘s , referring to old lasting feeling that the state will always take care of us (2013/12). 

Since most of the NGO‘s operated on the field through project financing, their long term 

investment in the problems of the institutions was not guaranteed and people felt this:  

Even if we have the worse Mayor, there will be always a Mayor whereas the NGO 

could disappear any moment (2017/50).  

The role of the NGO‘s operating in the field was also considered controversial due to 

their strong dependence on foreign investments. The major growth of in the number of NGO‘s 

was predominantly due to the actions of international donors and according to Maglajlic-

Holicek and Residagic instead of being truly civil organizations; they now resemble a private 

business sector focused on absorbing donors‘ funds
435

. What is more, most organizations 

were created and governed by people who were part of the previous regime and thus 

specialists feared that they did understand why the system needed to be changed but their lack 

of professional capability and knowledge was evident and has been also mentioned in the 
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literature
436

. Both of these issues are reflected in our field work and analyzed in greater detail 

in Chapter VII as part of the challenges related to the implementation of the reform.   

Despite these challenges, in 2006, financed by the PHARE program, the closure of 

specialized institutions began, and the first community centers of family type were open for 

the most high-risk groups of children. In order to achieve the closure of the institutions, the 

state did an attempt for individual assessments of children in special institutions financed by 

the PHARE program
437

. We use the word ‗attempt‘ because here again there is a discrepancy 

between the facts given by the representatives of the State Agency of Child Protection and 

directors of institutions. On the one hand, the state agents declare to have visited the 

institutions and interviewed each child separately and construct their individual files. On the 

other hand, however, almost half of the children who participated in the state action declared 

that they have never talked to the state representatives and has never consulted their own 

files
438

. This signals once again a dangerous formal execution of the so important assessment 

that can lead to the openings or closing of specific community based centers. Despite these 

difficulties, by 2008, the state had closed five of its biggest institutions and created 

community based services to transfer their residents (see Figure 22). The experience gained 

around the closure of these first institutions will serve as an example for the next steps that 

need to be taken in order for the national plan to be accomplished.  
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Closed Institutions City / village 

New 

Community 

Based 

Centers 

Financing 

―Kalinin‖ (institution for 

children deprived of parental 

care) 

Krumovgrad 

Plovdiv 

Municipality 

2 Family type 

centers 

FICE Bulgaria 

―Sveta Petka‖ (institutions 

for children with mental 

handicap)  

Mogilino  

Russe 

Municipality 

5 Family type 

centers in 

different 

municipalities 

UNICEF, Bulgarian 

State,  Unity of 

NGO‘s 

― Nadejda‖  Stara Zagora 5 Family type 

centers 

ARC Bulgaria 

Start of the 

deinstitutionalization for 

―Gorna Koznica‖ 

(institutions for children with 

mental handicap) 

Kustendil Ends 2010 Seeder Foundation 

Start of the 

deinstitutionalization for 

―Teteven‖  

Lovech Ends 2010 Equilibrium 

Foundation 

Figure 22 - The closure of the five biggest institutions 2006-2010 

 

Our findings show that the municipalities that managed to close old institutions and 

open new community centers are simply those with the highest legal competences, able to 

apply for EU funding and/or those who were guided by strong NGO‘s. The Homes for 

Children with Disabilities (which were under the supervision of the Ministry of Social 

Affairs) were evaluated as priority due to the extreme miserable living conditions of the 

children inside (we will describe one of them- ‗Mogilino‘ later in the chapter). The closure (or 

rehabilitation of the old buildings) of Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care (with no 

disabilities) started in 2008 covering first big cities, such as Plovdiv, Varna, Burgas and Stara 

Zagora. After it spread to smaller municipalities such as Stara Zagora in 2010, and continued 

gradually in rural areas. The closure of the Homes for Infants (children under three years old), 
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which are governed by the Ministry of Health) is the least advanced due to high entrance 

demand and greater isolation of the infants from the public actors.  

b)  The First closed institution in Mogilino 

Undoubtedly, the BBC documentary and European conditionality led to the faster 

closure of one of the most degraded institutions for abandoned children in Mogilino (Ruse 

Municipality). All actors involved in the process refer to this case as a precedent and the 

beginning of a new era, because for the first time the institutional reality of the abandoned 

Bulgarian children was shown openly to the public. Mogilino was closed through the 

cooperation and guidance of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, UNICEFF Bulgaria, 

and the Bulgarian National Television BTV and its show The Fantastic Six, through which 

BTV donated over 610,000 BGN for the construction of the first Little Home for Children 

from the Mogilino orphanage
439

. The conditions in which children lived in the institution for 

physical and mental disabilities in Mogilino during the years of the transition until 1st of 

October 2009 were more than disturbing. As V. B. describes it
440

:  

I will never forget my first journey to Mogilino. Mogilino is situated between villages 

Biala and Popovo, and in order to enter Mogilino without any infrastructure, one needs to 

pass through Danub‘s hilly plane, dispersed little tiny roads, and after crossing two hills 

among wild birds and animals one could eventually get to the village (…) I have never seen 

such picture in my life: half of the people in the village were married to their family members, 

and thus the other half was severely handicapped from the incest. Highly disabled children 

who have never seen anything else in their life but this village (…) Not accidentally, if you 

don‘t know that BBCs movie was filmed in Mogilino, you would think that is a concentration 

camp or an old experiment of Rene Smiths in American prison in the 1950s; heavy 

marginalization (…)I thought such type of images belonged to the past (…)such highly severe 

physical and psychological pathologies have no words to be described (2012/06). 

The closure of the institution seemed to be inevitable under the enormous media and 

social pressure. However, the question that remained was to what extent the state had a 
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capacity to provide an alternative home to the residents of the institution. It is striking that 

once the children from Mogilino were moved to family-type centers, the policies stopped 

developing and no one continued to care (2012/06), as if Mogilino was the only institution in 

such condition and as if moving children to smaller houses was enough to guarantee the 

eradication of institutional practices. Despite the unquestionable necessity to close the 

institution, our interviewees from UNICEF already in 2012 pointed out that institutional 

culture continue[d] to persist within the community-based centers, despite the improved 

infrastructure (2012/06). A media scandal from 2012 revealed that in another one of the 

twenty-five institutions for disabled children in Pleven, the severe conditions of care were 

perpetuated and accompanied by strong violations of the rights of the child. Throughout our 

interview, V. B. underlined on multiple occasions that the simultaneous creation of 180 new 

family type centers through operational funding of the EU structural funds hid multiple 

challenges:  

First, if those new centers continue to receive financing through the state according to 

quotas, it will be highly inefficient, and they will soon collapse and transform into mini-

institutions. Second, there is an inappropriate methodology; the methodology written by the 

Agency of Social Support is intended for not more than two thirds severally handicapped 

children. This planning is incorrect, because 99 % of the children in those 25 homes are 

retarded. Third, so far there are no mechanisms in the country for social support of children 

with mental disorders. It is unclear how they are going to treat those children (2012/06).  

These issues were identified already back in 2012, and unfortunately in 2015 we are 

still witnessing the complete inability of state agents and municipalities to respond to these 

problems.  

 National Vision for Deinstitutionalization in practice (2009-2012) 3) 

In 2010 the Ministerial Council adopts the National Vision for Deinstitutionalization of 

Children of Republic of Bulgaria and a Plan for execution of the vision and the creation of 

community based services across the country. The national plan for action included:  

 Creation of social services that should provide family-type care for the children so 

that there is no need to keep the institutional care; 

  Establishment of financial and social support for the parents of handicapped 

children;  
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  Institutional control that every child has a right to live in a family-type 

environment; 

 Creation of a regulatory legal framework to support the transition from 

institutional to community-based care;  

  Strengthening of the social security system and the capacity of social workers to 

intervene for families in need. 

According to official state data at the beginning of 2010 in Bulgaria, there were 6,730 

children who lived in institutions
441

. In comparison to other European countries, Bulgaria had 

the highest number of children with one or more parents who are institutionalized (see Figure 

23). 

Figure 23 - Number of children in institutions (per 10000 child population in EU Member 

States 2010) 

  

At the first year after the adoption of this Strategy (2011), the number of institutions 

dropped to 127: 31 for children between the ages of 0 and 3 years old under the supervision of 

the Ministry of Health, 24 homes for children with disabilities managed by the local 

municipalities, and 72 homes for children deprived of parental care, also managed by the 

municipal authorities
442

. 
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Figure 24 - Number of children in different types of large-scale institutions in Bulgaria 

2011
443

 

 

Throughout the first seven years of decentralization, municipalities developed 

predominantly services that were mostly guided by the objectives and priorities set by the 

NGO‘s leading and financing the projects. Hence, mayors had very little tools to assess the 

needs of their region independently, which created double provision of services at some 

regions and lack of services in others. Acknowledging this issue, in 2010 the government 

voted a change in the Law for Social Support and obliged all municipalities to prepare five-

year development plans for enlargement of social services in their region. These territorial 

strategic plans should be based on the evaluation of the specific needs of the children who are 

residents of social institutions and their demand for individual services. On the basis of this 

new mechanism for empowerment of Mayors to create their own social development plans, 

the state decided which child institutions would be closed or replaced with alternative family 

type centres across the country for five-year period.  
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Once the municipalities create their own strategy they report to the Agency of Social 

Assistance (attached to the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs) and together with the 

Agency of Child Protection provide permission for or reject the closure of services. The 

Agency of Child Protection is also responsible to confirm the budget for the new services 

depending on the national standards for child support voted by the Ministerial Council. 

Children are accommodated in the different institutions within the municipality through a 

special authorization given by the Sub-direction of Child protection part of the Direction 

Social Support accepted or not by the regional court. The budget of the municipality for the 

new services is also determined by the state and is totally dependent on the overall state 

budget (see Figure 25).  

 

 

Figure 25 - Structure of the decision-making after decentralization 

As mentioned earlier the third objective of the decentralization reform is the provision 

of alternative community based centers solutions to replace institutional care such as foster 

care families, and family type centers. Our interviews with representatives of the social 

departments in the municipalities in Burgas and Plovdiv demonstrated that this shift in 

responsibilities created tension among the social departments because of insecure budget 
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allowances to the different municipalities and thus differences in the services that they would 

be able to provide. In 2008, the number of foster care families was 25 according to UNICEF 

Bulgaria (2012/07). The development of municipality centers for foster care, where future 

candidates could be trained and recruited, was mostly project-driven (Project Foster Care) 

with the support of the Agency of Child Protection and the state Agency of Social Assistance. 

As a result of the active participation of the non-governmental sector, by 2012 there were 900 

foster care families with 332 accommodated children (2012/07). Despite the fact that there 

were much more foster care families able to accommodate, large part of the children were still 

not enough social workers to work with the children an follow their stay in the foster parents. 

The increased interest and development of foster care services was also due to the creation of 

regional centers for information and training
444

 in nine regions: Sofia, Sofia district, Gabrovo, 

Pernik, Stara Zagora, Targovishte, Smolian, Shumen and Veliko Tarnovo. Between the year 

2009-2012 there were 738 informational meetings with more than 19,000 participants from 

the 9 regions. 384 became candidate[s] for foster parents and 277 were trained and hired 

(2012/07)
445

.  

In his doctoral dissertation
446

 J. Jechev, synthesizes examples of problems identified in 

projects driven by state agencies as part of the deinstitutionalisation reform. To start with, he 

presents the project And I have a Family carried out by the Agency of Social Protection.  

First, there is a deficit in the planning of the aims of the project and its estimated 

results; second, there is a lack of visibility what precisely is the role of the non-governmental 

organization provider of social services because the NGO is still not listed as a partner to the 

project by the Ministry of Social Affairs
447

.  

Since the state ignores the only provider of foster care families to that moment – the NGOs – 

one cannot talk about an active decentralization of responsibilities. According to the 

researcher, the most common difficulties that municipalities encounter are related to their lack 

of experience and lack of human resources prepared to work as providers of unpopular to that 
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moment social services in the regions. What is more, the budget assigned for monitoring and 

evaluation of the services is absolutely insufficient
448

.  

Similar problems are related to the creation of alternative centers for handicapped 

children. A detailed analysis of the project Childhood for All driven by the State Agency of 

Child Protection will follow in Chapter VII, but here it is important to mention after Jechev 

that the budget for long-term delivery of the services for children with special needs is totally 

deficient and actually puts in risk children who are accommodated in the newly constructed 

Family Type Centers
449

. According to the Monitoring Report provided by the state, the initial 

plan for deinstitutionalization of institutions for children with disabilities assigned one staff 

member for four children maximum, whereas the reality shows one staff member for ten 

children
450

. What is more, if we keep the target of 12 children spread in 147 family-type 

centers, the risk of reproducing institutional culture remains quite high.  

In relation to the third group of homes Mother and Child for children under three, 

guided by the Ministry of Health, one needs to point out once again the extreme need to 

identify the NGOs in the field as official providers of social services together with 

municipalities and combine efforts to work on prevention of abandonment. In 2011, according 

to the data of the Agency of Social Support, there [were] 2508 new arrivals of infants up to 

one year old, which is 299 more than in 2010
451

. In regard to the homes for the youngest 

children, there are some examples of good cooperation between the non-governmental sector 

and the municipality, such as pilot projects in Teteven, Shumen, and Sofia. In Shumen thanks 

to the increased collaboration among state, municipalities and NGOs the number of children 

in the infant institutions decreased from 107 to 60
452

 . 
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Although the overall number of children was decreasing during the period of 2009-

2012, in some types of care homes, such as institutions and protected homes for children in 

risk the number of children who are actually under the system of social care and protection, 

increased in 2011 and 2012 
453

. What is more, as mentioned in the introduction, according to a 

report done by the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC), the number of death cases that 

could have been avoided substantially increased around 2009 (see Figure 26) 
454

. Our 

interviews with the member of the BHC team with evaluation of quality standards of children 

with no parental care have also revealed that the Ministry of Health and the State Agency of 

Child Protection have no record on the death cases within the institutions from 0 to 3 years 

old (20/2015). 

Figure 26 - Number of children under 1 year old who died in state-run institutions 2009-2011 

 

At the beginning of the year 2012, the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC) followed 

up on 252 cases of babies‘ deaths counted as successful deinstitutionalizations of children 

(20/2015). It is hard to believe the official version of the Ministry of Health declaring that all 

these cases refer to premature children born with malformations. On the contrary, according 

to data from the BHC the cases of child mortality were predominantly caused by negligence 

due to lack of availability of the personnel and starving
455

 (see Figure 26). Such a diagnosis 

reveals another issue related to the provision of facilities and external suppliers to the 

institutions. Managed and financed by municipalities, these services are very often 

underfinanced by the state budget and thus the quality is low and very often insufficient. 
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Hence, the lack of resources and low control of the services led to starvation even among the 

youngest infants. 

 

Figure 27 - Reasons for child mortality 2009-2011 

 

What is striking is that the State Agency of Child Protection was alerted by the 

Bulgarian Helsinki Committee about these incidents and had no previous record of the total 

number of deaths in these homes since the beginning of the deinstitutionalization period. Such 

a lack of proper statistics and common databases for state institutions predisposes the system 

to further violations. It also makes an adequate comparison of the conditions of care at the 

beginning and at the end of the deinstitutionalization reform impossible. The main challenges 

facing the development of the reform in this three-year period (2009-2012) are mostly related 

to investment in prevention mechanisms and family-support services.  

During our extensive search in the Bulgarian archives, we could not obtain any map or 

official statistical data about the regional distribution of the homes across the country. We 

presume that the reasons behind this lack of unified data is due largely to the fragmented 
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management of these institutions, which was divided between three different ministries: the 

Ministry of Health, which during Communism was and still today is responsible for the 

homes for children under three; the Ministry of Education responsible for homes for children 

aged 3 to 7 and 7 to 18 old without disability; and The Ministry of Social Affairs which was 

responsible for handicapped children from 3 to 18 years old. According to a qualitative 

analysis by the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee from 1999 (interviews with directors and 

public authorities), the location and distribution of the homes did not change between the 

1980s and 1999. There was a centralized public approach to have homes for young children in 

all 28 main municipalities created to target the Party‘s goal of decreased child mortality, as 

well as management of unwanted pregnancies (since abortions were illegal throughout the 

regime) and centralization of the adoption procedures. The homes for children from 3 to 7 

years old were situated in smaller cities and counted around 30. Homes for children from 7 to 

18 were the most numerous ones and spread almost equally across the country (see Figure 28 

with data from the Agency of Social Support). Homes for children with disabilities, however, 

were alienated from the big cities and active villages, confirming the stigma that the socialist 

regimes do not give birth to ―handicapped‖ children (still true for homes for adults with 

disabilities in Bulgaria).  

Figure 28 depicts how Homes for children deprived of parental care from 7 to 18 years 

old developed throughout the country from 1953 to 2016. The number of institutions that 

existed in 1953 was thirty six and they were localized in the majority of big regional cities for 

instance Sofia, Plovdiv, Ruse, Sliven etc. as well as smaller villages such as Varshec or 

Katunica. In 2003, the 2000 Law on Child Protection was modified and community based 

centers were introduced for the first time. Despite the new normative measures, the number of 

institutions rose to forty one with new openings in small towns situated in the north part of the 

country such as Vratsa, Totleben, Isperih, Strajica and to the south – Gotse Delchev, Shiroka 

Laka, Brestovica, Parvomai. In 2016, the National Vision of Deinstitutionalization spreads 

across the country, fortified by the opening of community based centers and inclusion of 

foster care families. As a result, twenty three institutions were closed, and the remaining ones 

are relatively equally distributed territory wise.   
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Figure 28 - Homes for children (7-18) deprived of parental care 1953-2016   
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This is the shortest and at the same time the most dynamic period for the development 

of child institutions. At the beginning of year 2000, the Ministry of Education voted new 

procedural rules that would include the institutions to the obligatory educational system and 

provide free education until the age of 16 to all residents. The official types of institutions for 

children with no parents became: homes for children in pre-school age (2,5 to7 years old); and 

homes for children from 1
st
 to 12

th
 grade. All educational programs and methodologies were 

driven by people with pedagogical education.  According to article 5 of the new regulation for 

education of children deprived of parental care voted in February 2000, the definition of 

children between 2,5 and 18 years old eligible for accommodation was narrowed: 

 In contrast to the legislation from 1974 the institutions could not accommodate any 

more children born outside of legal marriage (article 29,b), children from families who are in 

problematic financial situation (article 29, z), children of parents who cannot deliver 

adequate parental control (article 29, i)children of parents who work too far from their home 

and children of teachers who work in areas with no accommodation provided for their own 

children ( article 29,i)
456

.  

Up to this date, there are no regulations to determine who takes responsibility for the 

above-mentioned groups of vulnerable children and where these cases should be 

accommodated since places in the homes were not available to them anymore. The Bulgarian 

Helsinki Committee put forward the alarming data on the inadequate housing of children from 

larger families into detention institutions where the state sends children with criminal 

behavior. Being a considerable number of the overall population of children that need social 

protection, such inadequate protection might lead to severe difficulties in a long term.  

According to the data from the BHC, more than 50% of the institutions (for children 

from 2, 5 to 18 years old) working in this period had been settled in buildings constructed 

between 1952 and 1970 and needed considerable reconstruction work in order to reach 

minimum quality of child care. The best material maintenance had the Homes for Infants 

probably because most of them were constructed in bigger cities closer to donors and 

benefiting from greater public grants from the Ministry of Health
457

. The experts who did the 

survey suggested that the smaller the village, the less the control the worse the quality of care. 
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However, we could not find any statistical evidence that could lead to such a conclusion, and 

our research has shown that both the material conditions and the provision of high-quality 

care depend largely on the directors‘ capacities, and not so much on the location of the 

institution (bigger and smaller municipalities have advantages and disadvantages for the 

institutions). In Figure 25, we summarize the major characteristics of institutions for mentally 

retarded children under the supervision of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs found in 

a survey done by the BHC together with Amnesty International and Mental Disability Rights 

International on the conditions of Bulgarian institutions in 2002. As of December 2001, there 

were: 

 19 300 mentally retarded children according to statistics of the National Statistical 

Institute, the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Education. A total of 4341 children are 

accommodated in 57 institutions; 16 out of 57 are daily centers with capacity of 455 children 

who live with their parents; 1 full year home for children with physical disabilities with 130 

children; 31 full year Homes for children with mental disabilities for children from 3 to 18 

years old with 2129 children; 9 professional educational social complexes for children above 

14 years old with 1627 children
458

.  

Out of 31 full-year homes for children with disabilities from 3 to 18 years old 25 were 

situated in small villages in economically unstable regions – 30-50 km away from the closest 

regional center
459

 (see Figure 29). Our interviews also demonstrated that the distribution of 

responsibilities among state institutions for protection of the rights of children (such as the 

Agency of Child Protection and the Agency of Social Support) and the social departments of 

the respective municipalities departments did not happen automatically among the providers 

and there was a visible tension and inequality between state agencies and other actors. For 

instance, the Agency of Social Support or the Agency of Child Protection works largely with 

the municipalities and indirectly minimizes the role of the non-governmental sector. 

Therefore, there is more and more tension on local level and a danger for decline in the 

quality of services
460

. What is more, since there is no mechanism put in practice by the state to 

control the quality and reassure critical analysis of the new services such conflict between the 
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providers puts the provision of services under serious interrogation. Another striking fact, 

despite the presumed equality of providers of social services, is that out of 107 million euros 

given by EU Funds (as of 2014) none were directed towards public non-governmental 

organizations who were actually the once who were closing some of the old institutions
461

. A 

very important precondition for the successful redistribution of responsibilities stated already 

by the European Parliament in 2006 is the correct redistribution of the state budget towards 

the new providers of general interest, insisting on the eminent role of the social services of 

general interest (SSGIs) in reinforcing social cohesion in the EU
462

. Since 2007, the 

Bulgarian state stopped being the sole provider of services in the institutions for children 

deprived of parental care but preserved its role as a main financial contributor to their 

maintenance. As a consequence, every year the parliament votes what part of the state budget 

will be given to the institutions in addition to the financial donations provided by 

municipalities, NGOs, private donations and others.  On their side, the municipalities have the 

right to organise tenders and delegate part of the budget provided by the state to private 

providers of public services. As of private providers for child services, they need to be 

registered and approved by the Agency of Social Support and have licence from the Agency 

of Child Protection in addition to their registration in the EU Commercial Code. As of the end 

of 2012 the number of NGOs registered as social providers for child services is 1000, which 

makes them the most active and important partner of the state in the deinstitutionalization 

process. In contrast, business organizations are still very inactive since the services remain 

very expensive and the investments without return.
463

 We can conclude that with its legal 

framework, Bulgaria has passed one crucial stage towards the implementation of European 

social models. However, we still need to put more efforts into coordination of actors, greater 

acceptance of different competences and evaluation of the applied services. Once 

municipalities start to delegate more to different providers, their only duty remains the control 

of these services. Our empirical research shows that successful decentralization depends 

mostly on the human resources and their competences and we will demonstrate this through 

our cases later in the chapter.  
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Our interview with representatives of the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee shows that the 

dependency of the municipalities vis a vis the state remains quite high despite the legally 

delegated freedom of management.  

The process is still very centralized. Despite that in theory municipalities could stand 

independently social services following the state quality standards, they rarely have the 

means to do that and thus their main activities remain limited to the personnel. Decisions 

related to the budget, the closure or opening of an institution are guided by the state 

(49/2017).  

 Financial mechanisms of the reform so far 4) 

Bulgaria became the pioneer of EU funding for deinstitutionalization and had strong 

financial support from a variety of European institutions. The deinstitutionalization plan also 

underlined the exceptional trajectory of the reform, which demands the combination of more 

than one political and financial factor for its implementation:  for instance, strong political 

will despite the change of governments, cross-sectoral financing from four different EU 

operational programs, World Bank investments, donor organizations, and the national budget. 

Thus, in order for these actors to be coordinated and functional, the government formed a 

working group attached to the Council of Ministries and led by the Minister of European 

Funds that included all actors directly engaged with the deinstitutionalization reform 

(including vice ministers). 

According to the current law of the Republic of Bulgaria, social services related to 

children are mainly financed by the state budget, regional budgets, national and international 

programs, donations from local and international organizations and others. Every year within 

the national budget the parliament votes on uniform standards for social services, as well as 

their distribution in the country‘s municipalities. The uniform expense standard represents a 

fixed sum of money for the cost of living of a child in all types of social services. These 

standards include salary expenses, activities, food, and other costs.  The money set by the 

parliament is then distributed to the municipalities, and it is up to the municipality to follow 

up, control and evaluate the development of the social service. Such decentralization of power 

theoretically gives freedom to the municipalities to open or close a specific service and 

answer directly to the needs in their region. Our research shows that there is no consensus as 

to whether they manage to use the funds successfully and our research shows both positive 
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and negative practices
464

. The money could be spent by the directors of the institutions, 

family-type centers, or risk centers, and thus the reform aims to give more independence and 

freedom to the individual actors and decentralize the decision-making process, so that it 

answers individual child needs in a better way.  

In the following lines we will present selected data on the different financial expenses that 

correspond to the new system of non-institutional care of the deinstitutionalization reform. 

The graphs have been taken from the archives of Lumos‘s annual report, which consolidated 

data from the National Agency for Child Protection (2013) concerning the period of 2009-

2013 and the National Statistical Institute for data as recent as 2014
465

. Research done by 

Lumos in a range of countries has shown that on average, institutional care is twice as 

expensive as the most costly alternative – community-based residential/small group homes; it 

is three to five times as expensive as foster care; and around eight times more expensive than 

providing social services-type support to vulnerable families
466

.  

Figure 29 - Cost per child in alternative care 2014 in BGN 

 

As demonstrated in Figure 29, financially the most efficient effort of the government 

should be to support the families before they abandon the child (family support: 83 euros per 

child, instead of 14,836 euros in an institution). 
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Figure 30 - Total cost of foster care programs 2003-2009 in BGN   
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B -  Case studies 

The following case studies illustrate the diverse impact of institutional care on children 

depending on the budget, but mostly on the managerial capacity of directors to spread the 

expenses and provide the necessary services for their residents. Since in all types of 

institutions for abandoned children the director is responsible for all keys aspects of 

management, we based our comparison on interviews with two longtime directors with 

similar background in two different municipalities (Brezovo and Nessebar). The first 

institution presented is the Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care Roza, founded in 

1985. As a result of the deinstitutionalization reform, it was transformed from an institution to 

Complex for Social Services in 2013, and it still accommodates children with no parental 

support. The second case study – the Home for children with disabilities Sveti Stilian 

Paflagoniiski, was on the list of institutions that had to be closed after the Mogilino case, and 

despite outstanding living conditions that it provided, it closed definitively in 2014.  

  Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care Roza in 1) 

Zelenikovo, Brezovo Municipality  

Zelenikovo is well situated little village seven kilometers from Brezovo and forty 

kilometers from the second biggest city in Bulgaria, Plovdiv. The municipality of Brezovo is 

known for the annual collect of grapes and roses and accommodates around 7500 citizens.  

On the 4th of March 1985 the Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care Roza opens its‘ 

doors. Reconstructing the building of an old school, the Home has a quite central location 

close to the municipality and the church of the village. In contrast to other Homes built in 

such small villages such as Zelenikovo, the access to the building is very easy, the roads well 

maintained, the windows have been replaced recently. The Home provides social services as 

well as permanent and weekly care for thirty five children from three to seven years of age. 

The permanent care groups include children who are deprived of any other form of family 

environment (extended family, foster care etc.) as well as children who are placed under 

emergency circumstances
467

 and need to be under police protection.  

Our interviewee, the director of the institution, I.K. is a direct witness and actor of the 

transition of the Bulgarian social system in its different stages. Born in 1955 in Brezovo 
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municipality, I.K graduates in 1990 with master‘s degree in Industrial Engineering from 

Plovdiv University. Her career in the public sector starts in 1987 as a Secretary to the Brezovo 

Municipality responsible for the Commission of Social Affairs of the Brezovo Region. This 

position allowed her to progress to the position of a Director Municipality Center for Social 

Affairs and in 1990 becomes Director for Municipality Service of Social Support under which 

direction fall the supervision of the Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care Roza. In 

1999, I.K. became the manager of the director of the Roza Institution until 2013. Once the 

decentralization process takes place in 2013 and touches upon her institution, the Home 

merged administratively and functionally to Family Type Center for Children Deprived of 

Parental Care from three to eighteen years old, part of the Complex of Social Community 

Services which now represents three community services, and four foster care families.  

a)  Infrastructure  

Already in 2011 (before the decentralization legislation) the director I.K. undertook 

changes in the spatial organization in the Home to free up space for new services and form 

more private family-live places. Girls and boys were accommodated in separate rooms with 

an average of four children per room. According to the director, the fact that the institution 

has been created and remains within the territory of the little village of Zelenikovo brings 

only advantages to the children: Children who are raised in a small village receive a lot of 

attention from the locals who know them individually by name and got used to their 

participation within the everyday life of the community. Being constant observers to our work 

the community serves also as our most strict corrector (50/2017). Our observations on the 

field confirmed that smaller the municipalities provide greater control the local population has 

over the provision of care and also greater preconditions for natural inclusion of residents in 

the community life.  

b)  Budget 

The budget of the Complex of Social Community Services is determined by the state 

every year. In 2015 the state provided, and the municipality accepted the sum of 225 515 

BGN (112 757 euros) for salaries, maintenance, reconstruction of the building, learning 

materials and toys for total of 35 children accommodated in three family type centers. It is up 

the director of the Complex to distribute the budget accordingly to the needs. We have 
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remarked that this sum almost never changed throughout the years and that the highest 

expenses the Complex of Social Community service have is for salaries and insurances of the 

stuff 63, 45% of the total budget or 143,097 BGN, followed by expenses for food and 

maintenance such as water, electricity, heating- 36, 54% of the total budget or 82,419 BGN 

and last 0,2 % or 12775 BGN for pocket money of the studying students (1BGN for each day 

per student). In 2015 there was no money left for learning materials and toys, but the director 

explained that her choice to privilege higher salaries for personnel on the behalf of toys and 

clothes is also explained by the higher level of donations of these types of objects. Despite the 

freedom of the director to choose the amount of the salary for his stuff, the state sets the 

minimum salary and insurances that should be paid by the employer and cannot be decreased. 

For instance, in 2015 the minimum salary was 380 BGN (190 euros). In addition, the state 

requires that the Complex of Social Services maintains certain living conditions such as 

minimum temperature in the common rooms (22-24 degrees) and thus the director should 

reassure that the expenses for heating will be enough to maintain this temperature throughout 

the whole month. The same state standards exist for food regulation – minimum 3 BGN per 

day which is 1.5 euros for three full meals of children between 3 and 18 years old.  

 

Expenses per year (BGN) 

Home for Children 

Deprived of Parental Care 

Roza (2002) 

Complex of Social 

Services Roza  (2015) 

Salaries (total staff) 

Subtotal: Director 

171 014 

6240  

143 097 

8400 

Food and Maintenance 

(water, heating, electricity) 

95 116 82,419 

Pocket Money Residents 15 695 12 775 

Total Budget 281 825 238 291 

Total Children  43 ( 3-7 years old) 35 ( 3-7 years old) 

Total Budget Per Child 6 550 6 808 

 Figure 31 - Comparative table of the expenses before and after the deinstitutionalization 
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In 2011 the Institution undertook the following initiatives: 

 Start of the Behavioral and Social Skills Project, which gives equal opportunities 

to the children to pursue personal and career development;  

 Additional activities focusing on the development of life skills to promote 

independency in serving and protecting themselves, improving their 

communication skills and mobility and have adequate tools and techniques to 

tackle everyday problems;  

 Start of the ―Granny and Grandchild‖ project, which works with small groups of 

one or two children and teaches housekeeping skills, cooking, manners in hosting 

guests and visiting places outside the Home, provides a supporting environment to 

integrate the children in society so they can lead an independent life outside of the 

Home 

c)  Staff  

The care for the 35 permanent residents should be reassured twenty-four hours, seven 

days per week. The night shift staff should be composed (according to regulations) of 

minimum two people. However, since the Complex is understaffed all members of the team 

pass night shifts at least twice per month. In each community-based center there are six stuff 

members including: one manager (with university degree education), one social worker (with 

high school education and qualification), and five child careers (one with university degree 

education, and three with high school level). The general positions are director, psychologist, 

concierge, cook, fireman maintenance and driver. Staff members are allocated to every group 

permanently to ensure the behavioral and social skills programs are carried out most 

effectively. 

Their daily responsibilities include meeting the children‘s basic needs, feeding them, 

maintaining their hygiene, providing medical care, adhering to the curriculum, educating them 

using art and music.  

We also benefit from the work of a musician and a counselor on the social project 

―Granny and Grandchild‖. Every child has an allocated key worker to ensure better internal 

organization and better care for the child. Thus every adult is familiar with the progress and 

problems of their allocated children and form trusting relationships (50/2017).  
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Since it is very hard to find qualified personal, the director organizes seminars and 

trainings given voluntarily by university professors at the University of Plovdiv. By doing this 

the director hopes on the one hand to increase the qualification and prepare its stuff members 

to meet the needs of the children in a better way and on the other hand to motivate its 

personnel to stay longer in the institution. What stroked our attention is the multitasking and 

reconciliation of the personnel who needs to compensate for the larger demand of care 

provision. For instance, the driver also helps with the maintenance, the cook cleans, and the 

nurse accepts to babysit the smallest children. 

 The focus of our work with the children is to develop their skills and strengths, support 

and understand one another; achieve practical skills in a safe environment, motivation seek 

improvement of their skill set and broaden their chances of success. This will compensate for 

the disadvantaged social environment and the lack of parental care and will satisfy their 

primary needs of overall development (50/2017). 

 All children are enrolled in the public schools and kindergartens in Brezovo which is 

seven kilometers from the institution and thus five days out of seven the social worker 

accompanies the children by bus to the school. So far, we have not found any signals for 

maltreatment and abuse in this center. In such cases it is the director who has all the power to 

appoint, hire and fire any of the stuff members. The director‘s position on the contrary is 

defined by the municipality and is the Mayor that has the rights to determine her/his salary 

and appoint or fire a candidate. The director is the only legally authorized person who can 

take any decisions regarding the adoption of the child, his/ her meetings with biological 

parents and relatives, or his/hers transfer to another institution. Unfortunately, adoptions 

happen very rarely and according to the director this is due to the fact that the procedure is 

very heavy and time consuming. I try to be informed and maintain good relationships with 

international agencies for adoption in addition to the Bulgarian once (50/2017).  

The director emphasis that the control on the behalf of the state weakened drastically 

since the creation of alternative community-based care due to lack of a coordinated system for 

evaluation and follow up of the individual cases. 
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 Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care Olga Skobeleva
468

:  2) 

This case is a positive example of a combination and a smooth transition between the 

new and the old institutional means for protection of children deprived of parental care and 

families at risk. The center began in 1948 as a Bulgarian- Mohammedan gymnasium with full 

boardinghouse and has passed through multiple political transformations.  In the beginning, 

the assigned building
469

 was called the Boardinghouse for Students from the Rodopa Region 

and was for both Muslim and Orthodox with no discrimination based on faith or ethnic 

origins. All students attended schools within Plovdiv municipality. By 1970/1971 there were 

265 children, and among them 150 had mixed parents. This type of diversity and inclusion 

should be underlined within a regime that is very often considered to have been intolerable 

towards minority groups. In 1982 the Boardinghouse was associated with the orphanage 

Dicho Petrov and was renamed the Home for Youth in Disadvantaged Social Conditions. 

After the fall of the regime in 1999, the Home fell within the category of Homes for Children 

Deprived of Parental Care and its capacity was reduced to 110 children.  Until 2007, the home 

was named Special Institution for Social Help for Children and Youth and was directed by the 

Ministry of Education. In 2007, the institution was renamed Home for Children Deprived of 

Parental Care under delegated governance from the Ministry of Social Affairs. In 2009, the 

government launched a national plan for reconstruction of the institutions and insisted on the 

gradual diminishing of places and opening of alternative services for care and protection 

within the community. Between 2009 and 2015 the number of children dropped from 110 to 

20, and the empty parts of the building were rearranged to meet the needs of the community 

based alternative care centers for children. Since the decision of Plovdiv municipality council 

on December 20th, 2012, the separate parts of the ancient boardinghouse function as one 

structure with a common budget and management. 

 The  seven different services of the home include: a closed institution with a capacity of 20 

children, a day center for children with disabilities with capacity of 6 places, a rescue center 

for children victim of violence with capacity of 10 places that opened in 2010, a family-type 

center for children with disabilities opened in 2013 with capacity of 10 places, a temporary 

apartment  with capacity of 6 places that opened in 2014 as separate from the home 
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residential care, a center for social rehabilitation and integration of children opened in 2014, 

another family-type center opened in 2015 with capacity of 14 places (19/2015).  

 

As of 2016, there were around seventy people who work within all social services of the 

center. Plovdiv municipality is the first one that decided to permit the launching of a crisis 

center for children victims of violence without having state delegated services. The center on 

its own initiative launched a project and started to help children on the street first having too 

main aims: 1) short stays in the center of max. 6 months to avoid institutionalization and 2) 

full access to appropriate psychological, medical, and social assistance so that each individual 

case is resolved as soon as possible. Despite its initially targeting children on the street, after 

six months the director of the project realized that there was an even greater need to help 

children that are aggressed and violated, and as a result they changed the target group 

(additionally, there was already a home for children on the street that existed in Plovdiv). 

Since 2010, the project has been financed through the government budget and the overall 

number of children has dropped from 70 to 50. Physically, the crisis center is situated in the 

same building as the old home institution, but the services are separated in terms of specialist 

interventions. The staff for each service of the Complex is designated by the state through the 

Ministry of Social Affairs. For ten children in a crisis center, there is a need for seven 

professionals. Within the residential institution the quota is 0.5, which means that for 50 

children there are 25 people caregivers. For the children with physical and mental disabilities 

the director of the center has lobbied for a state house to be donated to the Complex and 

where he could separate the children from the other orphans with their particular caregivers to 

a new community-based center renovated for the purpose. Since March 1st, 2013, the new 

center functions under the same supervision and with a common budget and services as the 

big home and the crisis center sharing the same expenses.  The creation of this new 

configuration is not on a national level but based solely on municipal decision and initiative. 

The annual cost of living of one child in the residential home is around 7000 BGNs, in the 

family type center for children with disabilities is 9000 BGNs and without disabilities 8600, 

and in the day crisis center the annual cost is 6300 BGN.  
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 Home for children with disabilities Sveti Stilian Paflagoniiski, in 3) 

Kosharica village, Burgas Municipality 

The Home for mentally retarded children Sveti Stilian Paflagoniiski is situated in the 

little village of Kosharica, seven kilometers from Sunny Beach. It is a specialized institution 

which accepts children from three to eighteen years old. The building where the home is 

installed is built in 1952. At the time of our interview the institution has been already closed 

for three years by the Agency of Child Protection, The Agency of Social Support, the 

municipality and the non-governmental sector. The Home falls within the project ―Childhood 

for everyone‖ according to which all specialized institutions for children with disabilities 

should be closed by 2011 after individual assessment of each child physical and mental 

condition.  Despite the fact that the institution resisted the 1
st
 wave of deinstitutionalization, it 

was officially closed on the 1
st
 of October 2014.  

a)  Infrastructure  

The institution accommodated seventy children and sixty-four people staff dispersed 

in a two-floor building on 2.5 hectares, fourteen kilometers from the center of Nessebar. The 

rooms that composed the institution are: kitchen, living room, physiotherapeutic room, sensor, 

music and art therapy rooms; in addition, the director initiated the creation of a special kitchen 

adapted to the size of the children where they can start learning to prepare food on their own. 

The music therapy had a special place in the Home and the director himself founded and 

guided the Homes orchestra White dauphines where children played piano, drums, guitar etc. 

Sports equipment was spread among 350 square meters and included basketball, football and 

volleyball fields adapted to the handicap of the children. In the summer, the fields turn into a 

beach with three swimming pools zones for relaxation. The yard of the garden was also used 

as a hot house of 100 kilometers with fresh fruits and vegetables used to supply the needs of 

the community. The Home also had a little private church where children were thought to lit 

candles and pray if they want to.  

We must underline the outstanding quality of the Homes facilities and the incredible 

investment on individual facilities for development and stimulation of children‘s handicap.  
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b)  Staff 

Our interviewee was the director of the institution for nine years with annual salary of 

780 BGN (390 euros) and managed a budget of 500,000 BGN (250,000 euros). All social 

workers were hired in the institution through public advertisement and were between 30-35 

years old with university education and remunerated 680 BGN (340 euros) per month.  

The decision related to the personnel depended entirely on me. Thankfully throughout the 

nine years of my term, I fired only four people: three cooks for stealing food provisions and 

one mentor for being too disrespectful towards the children (2017/51).  

The personnel were composed of: three social workers, one psychologist, one speech 

therapist, two chiropractors, eight nurses, fourteen mentors, sixteen aid man, two maintenance 

workers, and one gardener, which allowed access of all children to the different activities in 

order (2017/51). As in any other child institution, the role of the director was complex and 

included not only good managerial skills but also full guardianship for the minors.  

My day started at seven o‘clock in the morning. I would arrive in the institution and go 

directly to the children with the most sever handicap who are blocked in beds; second, I used 

to pass greet all other children and then talk to each specialist so that I can have a complete 

overview of the schedule for the day and if something important happened overnight. If 

necessary, I would than bring one of the children to the regional center in Bourgas and 

provide him/her with additional medical assistance. Each Monday morning, we had an 

obligatory reunion and medico-pedagogical council (2017/51).  

According to data provided by the director there were only six children who had regular visits 

from their biological parents. Fifteen of the residents were accepted in the public school 

situated in the village and two of them managed to complete technical secondary school for 

tourism and found job as waitress in Sunny beach. The mission of the personnel was to 

provide all necessary tools for the development of the children so that they reach greater 

independence in life and have less stressful transition once they turn eighteen.  

Throughout these nine years as a director, the greatest challenges I had, occurred in the first 

six months of my term. My institution was second on the list for closure after Mogilino and I 

had very little time to prove to the State Agency of Child Protection that my Home was one of 

the best in country and it deserves to be saved (…) When the public officer came and 
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witnessed with her own eyes the conditions in which my children were taken care she dropped 

her pen and could not believe her eyes (…) I got recognition not only from Bulgarian officials 

but also from the chairman of the Belgium parliament who came to Bulgaria to visit Mogilino 

and five other institutions for mentally ill orphans. On his way out of the home he said- 

―Happy are the children who have the chance to live in your Home‖ (2017/51).  

The main partners of the institution were Nessebar municipality and the Mayer as a chairman 

of the municipality council. The director of the Home insisted on the importance to have close 

relationship with the Mayer in order to be able to negotiate greater salaries for the staff and at 

the same time increase the expectations of the municipality for the provision of the social 

service. The director proved that with good negotiation and management of the total cost he 

could obtain 150 BGN greater salaries in comparison to the average wages in other Homes for 

mentally retired children and thus achieve stable and well qualified personnel. In addition to 

his great implication and partnership with the municipality, the director of the institution 

acquired donations from Swiss, Norwegian, German, English and local businessmen. 

In order to include its residents within the community life of the village, the residents of the 

Home participated in all social activities organized by the Mayer of Nessebar. Our children 

were invited and participated in international festival for music performances in Switzerland. 

As you can imagine this is a great achievement for a child with a severe mental handicap and 

abandoned the parents. Unfortunately, it is all over once the deinstitutionalization process 

started (2017/51).  

Multiple times throughout our interviews the director demonstrated his mixed feelings 

towards the reform. It is a positive thing that the number of children decreased. However, 

what really lack is a well-educated and prepared personnel. Everything happened so fast, a la 

Bulgarian…without real consideration for the best interest of the children (…) still when I 

call one of my children they beg me to take them back to Kosharica (…) most of them will 

never be able to take the plane, go sing in an international festival or have constant and free 

access to the beach (2017/51). Despite the incredible efforts of the Director to create and 

maintain personalized living conditions for his residents, the Home in Kosharica was closed 

on 1
st
 of October 2014 (following a Ministerial Act). The institution fell within the strategy of 

the government for the closure of institutional type of care for children with disabilities. 

However, we could not but underline the great dysfunctioning of a system which suffers from 
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lack of resource and at the same time allows the distraction of facilities which (we have all 

proofs to think) were functioning in the best interest of the children inside. Such lack of 

flexibility shows that to a great extent the gap between the state and the people (in 2014) was 

so big that most probably the state agent who closed the services never actually visited the 

Home in person. Second it shows that if the Municipality is not interested to support the 

director, there is no other organization that can prevent the distraction of the institution.   
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Pomorie, 

Burgas 

Municipality 

(3200 m area 

including 

swimming pool, 

sauna, and all 

facilities 

adapted for 

handicap 

children)  

Since 2001 

18-20 

children 

(from 18 to 

35 years);  

420 

children/annu

ally  

Day center for 

education of 

children with 

disabilities with 

living 

parents/relatives; 

Children receive 

trainings for free 

(computers, 

languages, 

professional 

development) and 

services 

(kinesitherapy and 

psychological aid)  

Social EU Funds 

National Center 

for Social 

Rehabilitation 

administrative 

fees (0,25 cents 

per day for food 

and 

accommodation)  

Perfect sanitary 

conditions; 

individual rooms 

with WC; additional 

options for family 

members  

The main purpose 

of the center is to 

form the residents 

on English and 

computer skills 

(one-month courses 

in groups from 10 to 

15 people)  

Dimo 

Andreev 

Director: ―Our 

main ambition 

is to facilitate 

all difficulties 

of the 

handicap 

children so 

that they can 

show the 

maximum of 

their abilities‖ 
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Sofia, Sofia 

Municipality  

Since 1997 with 

the participation 

of the Flemish 

Federation of 

Belgium  

20 children (4 

to 15 years 

old)  

15 stuff 

members (all 

with 

university 

education; 

average age 

26)  

Support to the 

psychological and 

physical 

development of 

children with 

disabilities. 

Provides training 

for social 

integration  

National Center 

for Social 

Rehabilitation 

Sofia; Monthly 

fees equal 60% of 

the min. salary 

The Flemish 

government  

Donations from 

BG and foreign 

private donors and 

municipality 

department of 

social support 

Good opportunities 

for trainings and 

rehabilitation  

Good sanitary 

conditions 

The center is 

equipped with 

Montessori 

equipment - donated 

by parents  

The stuff salary 

remain very low ( 

60-80 euros per 

month as of year 

2001)  

Rumiana 

Dafova – 

Director  
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Varna  

Since 1998 

50 children  

8 stuff 

members (4 

permanent 

and 4 project 

dependent) 

and 1 

volunteer  

A private initiative 

(mother of a 

disabled child) 

created by the NGO 

―Unity for 

protection of 

disabled children 

Varna‖ (1994) 

 Social awareness, 

integration  

Health and social 

services   

Evaluation of the 

social services for 

disabled children in 

the region (2000)  

Charity Know-

How (British 

NGO)  

PHARE (1998) 

State fund for 

rehabilitation and 

social integration 

(1999) 

Club Open 

Society Varna 

(2000)  

Varna 

Municipality  

Renewal of the 

existing 

infrastructure is 

necessary  

Better coordination 

with the 

municipality (more 

programs for the 

creation of separate 

smaller homes 

within the 

community; lack of 

regulations for 

volunteers)  

Dr Todorka 

Siderova – 

director  
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Burgas 

(building 

donated by the 

Municipality of 

Burgas and 

equipped with 

the financial 

support of the 

Flemish 

government) 

2000 

25 (5 to 15 

years old) full 

day residents 

+ 25 

occasional 

residents for 

separate 

activities   

13 stuff 

members 

 

Preparation for 

independent life 

through 

rehabilitation and 

education  

Integrated education 

for social adaptation  

Health and social 

services  

National Center 

for Social 

Rehabilitation 

Sofia 

Ministry of 

Labour and Social 

Affairs 

Monthly fees 

(30euros)  

The Flemish 

Foundation for 

handicap people 

Private donations   

Some of the 

residents are 

accompanied to 

public schools or 

individual classes  

Multi-disciplinary 

team (13 specialist 

of the home 

together with the 

Center for 

psychological 

diagnoses 

Each child has a 

private access to 

doctor and dentist   

 

Stefka 

Todorova - 

Director  

―In the future 

we will need 

to invest more 

in the 

integration of 

the children in 

the public 

schools. Our 

schools 

should be able 

to accept the 

different 

children. We 

have already 

contacted two 

public schools 

and in theory 

we have the 

support of the 

Ministry of 

Education‖  
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Borislav village, 

Pleven 

Municipality (2 

dormitories with 

23 beds)  

Since 1985 

45 children 

(3-10 years 

old) 

28 stuff 

members 

(director, 

social 

worker, 5 

nurses, 1 

rehabilitator, 

5 helpers, 8 

cleaning 

ladies, 3 

cooks, 1 

driver, 1 

washing lady, 

1 worker) 

Provides social 

services for children 

with mental 

handicap outside of 

their home 

environment 

Accepts also 

mentally handicap 

children with 

additional physical 

problems 

The proportion of 

ethnic minorities is 

50%  

43 of the children 

are orphans and 2 

with parents who 

live below the 

poverty line 

 

The building has 

been built in 1950 

and since than 

there were no 

reconstruction 

works 

Poor living 

conditions; 

miserable 

infrastructure; no 

sanitary 

conditions; almost 

empty rooms  

No diapers, no 

toilet paper  

The temperature 

is estimated to be 

5 degrees Celsius 

The state finances 

from 0,4 cents to 

0,1 cents for food 

severe 

malnutrition  

The BHC found 

cases of children 

with no mental 

disabilities at the 

age of 5 who were 

residents of the 

institution 

 

There is no record 

for violence against 

the residents  

No books, and 

special toys but 1 

TV and 3 radios 

No parental visits  

Regular visits to the 

center of the city  

 

Figure 32 - Comparison of community based centres after the decentralization  
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The role of management  

The data that we retrieved from the archives shows that differences in institutions 

among the regions exist in terms of infrastructure, management and quality of care but in the 

majority of cases, these differences are not provoked by the location of the institution. Small 

villages as well as big regional cities might become good or bad examples of care depending 

mostly on the management of the institution by the director and the selection of personnel 

(social workers, doctors, psychologists etc.). Directors of all type of institutions have the right 

to initiate activities, call for donations, and effectuate any types of structural changes related 

to the education of the children that they accommodate. As the case studies show some 

directors were more successful than others and the outcome of the reform is hard to be 

formally evaluated because each case has its own specificities. Our explanation of this 

conclusion is that the decentralization of services is a process, which demands great 

coordination of the actors and the establishment of responsibilities is not an individual act but 

a process, which demands time and resources. Local authorities learn predominantly by 

sharing experience with each other throughout informal public events and individual contacts 

and rarely formally at trainings or project let reunions
470

. The establishment of community 

based services across the country develops separately from the amelioration of services within 

the existing institutions and thus many of the children in need actually do not have access to 

the new facilities. Since such services are completely new for most of the Mayors, there needs 

to be constant monitoring. The evaluation, however, should not be based on formal 

requirements of the higher in the hierarchy actors but on constant observation on the field and 

cooperation of actors who eventually will become corrective agents to each other. As we 

show with the English example in Chapter VII, precisely this type of bureaucratic formal 

procedures could lead to the destruction of working models and the support of services, which 

fail to protect children‘s safety.  

Until the vote of the 1st Law for Child Protection in the 2000, the existing institutions 

for children deprived of parental care suffered dramatically from the decreased overall quality 

of state administration and welfare of the population. Our study demonstrates that the path 

towards European membership was marked by strong economic accession criteria and weak 

                                                 
470

 KNOW-HOW CENTER. Research on the Deinstitutionalization process: The case of Bulgaria. New 

Bulgarian University. 2013. Sofia  
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child protection guidelines. As a result, during that period, even if there were European social 

funds available to the country they were lost and not spent due to lack of knowledgeable 

experts and administrative capacity to lead the projects. What is more, such lack of alternative 

strategy for child protection nourished the dependency on the previous regime and created 

preconditions for the increased need of institutional care and its importance as an alternative 

protection of abandoned children. Three years after Bulgaria joined the EU, in 2010, the 

country still had some of the highest rates of child mortality within institutional care in 

Europe confirming the inadequate budget distribution of services for child and family support. 

Therefore the adoption of the 1st National Vision for Deinstitutionalization was a crucial step 

towards the creation of a national strategy for eradication of institutional care and the 

simultaneous development of community services across the country. 

The decentralization that occurred at the beginning of the 2000 was a necessary step 

that would lead towards greater quality of child services under the condition that is well 

managed. Twelve years after the 2003 legislation, the greater control and individualization of 

care provision is still largely put into question. The inclusion of NGO‘s and municipalities as 

social providers did not happen in the same pace and that created further preconditions for 

chaos in the provision of services. Taking into consideration all the challenges in the 

governance of the reform we also stipulate that for the first years, the government invested 

mostly to erase the visible institutional patterns (infrastructure, building facilities etc.) and 

less on the substitute of the newly created centers. For the moment one witnesses inadequate 

financial standards for services that are unable to satisfy the individual needs of children and 

their families. In addition, there is visible atrophy of the personnel in most of these 

institutions while the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy together with the Ministry of 

Finance do not prioritize the urgent need for rise of wages of social workers and their 

valorization through trainings. The survival of foster care families depends almost entirely on 

projects financed by NGO‘s and there is great demand for more adequate trainings depending 

on the different groups of children. Finally, the decentralization among social providers 

should not become a synonym of disorder among them. For the system to follow the path of 

each child individually all government and non-government organizations should ameliorate 

their coordination and monitoring control. What is urgently needed is an objective evaluation 

of the provided services, quality test of their effect on children‘s wellbeing so that bad 

practices of the institutional impersonal care are not reproduced behind different names.  
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The description of the transition from Communist to European child welfare is an 

important step for the understanding the setting of the deinstitutionalization reform and the 

logic behind its progress. Our analysis started from the assumption that the development of 

child policies is linked to the ideology of the welfare state and is a good indicator for the 

functioning of state institutions. For the system of child protection, the above presented in 

Chapters IV and V patterns, institutional solutions, ideological frameworks and the mindset 

they shaped were crucial. Furthermore, strong path dependency made the reform more 

challenging, as society (the parents who abandon) and state agents (the personnel who work 

with the abandoned children) are still formatted within the communist logic. 

As the above presented cases demonstrate, not only the Bulgarian state but also the 

Bulgarian actors had some severe difficulties to meet the European guidelines on time and 

with relevant success. This was due to multiple reasons including the lack of past experience 

in the implementation of such decentralized policies of service provision and the dramatic 

divergence of human resources among institutional staff and social workers. Our empirical 

analysis in Chapter VI and VII will go further into the analysis of the advantages and 

disadvantages of the state transformation through decentralization bringing up the unintended 

effects of the deinstitutionalization reform.    
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LAW INSTITUTION 

CATEGORY OF 

CHILDREN 
ACTORS 

1878   
1st Home for Abandoned 

Children (Plovdiv) 
Orphans 

Charity initiative 

Nathalia Stolipina 

1892 
The Low of 

Illegitimate Children 

and Orphans 

Orphanages 
Extramarital kids / orphans 

(both parents missing) 
The King 

1928   The Union of Child Protection All children 
Prime Minister 

Andrei Lyapchev 

1935

-

1944 

  Permanent Kindergartens 

social orphans (living 

parents but too poor to take 

care of the children) 

Donations 

  Health Centers  
Children who need constant 

medical assistance  
Ministry of Health 

1936   
1st foster care service " little 

homes"  
  

The Union of Child 

Protection and 

social 

organizations 

1946 
Law for Health 

Protection 
    

The Communist 

Party 

1947   Homes for Mother and Child 

A. social orphans (living 

parents but too poor to take 

care of the children)  
Ministry of Social 

Affairs 

B. Biological orphans 

1952   Homes for Children and Youth 
Social and Biological 

orphans merged  

Ministry of 

Education 

1974 

  
Homes for Children Deprived 

of Parental Care  
7-18 years old children 

Ministry of 

Education  

  Homes for Mother and Child 0-3 years old infants 

Ministry of 

National Health 

and Social Care 

    
Homes for Children with 

Disability  
3-18 years old 

Ministry of Social 

Affairs 

2000 

Law on Child 

Protection 
Homes for Medical-Social Care  0-3 years old infants Ministry of Health 

National Vision of the 

Deinstitutionalization 

of Bulgaria 

Homes for Children Deprived 

of Parental Care  
3-18 years old 

Ministry of 

Education 

  
Homes for Children with 

Disability  
3-18 years old 

Ministry of Social 

Affairs 

      
National Agency of 

Child Protection 

      

National Agency 

for Social 

Assistance 

2003 
Law of Child 

Protection 

(modification) 

Establishment of Community 

based services 
  

Accreditation of 

providers of social 

services  

2006 
Decentralization of 

services of child 

institutions 

The Institutions for Children 

Deprived of parental Care are 

transferred to municipalities 

under the methodology of 

Ministry of Social Policy  

Children deprived of 

parental care  

First community centers of 

family type 

PHARE 

PROGRAM 

Ministry of Labour 

and Social Policy; 

municipalities; EU  

2010 
National Vision of the 

Deinstitutionalization 

of Bulgaria 

Homes for children deprived of 

parental care/ Community 

Based centers/ Foster care 

All Children deprived of 

parental care  

 

Public and private 

providers of social 

services  

Figure 33 - Timeline of Bulgarian child protection laws and Home development 1878-2010 
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VI -  The European Union as a Driver of the 

Deinstitutionalization Reform 

This chapter points out the great challenges of the revolutionary reform of 

deinstitutionalization driven by EU mechanisms and legislation on child protection since the 

2000‘s. In the first part of the chapter we will present the European guidelines for child 

protection systems and the position of the deinstitutionalization reform among other European 

priorities. As one of the major external influencers of the conception and implication of the 

reform, we will question the impact of the European Union and its policies over member 

states. A special focus will be put on how its normative guidelines and financial support affect 

the establishment of a new social policy order. By doing that we will reveal the European 

Union‘s legacy regarding the deinstitutionalization reform and the challenges that these 

policies meet in the establishment of Bulgarian deinstitutionalization policies.  

In the second part of the chapter we will compare the Bulgarian deinstitutionalization 

reform to the British model for deinstitutionalization of child protection services. The 

comparison puts forward the hypothesis that child protection systems need certain cycling of 

regimes and there is no one regime that provides all necessary solutions. Both countries have 

passed through the two extreme ends: Bulgaria- from a very centralized state-based child 

protection system to a decentralized community-driven child protection system; the UK- from 

a hyper-liberal system to a very strongly driven public provision for services of children and 

vulnerable families. Our analysis shows that the two models – state driven and community 

driven are in constant seek for each other and the two cases prove that if one country does not 

change its strategy for a long time the models gets self-destructive in spite of the political 

regime in place. In our quest to analyze the greater framework of the deinstitutionalization 

reform and its development in other member states, we chose the UK as the country with one 

of the oldest EU membership and greatest influence in the establishment of the reform in 

Bulgaria. The analysis of the development of the British deinstitutionalization reform will be 

regarded in order to grasp the negative and positive consequences of the deinstitutionalization 

reform so far and by no means pretend to be explicit of the brutish child protection system. 

Throughout the whole chapter we will not regard any other deinstitutionalization but the one 

of institutions for children. However, it is important to note that in the UK in contrast to 
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Bulgaria the deinstitutionalization happened on multiple levels including mental health 

institutions.  

An initial overview of child care policies in Europe oriented our focus on Bulgaria and 

the UK as some of the most prominent cases characterized by a history of abuse and 

pedophilia scandals in childcare homes. In addition, both cases call into question the 

consistency and coherence of social policies within the European Union and their ability to 

protect the rights of abandoned children. Regarding the evolution of institutional care in the 

UK and Bulgaria we endeavor to determine how recent political reforms foreshadow the 

transformation of childcare, which are deemed to be part of a supranational debate over child 

protection policies. Paradoxically, today there are tendencies in the New Labour social policy 

that have led to one of the most liberal welfare regimes in Europe - the UK- towards new 

child welfare provisions close to universal state based care. At the same time, after the British 

public put enormous pressure on EU and UN institutions to close state run institutions in 

Bulgaria and adopt decentralized social policy provision, the Bulgarian government adopted 

the national vision for deinstitutionalization of child care homes in the country.  

Since the fall of Communism, European know-how was practically transferred through 

the increased participation of European agencies and international organizations in the field. 

The controversial dynamics behind this ideological transfer reoccurred throughout the 

interviews and were associated with a constant competition between international and local 

actors. Although positive for the creation of alternative methods of community based care, the 

results of the clash of national and supranational powers should be perceived as a sign of the 

extent to which outside ideologies fit with the local context without discouraging nation 

states' initiatives for change. These risks cannot be predicted beforehand but signal different 

ways through which the reform could be implemented and therefore results that it could 

produce. Child protection reforms and in particular the deinstitutionalization reform should be 

regarded as a case study that reflects the complexity of most social policy areas and with this 

thesis we aim to underline the importance of periodic changes of the systems and deep 

analysis and evaluation of the relationship between state, society and the European Union on 

that mater.  

Within the EU so far there is no unified child policy but rather several different policies 

concerning the family, women, bread-winner etc., from which a position of the child can be 
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deduced. This thesis will try to elaborate on how these policies have been translated into child 

policies in Bulgaria and partly in the UK. It should be underlined that all EU member states 

historically have different traditions of child raising and in all member states there have been 

clashes between the national and supranational understanding of child protection. However, 

the general understanding among EU policy makers is that child protection remains a national 

priority and as such not much hard law in the form of EU policies have been implemented. 

Despite the political regimes we can describe one major separation in the child policy 

formation across Europe – either as a policy for which the state should be a major protector 

(Finland, Norway, Sweden) or a policy where the state limits its intervention on the behalf of 

the family responsibility (UK &US)
471

.Very often these models would be linked to labor 

policies such as child benefits and parental leaves. English speaking countries have been 

historically much more hesitant to create policies promoting state intervention in the family 

and have tried to limit direct intervention not only at the household level but also in respect of 

the collective support for children via cash benefits and services, particularly childcare 

services. For long years, especially in the UK and US, raising a child has been considered a 

family (more often women) responsibility while stimulating free entry on the labor market for 

both parents. Such policies were contrasted to other western European countries and more 

particularly Scandinavian countries where it has been considered first the duty of the state to 

support children financially and in respect of their care and second, where this duty is seen as 

one to be undertaken in partnership with parents
472

.  

It should be mentioned that especially during the first years of the accession. 

International non-governmental organizations had greater opportunities than Bulgarian 

NGO‘s in the competition for European donors programs. With the advantages of eminent 

experience, global know-how, and solid financial packages, UN and EU Agencies could be 

regarded as one of the few possible alternatives for CCE countries in the early 1990‘s. At that 

moment, the presence of foreign experts is justified by their role in transmitting Western 

know-how to Bulgarian experts who should eventually gain independence and continue the 

successful implementation of social reforms once the outside actors leave the country. From 

today‘s perspective, however, the continued dominance of foreign aid could be seen as an 
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obstacle for the empowerment of Bulgarian professionals. What strikes the attention is how 

abruptly Western donors rejected any success of the Soviet programs of child protection, 

health and education. The delay in the amelioration of child care services for abandoned 

children in Bulgaria implies that there is a non-working part in the European methods of 

realizing of new policies among member states. Our study shows that the recipe for the 

implementation of the reform is well thought out and there were enough resources put in 

place on the behalf of the European Union. However our empirical research proves that 

despite the perfect ingredients drafted by the EU the result of the process remains always 

uncertain- no matter which member state. We stipulate that this is true because the EU does 

not put enough efforts understanding crucial aspects for the success of the reform such as on 

the one hand the evaluation and accountability of the cumulative effect of the 

deinstitutionalization reform over child wellbeing compared to strategic goals drafted by 

commission. On the other hand, the Union lacks a common platform for exchange of the 

downfalls of the models that has been already adapted in other EU member states and ignores 

the level of understanding of the reform among society and the state‘s way of interpreting, 

according to its capacity.  

A -  The place of the child in the EU agenda setting 

To our great surprise, as of 2015 children do not have a special place in the EU agenda 

setting. In the immediate post-Lisbon agenda- children were mentioned only twice; both times 

in reference to the ILO‘s convention on child labour
473474

. In the social agenda- children were 

not mentioned either; the commission applies an intergenerational approach focused on young 

people. One place where EU institutions have begun to target the child is in the analysis of 

social exclusion
475

. Reports of social inclusions have pointed out child poverty as one of the 

objectives of their plan to deal with social inclusion. The discourse on childcare is framed 

predominantly within a work-family framework and the EU maintains its focus on reconciling 

work and family and thus it targets only rates of coverage – the issue of quality is left behind. 
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The Commission Coordinator for the Rights of the Child acknowledged throughout our 

interview that Today there is not even standardized data on children in Europe-if we do not 

measure them we cannot manage them or in other words if we do not count the kids, they do 

not count to us (35/2014). Our difficulties to provide accurate statistics and unified number of 

all European children in institutional care confirmed this fact.  

On the one hand, one could justify the lack of EU strategy for child protection through 

the hypothesis that such policies are purely in the national realm and should be decided on the 

bases of the individual administrative, cultural and institutional capacity of each country. The 

EU should not try to unify those policies and adapt universal solutions to individual issues. 

Since the creation of the European Union the assumption was that by being centered around 

the economic and financial prosperity, member states would lead nationally all other issues. 

On the other hand, especially after the 2008 economic crisis, the EU commission has been in 

a process of combining the social issues into the economic once. An in-depth look at the crisis 

revealed that in order to fight the crisis the EU institutions should not only work on budget 

and financial regulation but also on prevention. There was a new transition away from 

individualism through convergence both in the education and child protection realms that aim 

to instigate a dialogue between the mainstream policies and the social 'national priorities' 

policies. There is a growing consensus that standards should be set, but most importantly that 

the EU should find better ways to implement them. 

Looking at strategic documents of the commission (such as EU treaties related to 

human trafficking, violence, rape etc.) children appear as agents of EU policies only once they 

begin to engage in criminal activity or become a victim of a crime (2014/46). Once they 

become victims it is not the EU system for child protection that will adapt to the individual 

case but the case to the system and its special boxes predetermining the case. While, within 

the context of globalization more countries share similar problems, the EU policies impact 

member states and therefore the necessity to create platforms for exchange arises. The 

pressure for increased input on social policies on the behalf of the EU has been reinforced by 

shrinking national budgets in the social sphere as a result of the 2008 economic crisis. 

According to the Commission Coordinator, there is an economic interest in making these 

policies sustainable and there are mechanisms that could be put in place so that this tendency 

can change (35/2014). It is only since 2014 that national specialists participate in working 

groups on the DG Justice reunions and thus there is still great necessity for more targeted 
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working groups for dialogue between nation states' specialists (35/2014). Through financing 

of new types of dialogue, since the treaty of Lisbon, (for instance the experts group) the 

commission aims to reinforce dialogue and community decision making. Hence, so far such 

efforts on the behalf of the union remain peripheral and very little implemented, and thus we 

may conclude that the Union is still not fully engaged in preventive strategy of child 

protection, which would avoid the victimization of children and decrease the burden put on 

the social system of nation states.  

B -  The formation of the Deinstitutionalization reform 

Realizing the impact of the institutionalization problem across new member states and the 

lack of common European strategy, EU agents initiated the creation of a multi-disciplinary 

group of experts.  

 European Coalition for Community living  1) 

European Expert Group on the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care 

(EEG) formerly known as the Ad Hoc Expert Group on the Transition from Institutional to 

Community-based care was created initially to provide expertise to the commission on issues 

related to institutional care in the European Union. Officially the group existed since February 

2009 and was founded by the then Commissioner for Employment and Social Affairs- 

Vladimir Spidla. The group was created to help hundreds of thousands of children, young 

people, people with disabilities, people with mental health problems, older people, and 

homeless people who are still segregated in institutions across the EU and its aim is to serve 

as an informal body in relation to institutional care reform, encompassing all these different 

groups of people in need
476

. The expert group has drafted Guidelines on the Transition from 

Institutional to Community-Based Care, which set out the key elements of moving away from 

institutional care to family-based and community-based alternatives. These guidelines
477

 and 

the Toolkit on the use of European Funds
478

 are the primary documents, used by member 

states and the European Commission to implement and monitor the deinstitutionalization 

reform. The EEG started with very few individuals (seven) and gradually grew to a broad 
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coalition, gathering stakeholders representing service providers, public authorities, and 

intergovernmental organizations. Today the EEG consists of the following organizations: 

COFACE (Confederation of Family Organizations in the EU), EASPD (European Association 

of Service Providers for People with Disabilities), EDF (European Disability Forum), 

ENIL/ECCL (European Network on Independent Living/European Coalition for Community 

Living), ESN (European Social Network), Eurochild, FEANTSA (European Federation of 

National Organizations Working with the Homeless), Inclusion Europe, Lumos, Mental 

Health Europe, as well as the United Nations‗ Office of the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights - Regional Office for Europe and the UNICEF.  

The main logic behind the development of these goals is the fact that, while the 

responsibility for the implementation of the deinstitutionalization reform lies mainly at the 

national, regional and local levels, the EU still has to provide a number of tools to support 

and promote implementation of meaningful quality, sustainable and successful processes 

across its Member states
479

.Once we met with the main editors of the tools we were positively 

reassured that they were created on the basis of solid country expertise and acknowledgment 

of what could possibly go wrong, and incorporating knowledge of what the problems are 

(36/2014). The format and language used for the communication of the group were not meant 

to be academic but as accessible as possible to all types of professionals.  

 At the election of the new European Commission and European Parliament the EEG 

urges European institutions to invest in further steps towards a more successful 

deinstitutionalization during their mandate (2014-2019). Among these further measures we 

have identified some which were supported by our interviewees such as: 1) greater 

coordination of transnational exchange of expertise and best practices; 2) coordination of the 

deinstitutionalization reform with other EU objectives including Horizon 2020 research 

framework; 3) development of greater indicators to monitor with greater precision the 

condition of people once outside of the institution
480

. The mechanisms through which the 

commission could actually respond to these issues is linked to more binding legal tools such 

as the adoption of Recommendation on the Transition from Institutional to Community-based 

Care, as well as the adoption of the declaration, which highlighted the commitment of the 
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commission in favor of the transition from institutional to community–based care
481

. As of 

2016 these measures were not yet applied on the behalf of the Union. 

In order to understand how the group functions in practice we interviewed one of the 

advisors to the European Commission and a Policy officer and Regional Team Manager-

coordinator of the European Coalition for Community living Mrs. Ines Bulic who was also 

the main writer of the Guidelines on the Transition from Institutional to Community-Based 

Care and advisor of Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia on the use of structural 

funds. Mrs. Bulic presents herself as an NGO activist and as such she can advise the 

Commission on particular measures but officially she does not hold the position of an official 

adviser. As she admits throughout the interview, most decisions are taken on a very political 

level and it is very hard from her position to actually influence the decision making process 

(36/2014). Her expertise in structural funds starts in 2007 as a coordinator of the EC for 

community living, where she was responsible for gathering information from the people on 

the ground related to the effect of structural funds as well as World Bank funds and European 

Development Bank funds. In 2009 when Commissioner Shipdler formed the EEG GROUP 

she and her colleagues were invited to join the initiative. What is interesting to notice is that 

in parallel to her responsibilities in the group she continued to do her regular work and create 

reports, which are mostly critical of the commission. For instance, the report Wasted Lives, 

2010 on the misuse of structural funds in Hungary and Romania was written by Mrs. Bulic 

while she was in the expert group that aims to provide expertise to the commission. The 

limitation of the expert group comes from the fact that we have to keep our watchdog capacity 

and expose things that are not done well; this demands great diplomatic skills since on the 

one hand you have to criticize them in a way that it still allows us to be considered as a 

partner (36/2014). During our fieldwork we discovered that there was no procedure 

established to link national complaints related to the issue and the commission or the expert 

group for instance. In the case of Bulgaria, for example, the whole vision of the 

deinstitutionalization reform was initiated and driven through the will and interest of one 

individual who worked in Bulgarian desk and who got interested on the issue and became 

proactive. Since these agents were not national government officials but employees of the 

commission, there was no institutional decision but the whole process moved forward thanks 
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to one individual (36/2014). Once the Ministry of Social Affairs got familiar with the 

different options, non-governmental organizations such as Lumos
482

 provided full assistance 

and together with the child protection agency found experts to start the reform. As we can see 

the procedures of initiation in Bulgaria was quite spontaneous and chaotic but we cannot 

compare the procedures of initiation since in other countries this was not at all the way the 

reform evolved.  

  The dual effect of EU Structural Funds 2) 

What our interviewees underlined and we found of importance is the discrepancy that 

exists among member states (even among Eastern European countries) in the extent to which 

they will follow the recommendations of the Commission. Most often this depends on the 

strength of the state and its national capacity to negotiate with the commission but also on the 

competences of the commission to recognize probable issues in member states. In Bulgaria 

the commission could actually block the funding at the moment when the state planned to 

invest in renovation of the institutions but the EU did not intervene against. At the same time 

the commission initiated and imposed on the state to incorporate numerous conditions such as 

time framework and quality of alternative care over the Bulgarian vision for 

deinstitutionalization. According to Mrs. Bulic such intervention would not be possible in 

other states and it was due to the lack of national vision of the reform neither on institutional 

nor on social level. At the beginning it was mostly the EU membership and the EU funding 

that was driving the government to start the deinstitutionalization (36/2014). This non-

institutional approach and lack of uniform EU guidance led to the first sad conclusion of the 

first stage of the reform and that is the fact that fixed windows do not fix children‘s' lives; 

spending money does not guarantee long lasting well-being (36/2014). To some extent the 

commission could have predicted such a result since by nature Structural Funds should not 

serve as long term solution but means through which a greater goal can be achieved because 

financial mechanisms are always related to restrictions, accountability and standardization. 

Structural funds on their own cannot guarantee how circumstances might change in 

children's lives two years from now (36/2014). Such lack of flexibility and severe bureaucratic 

accountability of the cost and expenses related to structural funds from the very beginning led 

to unwanted results and paradoxes such as new buildings with the same personnel and others. 
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Once again, what has been identified as a major problem by the experts in the group and not 

as much by national state authorities is the lack of communication and coordination between 

the government and the commission. The commission is in reality more flexible than 

governments think, and if the state is strong enough it can change commission rules and 

adapt them to its policies (35/2014). Unfortunately Bulgarian national authorities used its lack 

of knowledge as an excuse and rarely questioned the commission and its measures. Structural 

funds represent a complicated mechanism that has been severely criticized by governments of 

older member states, but one should not ignore is that by rules they remain thought through 

together with nation states. The criticisms led to reduction of regulations and thus some deep 

changes in the regulatory instruments. For instance, in order to help the decentralization 

process, new regulations have allowed special concessions for NGO‘s, which automatically 

meant that not all the projects would be implemented by local authorities. Paradoxically, the 

majority of them was just not used by member states either because member states were not 

well informed about these changes or because there were not enough NGO‘s in the country 

that would be able to manage such large sums of money or provide sufficient co-funding 

(36/2014). Experience show that the danger behind opening up the funds to NGO‘s is that 

bigger NGOs can monopolize the offers. In Romania, for instance, one NGO got most of the 

projects and smaller NGO‘s got annexed to the bigger one. However, the inability of the 

Romanian state to deal with on-time payments, and weak administrative capacity led to delays 

in payments to beneficiaries and service providers. Similar delay actually stopped the delivery 

of the services and children were forced to go back to the institutions. It took a lot time for 

national governments to understand that using structural funds to build a motorway is not the 

same as using them to determine a child‘s destiny (36/2014). Such failures could have been 

avoided by the state if they had the capacity to acknowledge the gaps in their competencies 

and had sought help on time from the Commission.  

Similarly, the Bulgarian EU servant at DG Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion 

posits :  

With EU funds we can build five kilometres of motorway but we cannot guarantee the 

long term maintenance of the motorway with these funds. We follow the same logic with 

social services – the EU structural funds can be invested in the creation of community based 

services but this does not guarantee the creation of all necessary preconditions for their 
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development. That is an example where the link between European, national and regional 

financing is cut (37/2015).  

The commission‘s financial tools that can be used for technical assistance by the states in 

similar situations were rarely used by member states. These issues arouse once again the 

question of monitoring and effectiveness of EU tools in the sphere of social policy so far. 

Literature on health care financing in Europe 
483

 or financing of long-term care for vulnerable 

people 
484

 identify four main types of financing that have been applied separately or together 

across European members: out of pockets payments by service users or families (‗user 

charges‘); voluntary/private insurance; tax-based support (national or regional) and with 

services provided on the basis of need; social insurance – contributions linked to 

employment
485

. The balance between private and public financing and the extent to which the 

government can protect the individual from the flaws in the system remains too ambiguous. 

For example, in England if an abandoned child has been first hospitalized the services 

provided were free (health care is free at the point of use). However, once the child is moved 

to a community care home it will be subjected to means-tested financial contribution (social 

care is means-tested). In Bulgaria, there were instances with double service provision on the 

behalf of state and NGO‘s for the community based centers which created inequality of foster 

care provision across the country (described in detail in Chapter VII). 

 Evaluation and monitoring of the reform 3) 

The expert group advocates for greater monitoring of funding. At that stage, monitoring 

is done at the national level where information is taken from local authorities and there is no 

one managing institutions for control and direct evaluation of the reform. Access to public 

information is not very easy, and as a result the commission might never find out exactly how 

particular structural funds were spent. For instance, technically the commission has no 

instruments of recourse if the money went for the construction of a tortured chamber or 

community based center if it has a different name. In other occasions the change of name is 
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clear, but the physical building of institutional and community based care is the same. Our 

empirical analysis show that there is neither national nor EU guarantee that because the 

building is renamed there has been any prequalification of stuff and real change in the 

provision of care. In terms of sanctions, the procedure is also a bit limiting for the 

commission, since it can only intervene substantially during the partnership negotiation stage 

of the operational programs. Despite the fact that the partnership agreement is strategic and 

must follow certain objectives, the conclusion most often remains quite general- for instance: 

―there was an improvement of the child protection system‖ (36/2014). Our empirical 

observations show that by default there are monitoring bodies sent to the member states, 

which in theory should give the information to the commission. However, for the moment 

they were predominantly focused on the technical work and the financial side of monitoring, 

or in other words, how much money was spent and not how it was spent. This means that once 

the service is built the commission cannot do anything against it post factum. In Romania 

there was a case, which illustrates this paradox. At the beginning of 2013, the Romanian 

government invested its structural funds in the renovation of institutions instead of alternative 

centers. When the commission asked how long these institutions would function before they 

were transformed into community-based care or closed, they learned that the legal maximum 

is ten years but in practice, in a situation where there are still children on the waiting list for 

the institutions that would be an unrealistic prediction (36/2014). In similar situations the 

commission can raise the issue with the managing authorities but nothing more than that. 

Such cases illustrate how important it is to have specific independent monitoring authorities 

for each country. In parallel with the exterior control, governments need to invest in building 

capacities of local NGO‘s. What we remarked is that there is a general misunderstanding of 

the reform, not only among the population but also among the professionals. This 

transformation will not happen overnight and is probably at the core of the successful 

implementation of EU policies among member states.  

One of the biggest challenges that arose from our interviews with the European 

Commission is the inclusion of people who can persistently follow and maintain the reform 

within the commission and the parliament. Since staff changes quite regularly, either because 

people move to different positions or get called to work for other DGs, the EEG group 

organized trainings (starting in 2012) which meant to include different DG‘s and train them 

on the particularities of the Deinstitutionalization reform and the role of structural funds. 
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These trainings showed that there are still a lot of unknowns and ambiguities even among 

professionals that work in the European institutions related to the hidden risks of the reform.  

C -  EU agents working on child protection 

At the beginning of the interview process we started with the assumption that there is a 

lack of EU strategy of child protection and that this is due to the lack of interest of the EU 

authorities on that matter. In order to test this hypothesis on a larger scale and incorporate 

other perspectives in addition to Bulgarian and British actors we decided to enlarge our 

spectrum of interviews with the inclusion of some of the major French actors in the sphere of 

child protection as well as EU agents themselves.  

Our meetings with the representatives of French IO‘s dealing directly with EU 

authorities forming the French position on EU directives (such as SGAE, CNCDH, RP de la 

France etc.) not only confirmed my assumption by telling me that they had very rarely dealt 

with children's issues – except in cases of mineur étrangers isolées, but also expressed their 

conviction that this is a purely national matter that should not be expected to be guided or 

influenced by the EU. Analyzing their behavior and language, we started to doubt if that was 

not an excuse on their part to mask their own lack of interest in the issue and inability to link 

questions related to education and health with child care. In France the spectrum of my 

interviews was limited but quite revealing, taking the point of view of actors who are on 

national, local and EU level. One of our interesting meetings was with Mrs. Martine Brousse, 

president of the association La voix de l‘enfant [The Voice of the Child], which functions as a 

federation made up of 80 different organizations, taking action in nearly a hundred countries: 

Its‘ aim is to listen to and defend any child in distress whoever and wherever he is
486

. M.B. 

long years of experience in the international field of child protection brought some interesting 

conclusions related to the place of child protection policies on European and French national 

arena. Since one of the most prominent documents on which the EU policies are built is the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child we started our conversation by assessing the role 

of this convention over nation states.  

Most people forget that very few articles of the convention are directed towards the child 

itself- it is a convention that is written to bring awareness to states and adults about what 
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their responsibilities vis a vis children are. Children are considered vulnerable beings and 

thus the state is responsible for their protection (46/2014).  

This clarification about the understanding of the convention brings important aspects of our 

analysis because it shows that the position of states and the EU on the formation and 

implementation of child protection policies depends on the very interpretation of the 

convention. The opposite interpretation that we hear more often in the media and among 

NGO‘s are that the child has its rights and needs to be an actor of its future. On its own this 

assumption is not wrong but twists the focus of responsibility. One of the great challenges and 

missions at the same time facing the Association and its 80 members has been described: 

 We need to bring back the child in the centre of national and European priorities. It is time to 

harmonize children rights on European level and we have all the legislation necessary for 

that; nationality should not make any difference if a child is trafficked, bitten, raped or 

abandoned on the street (46/2014).  

She also insisted that children's interests are often taken as an excuse for protection of 

some adult's interests. The investment-focused policies of childcare of the European Union 

were mostly focused on economic gains and not that much on children's well-being in the 

long term. Despite that, the two variables are interrelated some policies, such as for instance 

the EU policy to encourage female employment, had mixed implications for child provision 

services and quality of childcare. The erosion of the traditional family model provokes risks 

for the welfare state and the feminization of poverty affected directly the wellbeing of 

children. Therefore, the state welfare has become dependent on the participation of women in 

the labor market. Our hypothesis is that a unique EU child protection model will affect 

employment of parents, public spending on childcare, and the cost, affordability and quality 

of childcare as a whole. Decentralization of policies in social areas such as child protection 

have proved to be unsuccessful and this could be observed in the lack of responsibility among 

the major players; lack of proper data and measurement of child well-being; lack of 

mechanisms for evaluation and control of the EU and state investments. Reassuringly, Mrs. 

Brousse's point of view was remarkably close to the opinion we got from Margaret Tuite – 

Commission Coordinator for the Rights of the Child. M. Tuite also expressed her will to 

create a more coordinated effort for the different parts of the commission and among different 

DG‘s to harmonize and combine efforts for child support. Looking at child poverty rates in 
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the end of the 20
th

 century
487

 and the millions of displaced children as a result of armed 

conflicts all over the world it seems that While early 21st century children may have more 

symbolic power they have lost actual power (35/2014). Both professionals independently 

concluded that international focus needs to change towards more strategic subsidized 

investments in children in early childcare and education. Literature on the subject also 

confirms this thesis and proves the positive correlation between early childcare investments 

and positive economic outcomes
488

 Heckman and colleagues found that high-quality early 

childhood programs reduces crime, raises earnings, promotes education, and improves 

health
489

. The development of the deinstitutionalization process all over Europe shows that 

there is a specific need to reduce the risk of intergenerational transmission of poverty and 

therefore as Tuite points out the commission needs to create preconditions for less privileged 

families to receive childcare and family support as early as possible (34/2014).  

D -  Discrepancy between EU communication campaigns 

Throughout our interviews with representatives of the EU‘s we tried to apprehend the 

means through which EU state representations portray the deinstitutionalization reform. It was 

necessary to grasp these different perspectives and analyze the discrepancies that have been 

identified between EU norms and EU policies put in practice. In addition to the countries of 

main comparison -Bulgaria and the UK- we included the perspective of one more leading EU 

policy maker and old member state France (interviews taken in Paris) as well as the 

perspectives of EU agents themselves (interviews taken in the EU commission).  

The common denominators among European representations in France, Bulgaria and 

UK was the lack of information and thus motivation to deal with social policies overall. 
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Formatted by the EU officials that child protection issues fall under the realm of national 

priorities national Representations do not initiate any actions on that matter with the only 

exception being refugee children on European territory. Despite the increased amount of 

structural funds spent on that matter in Bulgaria and the existence of Common European 

Guidelines since 2012, none of the representatives that we interviewed has ever heard about 

the deinstitutionalization reform and its challenges or the fact that the Commission is putting 

more and more efforts towards increasing the coordination of the process. As it was insisted 

throughout our interview with Mrs. Gaëtane Ricard-Nihoul (as of 2014 she is a political 

analyst for the French representation of the European Commission
490

), the Representation 

does not participate in the decision-making process and has no technical competences. Its 

purpose is to inform French citizens about major decisions taken by the commission and from 

time to time to create analytic reports on certain state events such as European elections or the 

economic crisis. We work more on the after sale service than on the formation of politics. We 

have to explain why state undertake this or that european policy (45/2014). Mr. Zlatev
491

 also 

insisted on communication as main task of the representation We need to give information to 

Bulgarian citizens about the decisions taken in the commission but also listen to young people 

and their ideas about which type of Europe they would like to live in (49/2015). National 

representations do not have the budget to initiate any policies but simply transmit what has 

been decided at the level of the Commission that might be relevant to the national state. 

However, despite the existence of fifteen information centers of the commission in Bulgaria, 

there was not even one public event (information seminar or social network massage) related 

to the massive European investment into the closure of large scale institutions. In his defense 

the director of the commission pointed out the wrong conception of society vis a vis the 

Union as a bag full of money. In contrast to France, in Bulgaria the Representation is 

predominantly used as a point for demands and complaints:  

Most Bulgarian citizens have very low confidence in Bulgarian institutions and thus 

turn towards Brussels for further justice. There is a common perception that the European 

Union is obligated to help them since the state has failed. Few of Bulgarian citizens 
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understand that they have not only rights but also obligations. Our biggest difficulty is to 

explain to people how the EU can help in practice - because the common understanding is 

limited to the link between the EU and bags full of money. This is a two-sided process and 

Bulgarians need to understand that there are issues which are purely national priorities and 

the EU cannot do anything for their solutions (29/2015).  

Hence, in practice that is not totally correct in regard to the deinstitutionalization measures 

which are guided and implemented with great financial, political and social influences of the 

Commission. Paradoxically, despite the fact that most European states still portray the 

understanding that the EU does not intervene in social inclusion programs, throughout the 

new operational program period (2014- 2010) 20% of all investments of the European Social 

Fund should be spent for social inclusion policies ( of all marginalized groups including 

children) (37/2015)
492

. Since in Bulgaria every second person fears social inclusion the 

percentage of all structural funds spent on the fight against social inclusion increases to 30% 

until 2020 (37/2015). These percentages include investment in different reforms including 

education, health and deinstitutionalization. What is more as 70% of all public investments in 

of Bulgaria are financed by European funds; Thus the national budget of the country covers 

only 1/3 of the needs of all spheres of socio-economic development (37/2015). Such an 

incredible dependence on EU structural Funds would assume greater implication of its 

representations to portray publically the effect of the union over national policies. Throughout 

our observations we did not find an official explanation why there is such a discrepancy 

between what the Commission communication campaigns cover within national states and 

what the EU agents forcefully present as important EU priority.  

E -  Early stages of deinstitutionalization across Europe 

Despite the fact that this thesis regards only the deinstitutionalization of services for 

children, we cannot ignore the fact that among many other European countries this reform 

includes also mentally or physically handicapped people. This is relevant for the UK-

Bulgarian comparison since in the Bulgarian reform the government includes institutions for 

children who are mentally ill. The construction of mental health institutions in Western 

Europe prevailed in the 19th century among industrialized countries pushed by four main 
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factors including urbanization (massive movement of people from rural to urban 

environments because of industrialization), location (most asylums were constructed outside 

of the urban environments to protect the ill from pollution and other negative aspects of the 

big city), and morality (block the social stigma)
493
. By the 1950‘s the number of people and 

children in these institutions had increased so much that there were more patients in asylums 

worldwide than in any other time
494

. Already at that time governments across Europe 

recognized that standards of care were not acceptable and substantial reforms had to be 

implemented as soon as possible. This early stage of the deinstitutionalization reform 

included promotion of care with as little institutional input as possible, preferring self-help to 

any professional support, and outpatient care to sheltered places or partial hospitalization
495

. 

However, as professionals concluded already at that stage that due to political and economic 

drivers the focus of the prevailing public argument, as well as pace of these reforms varied 

across countries (…) depending on national traditions, socioeconomic situations, cultural 

factors and specific funding systems
496

. Still deinstitutionalization led to some impressive 

changes in development of psychiatric services for children and to the development of 

community based-models of care in countries such as Canada, Italy, UK and the USA
497

. 

F -  New tendency for Re-Institutionalization 

As with most political reforms, one cannot consider the deinstitutionalization reform as 

a panacea for all children and people put in institutional care. Governments like the Bulgarian 

one and other Eastern European countries (which are now drafting the reform and are in the 

process of implementing it) need to consider some already outlined challenges and criticisms 

if the existing models are not implemented correctly. First, as it has been depicted by 

Fakhoury and Priebe,
498

 there is evidence of inadequate preparation before discharge from the 

institutions and as a result, a significant number of mentally ill people ended up either without 
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treatment, homeless or even in prison
499

. Second, suggested increased rates of homicide - 

although not supported by existing statistical data. Third, insufficient levels of care for some 

patients –when patients are severely damaged the community-based services are hard to 

coordinate or non-existent.  Fourth, lack of social integration - evidences show that the 

majorities of mentally ill deinstitutionalized patients still have very restricted social contacts 

and have no access to the labor market
500

. It has been argued that in some countries 

community-based services form their own ―ghettos where residents meet between themselves 

but have little contact with the rest of the community
501

.  

Paradoxically, the literature suggests that as of today we might be witnessing a new 

phenomenon of re-institutionalization, measured by an increased number of conventional 

psychiatric hospital beds, beds in forensic psychiatry, and places in prison
502

. The reasons 

behind this new tendency again depend on states' contexts but seem similar to what has 

pushed the creation of institutions back in the 19
th

 century. For instance increase of severity of 

mental illness, decreased capacity of the family to take care of their child due to 

unemployment, increased risk aversion, and general prison population size
503

 and increased 

funding expenses. Such backwards tendencies reflect one of our major conclusions related to 

the cyclic nature of social protection reforms and the impossibility of one system to remain 

for too long in place without getting abused.  

 

 Integration by the EU institutions of policies related to children's well-being into the 

roadmap of successful Europeanization sounds like a positive step towards general 

democratization. However, this study would argue that children's rights are often disregarded 

or instrumentalized by political actors on the international level when competing with 

economic and political interests. Our empirical analysis so far have shown that the 
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Europeanization strategy of political elites seems to be guided by the logic of the passive 

norm-takers and instrumental top-down approach which turns out to be often less productive 

due to the soft leverage of the European Union beyond its member states. At the same time 

the defenders of children's rights are largely representatives of the non-governmental sector 

and lack powerful lobbying ability to use soft law norms coming from the EU effectively 

enough.  

Nadege Ragaru metaphorically describes the European Union as the l‘hureuse rivière 

progressant vers une ample destinée; voguent sur et vers elle des Etats, tous également 

désireux de rejoindre l‘immensité vertueuse du vaste horizon bleu qu‘elle propose
504

. This 

metaphor describes the ambiguity surrounding the subjects and mechanisms of the 

Europeanization concept. Policy outcomes of Europeanization have proved to vary across 

member states and do not reflect either the well-defined will of a unified supranational actor, 

or an automatic pervasive problem-solving rationality meant to increase the overall efficiency 

of European policy decisions in the context of a transnational independence of policy 

problems
505

. Since the spectrum of this paper is too limited to define fully the role of the 

European Union in new member states, it focuses on illustrating an intriguing scenario of 

ongoing exchange between Western and Eastern national policies - the case of Bulgaria‘s 

Europeanization. The issue at hand here is not whether the European Union affects domestic 

policies, but rather how it does so and specifically how it influences the country‘s child care 

services. Intertwined within the greater debate about the place of the child in society, the 

complexity of the deinstitutionalization reform points at a much larger non-linear process that 

establishes the new relationship between children and state. Child rearing has largely moved 

beyond the boundaries of the private family realm to stand in the heart of public policy 

debates, while the position of the child in society is carefully framed by political regimes. 

Invariably, both socialists and democrats take advantage of the child‘s political assets in order 

to achieve their various goals. 

The comparative analysis of child care practices represents a difficult challenge due to 

the precarious nature of such social policy and its dependence on historical circumstances, 

social paths, and welfare regimes, among others. Claiming that any one political system has 
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succeeded in setting up an impeccable child care policy or in managing a flawless child care 

model would be blatantly dishonest. While finding one unified child protection formula for all 

countries of the European Union is an unlikely scenario, it is nevertheless beneficial to 

analyze the Europeanization processes as a fundamental precondition for the amelioration of 

child care and to explore ways for improving the interaction between European and domestic 

political players. The three models of Europeanization - misfit model (top-down approach), 

transformation, and macro model -prove relevant in different moments of social development. 

This is especially true for post-socialist societies who were confronted with the dual challenge 

of transition and accession. 

As neither institutionalization nor deinstitutionalization is new concepts for EU 

members, capturing the extent to which models of child care circulate among countries and 

political prisms in their quest for perfection promises to be a fruitful and worthy endeavor. 

Studying the ways in which these practices get informed by and adapted to various political, 

social, economic, and historical contexts is a central part of the effort. Finally, the fact that 

liberal states such as England appear to be returning to universal childcare mechanisms, albeit 

in a widely modified and updated format, presents a real possibility for new government 

direction and a viable solution to child welfare needs
506

, both of which will be also addressed 

in detail in Chapter VIII. 
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VII -   The Governance of the Reform in Bulgaria: Chaotic 

Battle of Influence 

This section will describe the successful adoption of the EU acquis through a crucial 

shift in the country's national policies regarding of child protection. The differential 

empowerment that Borzel and Risse (2000) describe happened through the mix of efforts and 

strong determination of the newly established or internationally borrowed non-governmental 

organizations, legal reforms and political will to deinstitutionalize the country‘s orphanages. 

Such political transformation was mainly possible due to the strong political desire for EU 

integration on behalf of the Bulgarian government. Child protection policies fall among many 

other social policy issues that had to be restarted following new sets of regulations. From 

paper changes in the 2000‘s the EU managed to adjust new national order and since 2010 new 

forms of care have been established but not yet evaluated. In order to analyze the distribution 

of power in the implementation of child care policies in Bulgaria, this section will continue to 

explore and analyze the different stages of the transition from institutional to community 

based child care through the prism of four main types of actors – the national/ governmental, 

the regional/local, the non-governmental and the institutional (all 56 actors interviewed 

personally through semi-structured interviews between 2013-2015
507

). Our analysis is based 

on the implementation of the 3I approach through which we compare the actors through the 

prism of their representation, interests, and conflicts while applying the reform in practice. 

Bruno Palier and Yves Surel‘s ―3I‖ approach will be relevant when examining the conflicts 

and compromises between key stakeholders and their institutionally formatted key interests 

inherited from the past and formulated through cognitive, normative, and rhetorical 

frameworks.  

Our hypothesis is that, if the choice of model could be considered to be a top down 

political imperative, the implementation of the model depends on the cultural, historical and 

institutional bases of a member state. Thus the mechanisms of policy transition in the field of 

child protection should be considered not only thorough a prism of the supranational 

governance of the EU but also on the existing instruments for policy implementation of the 

nation state. In figure 34 we summarized some of the most important aspects of the basis for 
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our qualitative analysis achieved through the prism of the 3I approach. Dividing the analysis 

in external and internal actors throughout the whole chapter we observe and investigate how 

the rules of the game set by institutions coexist with the agenda setting and interact with the 

actor‘s preferences in relation to the deinstitutionalization reform.  
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 EXTERNAL ACTORS INTERNAL ACTORS 
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 EU Commission 

 EU Structural Funds 

 DG Justice 

 DG Employment and 
Social Affairs 

 DG Regional and Urban 
Policy 

 European Expert Group 
on the Transition from 

Institutional to 

Community-based Care 
(Commission Coordinator of 

the Rights of the Child; 

Representatives of the 
Commission in Bulgaria, 

France, UK ) 

 UNICEF 

 World Bank 

 LUMOS 

 Bulgarian 
Abandoned 

Children Trust  

 Bulgarian 

Helsinki 
Committee 

 Euro Child 

 European Group 
on The 

Transition from 
Institutional To 

Community-

Based Care 
Members 

 Ministry of 

Labour and Social 
Policy 

 Ministry of 

Healthcare, 

 Ministry of Justice 

 Ministry of 
Education 

 Inter-Ministries 
Working Groups 

 State agency of 
Child Support 

 State agency of 
Social Support 

 Inter-Ministries 
Working Groups 

 National 

Assembly 
 

 Municipal 

Council 

 Mayor  

(Brezovo; Plovdiv, 

Krusharci, Ruse, Sofia, 
Dobrich) 

 

 Directory of 

Social Support 

National Network 

for Children 

Bulgaria (141 
NGO members) 

(Among the 

interviewed were:   
The Association 

for Pedagogical 

and Social 
Assistance 

(FICE); 

Foundation for 

Our Children; 

Know-How 

Center of NBU, 
etc.) 

ID
E

A
S
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h

a
p

e 
a
g
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d
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n
g

 

 Lisbon Treaty- (social 

inclusion, fight against 
child poverty) 

 Treaty on the Functioning 
of the European Union  

 Horizon 2020 
 

 

UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child  
 Develops national 

child policy 
(National Vision 

for the 
Deinstitutionalizat

ion reform) 

 2003-2009-2012 
Decentralization 

Strategy 

 National Actions 

Plans (EU) 

 Subordinates 
Homes for 

Medical and 
Social Care for 

Children up to age 

3 

  

 Implement 

strategies for 
child protection 

directed by the 
state;                           

 Resolves 

questions 
connected to local 

policies; 

 Approves 

Municipal council 

 Establishes and 
closes child 

institutions 

 Construct 

awareness 
and fund-

raising 
campaigns;  

 Consolidate 

all non-
profits; 

 Work with 
children and 

families 

 Improve the 
exchange of 

experience 
and good 

practices 

 I
N

T
E

R
E

S
T

S
: 

 

a
ct

o
r’

s 
p

r
ef

er
en

c
es

 

 Achieve full 
deinstitutionalization of 

child institutions up until 

2018  

 Investment focused 

policies of child care – 

(for instance structural 
funds guarantee financial 

support to NGO's/ IO's to 

construct the centers) 

 Serve as a vector for 

Western Models over the 
new post-soviet models 

 Project based 
methodologies  

  Strong financial   

power 

 Social pressure 

through 
international 

reports 

 Transfer of neo-
liberal Ideas and 

Ideologies 

 Legal reforms 

 Decentralization 

of power and creation of 

multiple family and 
child services  

 Get more funding  

 Create more local 

services  
 Political: Develop 

the services 

across its 
territory- achieve 

political 

popularity and 
more electives 

 Economic: attract 
different services 

providers in the 

region and 
decrease 

unemployment 

rates * (for 
greater quality of 

services, 

municipalities 
receive greater 

funding, which is 

especially 
important for the 

deserted regions) 

 Create a 
Bulgarian 

model of the 

reform 

 Apply the 

projects 

finances by 
the IO and 

EU  

 Get project 

funding for : 

Community 
Based 

Social 

Services: -
Foster Care; 

Community 

Support 
Centre; 

Foster Care, 

etc. 

Figure 34 - Ideas, Instruments and Institutions Part 1 (the case of Bulgaria)   
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Challenges of the reform  

After the massive media national and international campaigns against homes for 

children with mental and physical disabilities (the case of Mogilino) the state decided to 

divide the process of transitioning to community based care into stages starting with the 

Homes that accommodate children with disabilities. The terminology used is important 

because theoretically by the end of 2015 through the project Childhood for everyone (part of 

the National Vision for Deinstitutionalization) all homes for children with mental and 

physical disabilities should have been closed and the care should be provided by the newly 

constructed family centers, foster care alternatives, or biological parents as an alternative to 

the institutional care method. Bulgaria had to build these alternatives from scratch and thus 

throughout these first five years of the implementation of the Vision there were multiple 

difficulties for the establishment of alternative care. Throughout the following lines we will 

explore the different angles of the same reform and its challenges gathered throughout our 

interviews. We do not generalize that there are only negative practices throughout but we 

signal some of the major issues, which could put the whole reform into question in the long 

term. We will also question the extent to which the rhetoric and the challenges identified by 

European agents correspond to the once we categorized in Bulgaria. This chapter exemplifies 

the reasons behind the great difficulty with which the Bulgarian actors of the 

deinstitutionalization reform met the EU expectations and adopted the new child welfare.  

A -  Family type centres and the danger of Re-institutionalization 

The development of community based services such as family type centers is effected 

through project financing in collaboration of the National Agency of Child Protection, 

municipalities and the NGO sector. The first family type centers appeared with the aim to 

serve as а residential type of center for family services, which accommodates not more than 

fifteen children. In practice however, our interviews with residents of these new centers, 

depicted that within the new form of the infrastructure reigns the old form of care and thus the 

change is almost only at the surface level. These are some of the testimonies given by the 

residents we met: 

The building is just fine but the relationship with the personnel are complicated; the 

old place was much better (meaning the institution) there at least we had bathroom in every 

room unlike here where there is only one toilet for us 15 and one for the personnel; We did 
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not move to a family type but to the same type of institution just smaller in size (12/2015). 

Residents also explain that in order to move to these new centers they have been separated 

from their biological brothers and sisters, which conflicts with the initial idea of the 

deinstitutionalization plan to support the Bulgarian family and thus keep close the biological 

relatives. As we pointed out throughout Chapter V, 1/3 of the children after 

deinstitutionalization are dispersed in municipalities, which are sometimes hundreds of 

kilometers away.  

Second, there is great circulation of professionals among the centers.  

Very often social workers are hired by the center but they stay only for one month. 

They do not want to or they are not enough educated and prepared how to cope with the 

children and what will be his or her responsibilities. The new stuff comes and leaves in less 

than a month and like that children are left with no constant care (13/2014).  

S. Petrova
508

 does not neglect some of the good practices in the process but raises alarms that 

currently the plan is structured without taking into consideration some important long term 

particularities. Our observations in the new type of community centers also confirm that there 

are still a lot of inconsistencies in the transition to community based care, and often children 

are not engaged to a family type environment even though they quit the institutions. For 

example, since there is catering children did not cook for themselves as it would have been in 

a family environment. De facto these family type centres remain closed for society and some 

atrocities continue to happen. For instance we have a case of a dead child in Yambol and 

Peshtera, of a raped child in Burgas, and couple of cases of children who are taken away 

from school. (…) And all of these results for more than 150 million BGN (75 million euros) 

(2014/13). Even though the speech of the deputy is based on her experience in the field, we 

should not ignore the fact that she is a political figure from the opposition and her discourse 

throughout the whole interview was against the current and previous governments. The 

member of parliament, S.P., also stated that in order to locate the missing connections 

between the actors in the process and why we fear to provide unsatisfactory care for children 

there needs to be a full outside audit of the deinstitutionalization reform. As a member of 

parliament she brought for voting this proposal in two parliamentarian commissions: The 

Commission for Children, Youth and Sport and The Commission for Budget and Finance and 

now await the decision of the parliament. 
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The third challenge facing family centers is related to the question of capacity and 

financing- once the centers are constructed in order for the program funding to be delivered 

the state needs to fill their capacity. As a result our empirical study showed that 223 children 

from Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care across the country had to be moved to 

the newly constructed family type centers. The movements in some cases happened very 

mechanically and with no time for individual assessments. For example: 

A ten years old boy had to travel from an institution in Sofia to Balchik (551 km) in a waybill 

accompanied by a policeman for more than six days. The boy had records in the agency of 

social support to be very close to his biological mother but there were no financial means to 

live with her. Because of the forceful movement to the new family type center he was 

separated not only from his mother but also from his little brother who was moved to a 

different center hundreds of kilometres further. As a result the child got depressed and 

committed suicide (13/2014).  

Acknowledging the fact that this is an extreme situation, it is still important to recognize the 

conclusions of it and analyze where the individual state approach failed. We asked the 

Agency of Child Protection to comment on this issue and we got quite a different perspective 

of the situation. According to the project manager E.I. of the project Childhood for All, which 

aimed to do the individual assessments of the children and their families before the closure of 

the institutions and their replacement with community based services, the fast transition is due 

to the fact that the capacity that was planned five years ago (2010) for the newly build centers 

is actually much bigger than the actual (2015) demand.   

The fact that there are a lot of children who went to foster care or were send back to their 

biological parents shows the positive development of the state reform. Our decision to fill the 

newly constructed places was only driven by our desire to provide better living conditions to 

the children who are coming from Homes for Children deprived of Parental Care (…) only 

when that was possible and would not create shock for the children (14/2014).  

However, throughout our conversation the expert admitted that the transition for the orphans 

without disabilities happened much faster than expected, provoked by lack of state strategy on 

what to do with the newly constructed centers once they were ready, and in cases where 

handicapped children were already placed elsewhere. The period between the planning and 

the construction was too long- around four years- and thus we failed in our calculations 

(14/2014). Our observation showed that in order to fill the numbers in some occasions, 
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however there was even a mixture of services for disabled children and orphans and that 

provoked some serious political and social debates. Since the position of E.I. is not financed 

by the Agency of Child Protection but by the project, she was very direct about the real 

problems ahead and unlike her state agents colleagues criticized the inactivity of the state: In 

my opinion we could have avoided these mistakes by having a greater overall management. 

Instead we just waited and waited for the problem to arise (14/2014). One cannot deny the 

fact that there are fewer places in the newly constructed community based centers – 

sometimes the number is reduced from 90 to 20 which is a considerable development towards 

a more individual approach towards the children. Despite this fact, the question should not be 

how many places are left but how many places are still needed, or in other words, to what 

extent can we estimate that since there are less available places in the homes there will be less 

demand for them. What should a social worker do if he or she perceives the necessity of 

protection of a child in a certain family and there are no more available alternatives for that 

child in institution? The practice shows that in the majority of cases the child will remain in 

his family and the risk of being further abused will continue (2015/20).  

B -  Foster care services – A difficult beginning 

The concept of foster care has existed in Bulgaria for a significant time but it was not 

actively present until 2010. UNICEF data shows that prior to the state vision of 

deinstitutionalization (from 2000-2010) the social attitude towards the alternative family 

service was predominantly negative and that is mirrored by the low number of foster parents- 

only 200 in 2010. The factors that contribute to greater acceptance of the concept are related 

to the decentralization of power from the section of child protection to other suppliers of 

social services (municipalities, non-governmental organizations etc.). In 2010, thanks to 

media campaigns and active financial project-based participation of nongovernmental 

organizations, there is an upward trend in the number of family volunteers. Up to 2012, as 

part of the project And I have a family directed by the Agency of Social Support, there are 

1,000 foster care families, which accommodate around 800 children (1,400 envisioned by the 

end of the project). In 2011 the number of newly educated and approved families was 395 (61 

voluntary and 334 paid once). Taking into consideration that there are overall around 1,500 

foster care families and 2,508 newly abandoned babies only in 2010, the improvement of 
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foster care service should be regarded with great importance
509

. However, even with 

increasing participation of foster care parents, the state is challenged to provide long-term 

results in the provision of alternative care for all children in need. The goal of the vision for 

the deinstitutionalization to close all institutions for 0-3 years old by 2013 was not feasible 

based on the reality in the field. One of the paradoxes at that stage is that although one child 

in an orphanage costs the state from 3 to 4,000 euros annually
510

 there is still no mechanism 

through which child support can be invested in prevention- directly in the family of the child 

even before its abandonment. Our research showed that foster care relies predominantly on 

the supervision and training of non-governmental associations and charity foundations. For 

instance, the preparation of the families to become foster parents including their training, 

supervision, and support is partly guided by Foundations (for instance For our Children 

Foundation) and partly by the municipalities if they have the financial and human resources to 

do so. The only decision that has not been legally delegated to the municipalities is the 

appointment of the children to specific families. The process of acquiring rights to become a 

foster care parent is facilitated and it is enough to apply next to the agency of social support, 

which in turn directs you towards the foundation (provider of social services) to pass three 

months training (17/2015). The last stage of the procedure is again in the hands of the Agency 

of Social Provision, which based on the report given by the foundation provides or rejects the 

title of a foster care parent. One of the reasons for the increase of people who would like to 

become foster care parents is also due to the fact that like in other European states foster care 

has been professionalized and thus people who become foster care parents not only receive 

subsidy for child expenses (from 165 BGNs to 220 BGNs per month) but also get a work 

contract from the Agency of Social Support and thus the foster parenthood is counted as work 

time (17/2015). However, the state still keeps the option of volunteering when the family 

keeps their own job and in addition receives only child subsidy per month depending on the 

age of the child.  

The year 2014 could be considered as a key turning point for the development of foster 

care in the country so far. It is the year when as of 30.06.2014 – 2178 children were 

accommodated in foster care (the highest number since the beginning of the reform
511

. Within 
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three years foster care families grow from 391 in 2011 to 1847 in 2013. Bulgaria overcomes 

the initial delay and doubles the size of foster care faster than other ex-Soviet countries and in 

2009 6730 children have places in foster care families. What is more, in 2014 there has been a 

considerable success in the reduction of entries to the institutions: out of 599 children put in 

foster care from January to September 2014, 173 are from specialized institutions and 315 

are coming from the community directly. The biggest number of them reflects babies above 

three years old
512

. These positive figures can be perceived as results from the combined 

efforts of project funded initiatives such as the project And I have a Family and multiple 

NGO‘s dispersed around the country. This project started the process of decentralization of 

foster care families and its end date was planned for 2013. One of the main targets of the 

project is to achieve a Uniform Financial Standard for foster care in Bulgaria which would 

guarantee from 2015 foster care services to be entirely delivered by municipalities with a 

defined subsidy from the republican budget. However, the target of the project was not 

achieved within the deadline and the project was prolonged twice. In 2014, the extension led 

to double foster care provision from both state and municipalities, which led to inequality of 

foster care across the country and uncertainty on the behalf of municipalities regarding how 

the process of decentralization would take place
513

. The project did not achieve its targets 

even in 2014 and in 2015 the government took decision to merge the operation Priemi me into 

the project Priemi me 2015  and thus the state voted for EU funded foster care until 2018 and 

after this deadline the provision should become driven by municipalities. In order to better fit 

in the criteria for spending of EU funds couples of hundreds of families were moved from the 

Direction Social Support to the foster care teams of municipalities
514

. As articulated by the 

National Network for Children this could turn into an important precondition for diminution 

of the quality of care provision since all of the families so far have been guided and supported 

by concrete agents of NGO‘s, which will not be able to follow them in the new structure. 
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Most of these NGO‘s
515

 have defended their specific standards of foster care provision that 

exceed the minimum demanded by the state.  

The way the project Priemi me developed, foreshadows couple of problems that need to 

be considered. First of all, it demonstrates the state‘s difficulty managing the projects on time 

and stopping the heavy dependency on EU funding. Partly this could be explained through 

lack of accurate estimations at the moment when the plan for deinstitutionalization was 

drafted and thus signals once again the necessity for a renewal of the vision through a detailed 

audit of the actual needs in every service. Second, the alienation of the active foster care 

parents from the NGO‘ agents with whom they have established deep relationships and who 

have followed the development of the child shows that the state still has to identify the 

position of the NGO‘s within the chain of service delivery either as partner of the 

municipalities, supplier of the service or evaluator and educator. Third, from our interviews 

with foster care parents we can conclude that the hardest part of the work for them is to get 

attached to the child and then get separated from it. These transitions are still not well 

programmed in advance and remain extremely painful for both sides (29/ 2015) This point is 

related to the correct management of foster care services and the misconception among 

society that foster care is the preliminary stage of adoption. What is more not all people who 

are candidates to become foster care parents will be approved and that should not be seen as 

a precedent (31/2015). At the beginning of the process, the low amount of foster care parents 

allowed impetuous selection and that had some dramatic effects on the children‘s' 

development. This problem also comes from the fact that since there was no centralized list of 

the children and their individual situation the system could not match what type of family 

would fit the best the interests of the children. According to the National Network for 

Children, some users were pushed by agents of Direction Social Support to change their 

profiles so that they could fit the demand
516

. Such practices do not correspond to the standards 

of care targeted in the strategy for deinstitutionalization.  
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C -  The personnel of child care institutions – decisive and neglected 

Experts signal that without the contribution and active participation of the people who 

have worked in the institutions for decades there will be no real change in institutional care in 

Bulgaria. Institutional staff knows the children best and without them a gradual closure of the 

social care homes would be doomed to fail. Throughout the interviews, both NGO‘s working 

with the personnel and the personnel themselves expressed fear and uncertainty with the new 

policies (09/2013). Up to the present moment, there were limited state initiatives meant to 

reassure the staff that they would be taken care of and redirected towards specializations 

which would allow them to continue work in the field and stay closer to the children they got 

attached to. Since there were no other state policies for protection of the institutionalized care 

givers for more than 50 years, people remained skeptical and feared continuous neglect and 

lack of social support (27/2015). Education programs for the staff have been proposed by 

various non-governmental organizations and there is a positive tendency towards a gradual 

change in attitude. However, the lack of common state programs for the continuation of 

qualifications and the fact that those education courses are only possible through the 

cooperation of NGO projects or international donors raises questions about their efficiency. 

The practice from the past ten years shows some negative examples where the government 

has invested an enormous amount of money in the education of experts and variety of 

professionals according to the new ameliorated norms of child protection. Today, very few of 

those who received the training work for state institutions and orphanages remain in the field 

because the majority of trained people either left the country or dispersed and changed their 

sphere of work (30/2015). If the state does not put more resources into creating positive 

conditions for the trained experts to re-invest what they learned back in the system, there is a 

danger that the purpose of those education programs fails to reach its beneficiaries. Although 

such trainings are very necessary, their simple existence does not provide long-term benefits 

for the children and efficiency of the reform. For those reasons most of the NGO‘s specialists 

signal a danger of transfer of institutionalism. It is not enough to put children in smaller 

groups and better decorated homes if there is a lack of individual approach (2012/07). After 

the construction of the first alternative homes for the children from Mogilino, it became clear 

that even outside the institution, the institutionalized approach remains alive and in the 

majority of the new alternative homes the quality of care remained de-personified. 
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Following the same line of thought, most of the people managing NGO‘s remain 

pessimistic about the alternative methods of treatment and warn that the government should 

not try to reconstruct new smaller institutions with no change in the approach of treatment. 

Such transfer could be affected through the simple transfer of people who, via their 

knowledge and mentality, will continue to implement the Communistic ideology of 

institutional care (15/2014). All of the civil actors interviewed agreed that the minimization of 

the deinstitutionalization to the simple amelioration of physical conditions (although 

necessary) will be equal to its failure.  

The lack of strategy and state policy towards caregivers working in child institutions 

created logically one of the biggest groups opposed to the reform. The majority of them 

remain hesitant and aggressive towards the new reforms because they perceive them as a 

threat: 'If they close the institution where am I going to work? (12/2013). Just like this social 

worker from Varna, the majorities of caregivers are not informed about the consequences of 

the reform and see only the present results of it – the closure of those homes. One of our 

interviewees- an expert in foster care describes how for more than two years he visited an 

institution for babies (0-3 years old) in Sofia through a metal grid without even being saluted 

from the staff in place, We were seen as the enemies- as those who want to take their job 

away- those who come for 2 hours to destroy the discipline with redundant affection 

(08/2013). Such attitude can be predicted, since state authorities informed caregivers 

indirectly about the radical legal transformations and the new active role of the non-

governmental actor as a state partner in the accomplishment of the deinstitutionalization 

reform. For more than 50 years the state has forgotten about the institutional caregivers while 

they remain the only people in direct contact with the children. Our visits to the institutions 

made it clear that despite their irreplaceable aid, people working in social care homes were 

left to survive in complete isolation and alienation, dealing with incredible misery and severe 

pathologies without adequate training for that. One of them described her colleague‘s day as: 

Usually one woman takes care of at least 20 children; caries them on her back; cooks, cleans 

and feeds them by herself for 100 euros per month (09/2013). What is more, all types of 

actors involved in our empirical research were aware of this issue. From the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Affairs they provided us with records from the national employment 

agency showing that the only people who agree to get hired in such conditions are either very 

poor and old or very young with no education and some kind of a handicap. Members of 
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Parliament from the opposition confirmed these data saying: Social workers are some of the 

most important figures- the future of these children depends on them. However the 

government neglects and humiliates them with low wages and lack of qualifications 

(13/2014). Unfortunately, young people with a degree in social work are mainly forced to 

work in other domains or switch into the private sector because of the low remuneration of 

those professionals – the salaries in the social sphere remain extremely low in comparison to 

teachers or nurses. Our interviewee
 
from the Know-How Center underlined on multiple 

occasions the total burnout of social workers and the ―enormous turnaround‖ of staff, which 

drops the system easily because of a lack of supervision, adequate training and support 

(16/2015). Within the dynamic process of the reform there are new forms of social groups that 

demand assistance and new forms of risks that should be covered by the employees. However, 

instead of stimulating the staff with higher income and greater human resources, the state 

neglected the issue and left the problems of the social workers in the periphery of major 

political actions. Such attitude reflects the overall understanding of Social Policy only as a 

budget drain (16/2015). The manager of the project Childhood for Everyone (who works 

within the Agency of Child Protection) also acknowledged the criticism but explained that the 

logic of the project is to plan and facilitate the transition to community based care but we are 

not in practice the agent who implies the project on the field (…) I know we have a report 

saying that we have educated a certain number of people but we (the Agency of Child 

Protection and the project leaders) have no mechanisms to follow the people or force them to 

stay in the new community service (14/2014). At the same time it has been recognized by state 

authorities and researchers on early childhood development that the importance of 

development of the sense of belonging is crucial in early childhood development and if the 

personnel changes too often the residents will never be able to build up such sense of trust.  

All of these narratives underline how all different type of actors detect the issue but 

they lack means of communications through which to coordinate their efforts and act against 

the problem on a more global level. Despite the fact that as a consequence of the obligations 

included in the European adjustment procedures since 1996 the Ministry of Education adopts 

a new regulation, which aims at the unification of graduate qualifications of people with a 

degree of Social worker
517

 (Decree N 273 of Council of Ministries, 1996), almost twelve 

years later there are some great oblivions among the different titles of social workers and their 
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wages. For instance, some of the directives of the regulation are not at all applied in practice 

(social assistance at work, school, and family), others are only formally presented (assistance 

for handicapped children) or are partially developed
518

. Education and further qualification 

should be regarded as a necessary tool for the achievement of two of the main factors for the 

successful implementation of the deinstitutionalization reform. First it empowers beneficiaries 

of social services to gain independence, and second, higher qualification of the 

institutionalized staff guarantees better quality of services and higher chances for long lasting 

re-socialization of children into the community.  

 

What should be strongly underlined as a finding of our interviews concerning this 

process is that prior to the written vision of deinstitutionalization and even the introduction of 

this word into the social policy vocabulary there were local initiatives driven by the social 

workers to ameliorate care provision in the state based institutions. Our interviews with social 

workers showed that despite the overall neglect of these professionals, through bottom up 

initiatives (which started long before the state plan and the Mogilino scandal), some of the 

care givers initiated new rules and practices that would change the lives of the children on an 

everyday basis. The former educator and a director of the institution Asen Zlatarov, our 

interviewees D. and Z. and their colleagues became some of the pioneers of todays ―family 

type centers‖.  

Concentrated on children‘s' everyday needs, we tried to better understand the family 

of the children, their behavioural problems and psychological help and constructed in 2001 

small working groups where children could live more independently and imitate family type 

activities (cooking, cleaning, planning etc.) within the bigger institution ( 22/2015).  

What was interesting in the interviewee analysis of the EU-Bulgarian relationship was 

that, even without mentioning concepts such as Europeanization, she automatically identified 

the tension between definitions and stated: The difference between the centres ―family type‖ 

as articulated by the EU and the organization done by the stuff of the institution is the policy 

making process- one is top down driven by EU regulations and one bottom up driven by the 

care givers themselves (22/2015). Despite the fact that this initiative was not a common 

phenomenon and could be considered an isolated event, it shows that people on local level felt 

that change was needed and without any extra means managed to do that within the territory 
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of the institution. It turns out later in the interview that the initiators of this change became the 

founders of FICE
519

 (International Federation of Educative Communities) in Bulgaria and 

today the president of this IO is a former care giver of the institutional home Asen Zlatarov. 

She and her colleagues, after more than eight years of field work next to the children, decided 

to help care givers through educational seminars to acquire tools that will help them to 

ameliorate their own professional success and more importantly the wellbeing of children. 

FICE aims to educate, bring awareness, coordinate, and support social workers. The algorithm 

of policy making according to our interviewee functions only if initiatives that prove to be 

successful are than translated into politics. Legal regulations should follow the practice when 

it comes to the implementation of models that determine the wellbeing of children (22/2015). 

Before having K. as a president of FICE, Bulgaria was considered by other members of the 

international organization to be a recipient member that needs help and requires experience 

and financing support. By 2007-2008 thanks to the work and constant efforts of the Bulgarian 

team there was a shift in the ways Bulgaria was seen and members were turning towards 

Bulgarian colleagues for provision of good practices. In surprising contrast with what we have 

seen before, all employees of FICE Bulgaria voluntarily work (for instance the site of the 

organization is entirely supported by an assistant in Bulgaria etc.) for the international 

organization in return for exchange, visibility and trainings. Prior to her occupation in FICE 

D. was initially an educator (of at least 25 kids per shift) and FICE‘s project manager- Z, 

(former Director) for many years aimed to close the places where they worked. It may sound 

ironic but they both were persuaded that in the condition state homes existed back in 2000 

they cannot continue to function (22/2015). However, despite the fact that they felt necessity 

for change, neither of them defined the deinstitutionalization reform as a closure of the 

institutions or maintenance of the building, rather what they felt to be missing was the 

financial and education support of social workers: The word ―institution‖ should not be 

connected to the building but to what is happening inside the building (22/2015). Referring to 

countries with longer experience in the field- Luxembourg or Germany, the interviewee 

underlined that the word institution does not have a negative connotation: 
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It is just a way of pointing out care that is provided outside of the family and the 

symbol of the deinstitutionalization should not be seen as a luxury house or family type that 

provides services which do NOT serve the interests of the child.  

In fact, throughout the interview none of the FICE interviewees used the word 

―institution‖ but were rephrasing that as ―life in little groups‖. It should be pointed out that, 

unlike actors from the state administration (later presented in the chapter), these social 

workers insisted that they are the first ones that need to embrace the transformation of child 

care services. According to them, there are five major signs, which depend predominantly on 

the staff, and signal that the process is happening: 

First main condition for the change of care is the reduction of the number of children in one 

living space (up to 12 according to the new laws). Second, the new family type homes have to 

be adapted with all domestic conditions for that (washing, sleeping, cooking etc.) as any other 

regular home. Third, all needs including medical and educational should be provided by 

services in the community and not delivered in the home of the children. Fourth, there should 

be an individualized relationship between an adult and the child that is represented through 

concrete responsibility vis a vis the child and based on confidence and trust. This person 

should be trained how to physically but most importantly mentally support the individual in 

positive and negative moments of his/hers development just as if the child was within a family. 

Fifth, the social workers should make all possible efforts to help the child and the biological 

family to stay in close relationship (22/2015).  

Very often we heard throughout our research that the biological family and their role 

in the child‘s life is the sole responsibility of the state department of child protection. 

However, that will be totally inefficient if the people who are with the child every day and 

who ideally become the child‘s confidential peers are not the ones who work to be the bridge 

between the parents and their children. State agents who have never seen the child in his or 

her everyday routines cannot judge objectively if he or she needs further help, is good in 

music, or has a positive feeling about his or her biological mother. The reform is about all 

these individual gestures that allow children to learn how to live on their own and having the 

necessary support for that. At the same time we cannot expect social workers to be 

psychologists, just as all of us who are parents do not need to be psychologists. Legal 

guardians should, however, be trained to be attentive and caring about the present and the 
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future of these children. This preparation is in the heart of FICE training process and should 

be also in the heart of the government efforts for change.  

Throughout the interviews the professionals never openly turned against any of the 

statesman, however they insisted that if at the beginning policies were the result of EU 

projects and the transformations of the status quo were impossible today the government has 

all possible mechanisms to change the methodologies to the practice show that would work 

better, to persuade the financial minster that the reform should be taken as a priority, to 

invest in the remuneration of social workers, to improve their training, evaluation so that we 

do NOT turn the institutionalized children into criminals and send them to the juvenile centers 

(22/2015). Decentralization of power is considered to be a positive phenomenon from the 

point of view of the specialists but they insist on the fact that actors such as municipalities, 

non-governmental organizations or civil society would be efficient in their efforts only if they 

are unified around the state standard of quality care that needs to be created individually for 

the Bulgarian reality. The delegation of power and the creation and control of standards are 

part of the policy making process that should not be confused. In other words, if the state is 

not consciously providing the guidelines necessary for the control and maintenance of a 

certain quality of standards for child protection there is a great danger that in ten years we will 

go back to institutional care even though the institutions will be smaller and prettier.  

The conviction and awareness of these women were striking and we have not felt that in any 

other actor part of the decision making process. Our meeting with them made us think on how 

close we were to doing this reform already in the early 2000‘s and that success is not only a 

question of actors capacity but the coordinated efforts of institutions actors and political will.  

With a considerable financial contribution from the European Union the reform moved 

forward within the period 2010-2014. According to the statistics given by the national 

institutions the expenses for creation of community based centers and new working facilities 

for institutional residents were as follows
520

:  
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Figure 35 - Expenses on foster care services/projects 2010-2014 

D -  Administration – increased beaurocracy 

Our interviews demonstrated that State institutions have their own vocabulary and 

narrative that makes a differentiation between ―them‖ the recipients and prosecutors versus 

―us‖ the decision makers and the control body of the activities in the field. All state 

representatives have a very positive rhetoric concerning the reform and stipulate that the 

reform could be described as a ―great success‖, ―unprecedented success‖ etc., supporting the 

vertical structure of the decision making process and great determination of the state to deal 

with this issue. Bellow we will list some of the challenges in front of the Bulgarian 

administration that would directly impact the successful implementation of the reform.  

 Rigidity of state agents 1) 

Another necessary precondition for change lies on the responsibility of state institutions 

and their administrative capacity to implement new social models. The deinstitutionalization 

reform demands decentralization of power and reconfiguration of policies by the inclusion of 

third party actors from the civil sector. The transformation of administrative capacity started 

with the adoption of European legislation but still lacks some significant mechanisms for the 

amelioration of bureaucratic rigidity of the state and its agencies that could eventually slow 

the process and even harm some of the state‘s national interests. Our interviews showed that 

late results in the deinstitutionalization reform come not only from lack of coordination 

among the actors but also from the variety of ways through which one sees and identifies the 

problem. Although all of the key state institutions (agency of child protection, ministry of 

social affairs etc.) agreed that institutional care need to be removed completely, the reform 

moves hard and slowly. As one of the project director foster care stated: the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Affairs works directly with and for society and thus it is the Ministry where 

changes develop and persist in unpredictable way. 

SERVICE/PROJECT EXPENSES IN EUROS 

147 Family Type Children 

Homes 

36 797 699 

17 Protected Homes  1 702 232 

Project Childhood for All 2 536 042 

Infant Institution Program 547 646 
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Can we assume that there is a misfit between the rigidity of the bureaucratic system of 

state administrations and the individual approach at the core of the deinstitutionalization 

reform? As we saw previously in the chapter, the government adopted numerous legal 

requirements in accordance with the European framework of child welfare, and proved a 

desire and necessity to change direction. However, interviews showed that the extent to which 

state agents change the prism of evaluation of child welfare services remains questionable. 

The higher we ventured in the hierarchy of state employed agents the more we were able to 

perceive the increased disconnection with the field and alienation from the actual obstacles. 

Very few of the people directly implemented into the Vision of the deinstitutionalization 

spent time in child care institutions and met directly with the misery of those children. 

Nevertheless public servants remain the individuals who make the decisions for the future of 

the abandoned children and all reforms related to institutional care. Representatives on a 

national level emphasized the unquestionable efficiency of state policies and remained quite 

hesitant to identify any specific problematic areas for state practices related to the 

deinstitutionalization reform (despite our personal emphasis on identifying them clearly). 

Throughout qualitative interviews we witnessed distant behavior and diminutive answers 

despite a reoccurring positive tone with highly positioned members of the Ministries. In 

contrast, our observations in the field show that the majority of state agents who work in the 

sphere of child care (especially those in the agency of social support) are overwhelmed and 

lack administrative resources and adequate qualifications to answer individual demands. The 

Agency of Social Support, as a part of the Department of Child Protection, is responsible for 

each child put in institutional care and has the entire responsibility for the control of the 

activities in all childcare institutions across the country. That means that on average one state 

agent is responsible for 112 child cases each
521

. Paradoxically, salaries of social agents are 

still some of the lowest in the country and they are rarely be given opportunities for further 

qualifications. Although the Ministry launched a project for the improvement of human 

capacity, there are still no official standards of social work (number of cases per agent etc.) 

and for 2010, there were 124 official complaints from social agents and 108 in 2008
522
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Another challenging fact is the great circulation among state agents within the Ministry and 

the lack of coordination among them. The position of the director of the National Agency of 

Child Protection became the most debated political figure due to its extremely complicated 

and challenging structure. For the past fifteen years there have been more than ten individuals 

in that position. An interesting fact is that most of the ex-directors become directors of NGO‘s 

and still continue to work in the field. This transition has its positive and negative aspects but 

what one could say is that it is not a result of a smooth transition between the actors.  

 A shift in the political discourse 2) 

It is important to notice that in contrast to the previous government, the latest has a 

tendency to use the deinstitutionalization reform as a PR campaign for strong governance and 

promotion of Bulgarian know-how. Interestingly enough the state shifts the attention from the 

negative statistics of children in institutions to the fact that Bulgaria became the first country 

in Europe where three different European funding programs invest in the same project -

Childhood for everyone. The project is the first project from the strategy of the 

deinstitutionalization and estimates that by 2014, 1800 children (0-3 years old) and 

handicapped youth will be taken out of orphanages
523

 The projects started in June 2010 and 

are provisioned by the State agency of child protection with the partnership of the Agency of 

Social Support and the Ministry of Health. The Minister of EU Funds
524

 insists on the unique 

opportunity for Bulgaria to pioneer a new model of European funding and keeps denying that 

there are any problems with its implementation. It should be pointed out that this type of 

cross-cultural funding was not only new for Bulgaria but also for the EU and therefore there 

was no monitoring mechanism put in place previously for the control of more than 100,000 

000 euros (gathered from the European Social Fund, European Fund of Regional 

development, European Fund for Agriculture). The idea behind this cross-sectorial funding 

was cross-sectorial collaboration. No matter how distant agriculture and deinstitutionalization 

seemed at the beginning there was a crucial part of the plan aiming to include small 

municipalities in the process and decentralize the responsibilities among the different actors. 

New small centers of family size had to be built in all regions which had previously housed a 

large-scale institution and therefore land and funds had to be decentralized. The government 
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had to demonstrate this harmonization of policies through the inter-ministerial parliamentary 

group including all government services which are involved in the process and on whom the 

decision making process depends. As the interviews point out experts are crucial but, if there 

are no state representatives that can turn the recommended action into firm policy, all efforts 

could be evaporated in long term. The functioning of this group is very questionable but what 

is sure is that all state agents that we interviewed from the respective ministries knew the 

terminology of the reform and have had at numerous official reunions in which to discuss the 

challenges they face in the different stages of the plan's implementation.  

Our empirical analysis shows that there is a discrepancy between the plan and the 

actions in practice especially in relation to the definition of the targeted risk groups and their 

plan for development. A good example of that is the confusion among authorities as to which 

groups should be considered more risky than others and how the newly constructed centers 

from family type should be filled. The number one priority group of children to move out 

from residential care, according to the vision, is the children with physical and mental 

disabilities because of the urgent demand for specialized care and adequate infrastructure. 

However, instead of focusing on an individual approach for their challenging needs, in June 

2016 the Ministry of Social Affairs decided to enlarge the targeted at-risk group and add to it 

all children who are part of the state orphanages. As a result, when one mixes children with 

severe behavioral problems with children with severe physical and mental handicaps the 

integration and supposedly individual approach of care needs to be questioned. The public 

explanation given by the officials is only based on the fact that there is available space in the 

newly build centers of family type ― if there is space, why would we not integrate different 

groups that need to also go out of institutional care? ‖. By the way this question is formulated 

by state agents one can understand the extent to which the ―moving‖ is still perceived as a 

very formal act where a child is moved from point A to point B simply because there is ―free 

spot‖ without taking into consideration the effects that such movement could have on the 

child. By filling the ―free‖ places we are not doing deinstitutionalization we are doing re-

institutionalization because at the end both groups become even more exposed to risk than 

before (2015/23). This fact also points out that the plan listed in the Vision has not been 

understood correctly by the actors who are supposed to put it in practice – in the vision it is 
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clearly stated that free spots should be left for emergency cases
525

 that were not part of the 

system previously. In the current situation there are almost no free spots in regions where 

state home institutions have been already closed and therefore if a child needs to be taken out 

of his home environment (because of abuse for instance) left and the orphanage has been 

closed.  

What is more, recently it was publicly announced that the government plans to pay 

international financial magazines such as Financial Times and The Economist to advertise the 

project ―Childhood for everyone‖. However, it remains unclear what kind of policies the state 

will advertise across Europe when on the last ministerial meeting (25th of April 2012), the 

achievement of the plan for the replacement of children in community-based centers was put 

into question. According to the report the government needs to increase the delegated state 

budget for the municipalities that are supposed to provide the alternative care. This is 

particularly urgent for the provision of care for the children with disabilities whose budget 

remains too limited, and risks being inefficient for the amelioration of care for the disabled 

ones
526

. One of the most active NGO‘s in the closure of six institutions for children with 

mental disabilities, the Cedar Foundation, signals that state budget allocations are insufficient 

for the increase in personnel and they need to self-finance 15 more employees
527

. On the one 

hand, this discrepancy in financial estimations arise from the fact that means for social 

services have not been updated in the past two years at all and thus their value does not 

correlate with accurate numbers. On the other hand, we should be cautious not to go into a 

vicious cycle centralizing the provision of state funds- the state budget delegated for social 

services should not dominate the overall financing of community social services. Thus far the 

deinstitutionalization reform has led to some considerable financial savings estimated to be 

around 6.8 million euros annually
528

. In theory that should mean that potentially with these 

savings the government could answer the increasing need for 1) qualified staff for the family 

based centers 2) around 300 additional social workers who could potentially support around 
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20,000 children 3) increased medical support and human resources for children with 

disabilities. 

E -  Municipalities and NGO’s – the unknown value of the equation  

The development of alternative childcare services started with the inclusion of non-

governmental organizations and municipalities as suppliers of social services
529

. According to 

the Law of Social Support, all social services, regardless of the donor, can be delegated to 

private deliverers through an open competition. As a continuation of this law the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Policy must initiate and support municipalities to organize such open 

competitions and create new types of social services. Despite the good legal preconditions for 

the decentralized financing of social services, we perceived tension between municipalities 

and NGO‘s. First, there is still a lot of resistance on the side of municipalities to share state 

budget funds with representatives of the private sector. Although NGO‘s have played a main 

role in the closure of institutions, they are still not perceived as equal partners in the provision 

of social care. Guided by the old status quo, municipalities see their role as paramount in the 

financing of services and thus prefer to skip the role of the non-governmental sector and do a 

direct delivery of the service
530

. The public-private partnership launched by the state and 

depicted in the new legislation is still not implemented in practice. Such neglect of the NGO‘s 

can weaken the power of regional actors and thus obscure the development of European 

standards of social models, which are based on the expertise of regional actors as the one 

closer to the needs of the population.  

Second, we perceived a tendency of state agents to impose their policies directly on 

municipalities, ignoring the role of the non-governmental sector as a provider of social care. 

Such state behavior nourishes debates about the superiority of care providers and creates 

further conditions for lack of coordination among providers. Data from the National Network 

for Children shows that out of the ten newly constructed social centres only five are managed 

by the representatives of the non-governmental sector
531

. Since there is neither a mechanism 

for the evaluation of the provision of social care nor regulation of the market of social 
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services, such deviation and competition for power does not resemble a partnership between 

public and private providers and is even less likely to lead to better provision of social 

services. For instance, an analysis of the operational Programme Development of Human 

Resources (2007-2013) of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy shows that Bulgarian 

NGO‘s are not financed for their actions related to the closure of institutions and families in 

risk. From 107 million Euros given by the European funds for the accomplishment of the 

deinstitutionalization reform, up to that moment none of them have been invested in the non-

governmental sector although all of the institutions that have been closed so far used the 

know-how of experts from NGO sector
532

. Contradictory to the Law‘s devotion to 

decentralizing the system, its main governance is still driven top down. From the point of 

view of the non-governmental sector this has a negative impact on the municipalities by 

keeping them dissociated from the needs of the local population. The usual excuse on the 

behalf of the municipalities is that they were not given the necessary human and financial 

resources and therefore, although they have been decentralized their social programs remain 

controlled by the Ministry of Social Affairs. Our interviews in four major municipalities
533

 

show that mayors become more and more sensitive to the problematic nature of social affairs 

and if given greater resources they would control much more accurately the overall wellbeing 

of the local families. Paradoxically, today if an incident happens with a child in the local 

institution the manager would not seek aid from the Mayor of the respective municipality but 

rather the Minister of Social Affairs or the director of the Agency of Child Protection who is 

the employer of all social workers.  

On the other side, so far the reform has been predominantly driven by the rhythm and 

requirements of the projects and therefore the non-governmental actors in the field were 

acting on their own without any supervision or guidelines about the efficiency of their efforts. 

Therefore, the state needs to construct and legally impose standards for quality of childcare 

that all actors need to follow. Once the standards are set, municipalities and NGO‘s will have 

the freedom to work according to their individual needs and appointed budget. Finally if the 

state does not find mechanisms to assure continuation and support for the long term success 

of the projects driven by EU funding their success will be largely put in danger.  
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The process of deinstitutionalization shakes the exclusive responsibility of the Mayor 

over institutions situated on its territory and opens the provision of social services towards the 

civil sector. The resistance of those municipalities to losing total control over the management 

of orphanages and the lack of resources to answer individual needs of beneficiaries of social 

services represents a risk for the actual delivery of community based services.  

Being independent from the other state and non-governmental actors, it is assumed that city 

councils have the capacity and are legally authorized to prioritize certain issues over others. 

However, according to some of the interviewed NGO specialists, in the majority of cases 

people who are supposed to prioritize one service over the other do not have either the 

capacity or the resources to understand and judge the utility of community based care 

projects objectively (2012/06). This critique is supported by some striking examples where 

important projects financed for years by state and European programs have been obstructed 

regardless of their success and utility for society. A representative of the civil sector who 

already lost one of her most successful centers for psychiatric support in Ruse, affirms that 

unless there is a mechanism for financial sanctions in cases of delay and impediment 

recognized at national level successful projects, one could not expect any drastic changes in 

the Mayor‘s behaviour (2012/06). For the moment, however, there are no existing legal 

mechanisms, which could influence the decision of the municipality councils and thus provide 

no guarantee for the continuity of local and national priorities. Such discrepancy of interests is 

especially visible in regions that are politically divided and competing for influence. For 

instance, the state invested 300,000 Euros in an unprecedented project of its kind to create a 

Center for Early Intervention in Ruse. The project and the state budget were planned for 14 

months during which staff was educated, and more than 300 children annually were treated 

for free. After 14 months, the funding of the program terminated and the Center was left 

under the control of the municipality of Ruse. Surprisingly, the city council voted against the 

continuation and maintenance of the already functioning center, and thus all money and 

know-how were doomed to disappear. Such non-continuity of priorities and complete 

independence of the municipalities leads to the loss of considerable amount of funds and 

decisions, which are in some cases against the good of society. This could be taken as a 

concrete situation wherein, despite the great outside funding, if there is no will on local level, 

the provision of social services could be stopped. 
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The National Network for Children signals another concern in relation to the 

municipalities that deserves attention from the state authorities. The ―one size fits all‖ models 

of Family Type placement centers that need to be created by the municipalities for the 

accommodation of children from the institutions as envisaged in the requirements for 

applying for submission of project proposals 
534

 fear to contradict with the policy set out in 

the Vision for the Deinstitutionalization. Despite the fact that the criteria for the physical 

appearance of the building and its location remains important, if the municipality does not 

adapt the buildings to the needs of the children, their construction will contradict their 

purpose. 

One example that illustrates the need for a long-term vision and cooperation between 

the non-governmental organizations and the municipality is the creation of the first Child 

Center for Psychological and Medical Help of Children with Psychic Disabilities in Ruse. The 

center opened straight after the closure of Mogilino and its purpose was to give support and 

adequate therapies to children with mental problems. A study done by UNICEF together with 

psychiatrists showed that until that moment all children in the state home had been given 

inadequate psychotropic medications. After one year of adequate treatment, some of the most 

severe symptoms of aggression, bulimia, and other illnesses began to disappear, and some of 

the children even started to walk, talk and eat for the first time in their lives at the age of nine. 

As we already noted in Chapter I, children‘s handicaps are vastly influenced by poor living 

conditions, inadequate medications and anonymous communication, and thus the center 

invested predominantly in education and maintenance of specialists (two psychiatrists, three 

psychologists, two nurses and one speech therapist). Through the financial support of 

UNICEF, the center became the only specialized center for child psychiatry providing free 

treatment in Northern Bulgaria (and the only one outside of Sofia). Apart from children who 

were part of the Home for Disabled Children, more than 600 children from across the country 

came for consultation only in 2015. However, despite its enormous utility, the maintenance of 

the service was questioned after the end of the projects through which it was initially funded. 

The first year the center managed to function financed by UNICEF, and the second year 

through the operational program Human Resources. However, once the service moves to the 

municipality, it cannot be guaranteed that the qualified staff will be kept or the positive 
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experience prolonged. Thus, experts pled for a mechanism to sanction the municipalities in 

case they do not continue the good practices established through the project financing 

(2012/06).  

F -  NGO’s – between the state and the EU 

The most active actor in the field of child protection is undoubtedly the non-

governmental sector, which plays a major role in incorporation and introduction of alternative 

models of care. The NGO sector becomes a pretty well consolidated actor who considers 

itself to be well informed, operational on the field, and open minded. One of the most 

important coalitions in the sector, according to our research, is the creation of the National 

Network for Children in 2003 as a formal alliance of NGO‘s and later in 2006 as a formal 

non-profit organization. In 2016, the alliance combines 141 organizations working with and 

for children and families across the whole country. All of the individual members of the 

network that we interviewed underlined the importance of the network in solving some of the 

biggest challenges facing the system of child protection, such as the coordination among the 

actors and the lack of common platform for exchange of bad and good practices(2015/21). 

The other innovation in this coalition for Bulgaria is that for the first time on a larger scale 

children have been included in the reports and surveys of the coalition. This falls within the 

overall strategy of the Bulgarian government to put the child in the center of the system and 

thus create policies that follow the needs of the child and not the opposite.  

NGO‘s have the advantage of being much more flexible than state institutions and that allows 

them, depending on their resources, to seek solutions to some issues outside of the country‘s 

framework. That is true especially when the NGO is part of an international bigger structure.  

When we asked representative of the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee- Where do you see the 

role of Europe within this process? She replied: 

Europe is there to push forward towards the biggest changes and thanks to these regulatory 

mechanisms a lot of positive awareness campaigns took place in Bulgaria. For the people in 

the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee the only place where it is still worth sending our signals 

for abuse and neglect of children in institutions remains the European court of justice and not 

the Bulgarian authorities for child protection; not because in Europe everything is perfect but 

because the rules have value and sanctions appear where necessary (20/2015).  
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This quote summarizes well the general feeling of the nongovernmental sector towards the 

role of the EU vis a vis their work in the field. Unfortunately, even among national 

organizations there is a general disbelief towards national institutions and thus the regulatory 

mechanism so much needed for the evaluation of the reform often comes from foreign 

institutions. This feeling is also supported by the fact that other EU or American 

organizations, which created local representation, pilot most of the Bulgarian NGO‘s. It is 

also fortified by the financial dependency of these NGO‘s on the headquarters.  However we 

believe that with time the state will construct enough mechanisms for support and protection 

of its own population and that the role of the EU will be to fortify the state and not undertake 

its functions.  

The relationship between the NGO‘s and the government evolved positively over time could 

be described as one that provides both good and bad results . On the one hand, the 

government counts tremendously on NGO‘s to suggest what the criteria should be and how 

the standards will affect the field. On the other hand the government (depending on the person 

in charge of the state agency of child protection- the organ responsible for the creation of 

standards) ignores or does not let the NGO‘s to influence the procedure too much because of 

their enormous number, and financial dependence.  

G -  Families in need 

In Bulgaria there are around 2000 babies that are abandoned every year and for 1000 

of them the abandonment happens already in the maternity. Our country keeps the first 

position in Europe for abandoned babies and one of the top for poverty rate of children 

(43,7% of overall children from 0-17 years old
535

). In addition, the level of child mortality in 

Bulgaria is double the one for the rest of the EU
536

.In order to see how the 

deinstitutionalization reform addresses the issue of prevention we examined one of the 

leading foundations dedicated to prevent institutionalization of newborns and creator of 

centers for public and family social and medical support - For Our Children Foundation.  

For Our Children Foundation has worked in Bulgaria since 1992 and it is the 

Bulgarian heritage of the UK Funds and Trusts. As such it represents one of the first providers 
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of British know-how in the country and thus we will present briefly her historical 

development before we demonstrate how it works on the field. Motivated by the severe 

poverty and economic instability throughout the transition period, in 1992 the Christian 

Children‘s Fund of of Great Britain started to provide humanitarian aid to poor families and 

children in institutional care. In 1995, the Fund initiated the accomplishment of a quality 

analysis of institutional care
537

 in the poorest municipalities and started to cooperate with 

three of the biggest Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care in Plovdiv, Sofia and 

Velingrad. As written in the site of the foundation The report of the analysis aimed to change 

drastically the pre-existing child welfare and influence new policies for child protection.  

Being in deep need for resources the aid of the Foundation was laregly accepted and the 

methodology never questioned. In 1997 The European Children`s Trust joins the Christian 

Fund with the perception that the humanitarian help is not enough (...)That is why, the team 

takes as their aim to support Bulgaria in the construction of a new national model, which will 

change the attitude towards children in poverty and their families and through which the state 

will effectively support the families at risk and the vulnerable Bulgarian children
538

. Only in a 

year, the foundation managed to train two social workers and in 2001 and built the first 

Children‘s House in Plovdiv with a capacity of 24 children from 3 to 7 years of age.  In 2002, 

The Christian Children`s Fund of Great Britain and the European Children`s Trust combine in 

an international scale and create ―Every Child‖. Since then the Board of Directors of 

―EveryChild‖ supported the continuation of the Foundation as self-dependent and 

sustainable Bulgarian organization
539

. The Foundation has a spectacular record of successful 

initiatives and is one of the leading non-governmental actors in the prevention of children 

above 3 years old, activities.  To this end it does early child intervention and family support in 

cooperation with different municipalities. Despite that, we would like to point out that when a 

foreign country comes and sets new models for «children best interests » at a moment of 

political instability (1992), it merits further investigation what is the definition of these 

interests and to what extent the Bulgarian State has the capacity to contradict the foreign plan 

for the development of its own foreign policy. We realised that it was not correct to critically 

address the influence of the British state over the Bulgarian one, and thus our interviews with 
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representatives of the Foundation were only concentrated on the practical challenges of their 

duties.   

One of the first challenges that our interviewee - the project manager of the Sofia 

region A.M. 
540

 mentioned is the misconception of the degree of risk for one child. Very often 

even if the child has been categorized at risk by the foundation and his or her application has 

been sent towards the Departments of Child Protection- social workers from the department 

would not consider him/her at-risk and leave the child on its own (2015/21). The risk 

assessment of a child turns out to be one of the most subjective parts of the process and there 

are many cases which are debatable and depend only on the individual assessment of the 

social worker. As we mentioned earlier, this is a problem correlated to the importance of 

permanent staff since the assessment of the risk is even further challenged by the great 

turnover of staff and the and the fact that there is no continuity of the expertise in the long-

term. It should be underlined that all Centers of Family Type represent state delegated 

services which mean that the municipality is not as important in the negotiation process as the 

state employees. The core activity of the Foundation is the work they do with the family of 

the mother that wants to abandon her child. For instance, the Foundation has negotiated with 

four hospitals to be informed through the Agency of Child Protection if there are cases where 

a mother risks abandoning her child. The primary organ for intervention remains the Agency 

of Child Protection but the foundation can and does a lot of extra work related to the 

individual assessment of the family and the challenges that might have brought the mother to 

this drastic decision. These efforts of prevention are combined with a special package of first 

aid materials necessary for the wellbeing of the child. The Foundation is not providing cash 

money, but has already prepared equipment for the good start of the baby‘s life in their home 

environment. The hardest parts of this process are considered to be on the one hand, the 

psychological work with the mother immediately after the birth of the baby and on the other 

hand, the good assessment of the close family and the decision where would the mother find 

greatest support among all her relatives (21/2015). According to the legal procedure, if 

despite all of these efforts of the Foundation and medical staff, the biological parents still 

want to pursue the abandonment of the child the state needs to reassure them that the 

institution remains the last possible solution- passing through first the closest relatives, 
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second foster care, third family type centre for children from 0 to 7 years of age
541

 

Throughout the first six months after birth the biological mother should remain 

therapeutically and financially supported so that all possible means to help her keep or take 

her child back remain active.  

We tried to think of all possible help that can facilitate the decision making process of 

the mother, for instance the rescue kit provided by the Foundation also includes formula milk 

so that even when the breastfeeding process has been cut through medications after the 

declaration of her will to abandon, the mother still has a possibility to keep the contact with 

the baby (21/2015). 

 It is important to underline that all measures for support of the biological mother are 

available only throughout the first six months of the baby. If throughout this period she 

abandons her child and afterwards decides to take it back, the legal and social procedures 

become much more hostile towards her and a positive outcome is uncertain. Therefore, except 

the above described ―crisis intervention‖, there are very few interventions in the field that take 

place before the baby is born due to lack of information and resources from the side of social 

services. As a result, being in a very sensitive and physically unbalanced moment straight 

after birth the task to keep the bond between child and mother becomes much harder.  

In order to understand the difficulties that specialists face while working in this support center 

we combined the interview with a visit of the center. Our interview with the coordinator took 

place in one of the three centers of the association. From the outside, the building of The 

Center of Public Support looks old and daunting with bars on the windows and old traces of 

paint.It has a little garden and a fence that would prevent people from the outside to see inside 

the courtyard. Once we were inside, our first impression was that there was a visible contrast 

between the first and the second floors already from the stairs. At the beginning of our 

conversation, our interviewee explained that we can do a tour only accompanied by him 

because this building was actually still partly a functioning institution for infants from 0 to 3 

years old St Paraskeva. Despite the enormous efforts of the personnel of the foundation to 

repaint and refresh the walls, to decorate with cheerful furniture, and to provide brand new 

toys inside the hallway, the spirit of the institution was very much alive- triggered also by 

baby cries coming from the second floor. We were walking and trying to imagine what it 
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would be to grow up here among four walls and blocked windows. However, by the end of 

the interview, my interviewee A. M. helped me to perceive this place as a center for public 

support rather than a hopeless ―home‖ for abandoned infants. Probably it was not by accident 

that the center for public support was incorporated in the heart of the institution and beyond 

the symbolic meaning of this change shows how fast one can move from one system to the 

other.  

 Mothers who abandon 1) 

There are two mechanisms through which a child can be taken away from his/her 

parents. The first one is based on the assessment of social security agents and if they consider 

the parents dangerous for the child, or in other words consider the ―child at risk ―in the 

existing family environment. In the other possibility, the mother personally declares herself 

unwilling to recognize the child as hers and wants to give it for adoption. It should be 

emphasized that the mother is the only one of the two parents that can decide if the child will 

be recognized or not. 

 In 80% of the cases where the foundation worked with the mother from the 1st day of 

birth the abandonment was prevented (2015/21). There is also a third group of cases where 

the mother herself is still a child and falls under protection. In this scenario, the baby can be 

placed in the custody of the closest relatives within her own biological family. However, the 

practice show that in 2/3 of the cases ―the close family is not willing to support her and push 

her to abort the baby because they feel ashamed of how society would react (…) OR because 

they are worried she will fail at school (…) OR have no means to feed one more member of 

the family (21/2015).  

Confirming M‘s experience, professionals working everyday with families at risk 

underline in their annual report that the most common reasons for a family to abandon are 

lack of money, severe disability of the child, the judgment of parents that they would not be 

able to provide care
542

. These reasons foreshadow once again that the overall strategy for the 

reduction of children who need institutionalization needs to be concentrated on in time 

interaction of social services within the family in order to provide necessary support in due 
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time. Unfortunately, as we exposed previously in the chapter the state does not have enough 

human resources to reassure such type of preventive policy.  

Experts are certain that if professional intervention happens earlier with people who are 

already exposed to poverty, social exclusion, and/or any type of vulnerability such as child 

pregnancy, and these people are provided better sexual education and risk awareness, the level 

of abandoned children will lower drastically. However as it is stated in the last governmental 

report from 2016, the number of children at risk from abandonment or separation from their 

biological parents is among the largest failure of the first stage of the process of 

deinstitutionalization of Bulgarian children
543

. Therefore the measures of prevention and on-

time reaction on the behalf of state agents remain of extreme importance and needs further 

state capacity to start functioning properly. We stipulate that the 59% decrease of the numbers 

of children in specialized institutions since 2009 (see Figure 36) seems considerable, but it is 

mostly due to the negative demographic tendency in the country and not adequate preventive 

measures.  

 

Figure 36 - Number of children and handicap children in the system of care 
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Around 70% of the parents of the abandon babies never go visit them in the institution, 

and 20% of the mothers go only once per week. The director of the For Our Children 

Foundation in 2007, E. N., underlines in an interview that despite the deinstitutionalization 

plan, in the past years the period of institutionalization increases
544

. 

As it was shown in Chapter IV, Bulgaria is one of the countries in Europe with the highest 

rate of teenage mothers, and according to statistics from the For Our Children Foundation 

10% of all abandoned babies have been born of girls above the age of 18
545

. One cannot 

ignore the cultural differences among Bulgarian citizens and Roma citizens, for instance for 

whom it is culturally accepted to get married around 18,have children, and leave school as 

early as 15. According to statistics of the Foundation from the same period, around 70% of all 

abandoned children are from Roma ethnicity and 90% of the children given for adoption are 

from Roma ethnicity
546

 despite these data, official statistics of Roma children in institutions 

have been lacking since the creation of institutions. Our visits to four of these institutions 

could also testify to these results. For the purpose of this research, we will not develop the 

topic of adoption, which represents a whole new aspect of the problem. Regardless of their 

ethnicity, it is much more likely for lower income families to think of abandonment, and the 

state should avoid practices that would stigmatize any groups of people only because of their 

social status. 

 Poverty 2) 

A strong indicator about the motives behind a mother‘s decision to abandon her child 

is the risk of poverty (2015/21). Our empirical research proves that any type of material and 

financial support before or after birth has a great chance to influence positively the decision 

making process of the mother. According to Eurostat, Bulgarian children have double the risk 

of poverty and social exclusion in comparison to all other European countries
547

. The 

Innocenti Center for Statistics of UNICEFF defines child poverty through fourteen different 
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components from which the family of the child should be able to reassure at least one in order 

to consider the child ―non-deprived‖. In their report from 2012, the results show that the 

highest percentage of deprivation appears among the new members of the EU, for instance 

the percentage of deprived children in Hungary and Latvia was 30%, in Bulgaria 50% and 

Romania 70%. In comparison, in France and Italy the percentage is less than 10%, Norway 

and Sweden less than 3%.
548

. It cannot be ignored that the 2008 economic crisis also 

negatively influenced the well-being of Bulgarian families with children and since 2007 the 

rate of children who live below the poverty line increased by 7%. In 2014 this was 31.7%, 

increasing from 28.4% in 2013. According to data of the National Statistics Institute from 

October 2015, 377,300 Bulgarian children live in poverty. The risk of poverty in families with 

more than two children and in families with children in need increased by more than 11.3% in 

2015
549

. Child poverty has been a factor, which influenced the number of children in 

institutions since their creation. Undoubtedly the state needs to increase the social assistance 

schemes for people with low revenues so that they are not forced to abandon. However, our 

observations in the institutions also showed that especially for children from ethnic minorities 

(such as gypsies) the institutional placement has been used as a constant revenue option from 

the parents (mothers who have abandoned their child but did not resign from parental 

authority continue to receive state aid if they visit the child at least once every six months). 

The director in Brezovo described a case where a mother of nine children, seven of which 

were spread across different institutions receives per month approximately 700 BGN per 

month in the form of social aid (100BGN for each child). Such financial support is also an 

incentive for the mother not to resign her parental rights and thus prevent the child of being 

adopted. Each of these cases needs to be evaluated individually but question the efficiency of 

state aid and the incentives behind child institutionalization among some social groups. 

 The disability label  3) 

The label ―disability‖ given by the state through the procedure of TELK is worth 

analyzing closely, because despite being a measure that should give greater priorities to 

people in need in relation to children, it could actually keep them from being integrated. The 
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reform moved faster than the state in the different categorizations of the handicapped. 

Therefore, when children‘s numbers must be reduced in the residential care, there are some 

real challenges. For instance, as described by the direction of the Complex Olga Scobeleva by 

2016 the number of children should be reduced from 40 to 20 in residential care. Following 

an order from the agency of social protection, 14 children should be moved to a family-type 

center (19/2015). The municipality of Plovdiv once again provided the building. However, 

the center was labeled as being for children without disabilities and thus excluded children 

who have TELK (territorial commission of experts) but do not need medical assistance. These 

are more often children who have mild mental disabilities and need assistance in the 

educational process. Currently, all these different groups of children lived together.  

According to many specialists that we interviewed, the child still needs to follow the 

system and not the system the child -especially in terms of the financial aid that corresponds 

to each child. For instance the differentiation that exists in the different Day Care Centers is 

still not very well understood and accepted by professionals. If we take the example of the 

home in Plovdiv, the directors have to increase the number of children from 40 to 20 and thus 

redirect around 20 children in day care centers.  

 School integration  4) 

In Bulgaria the current system of primary and secondary education is mandatory and 

compulsory from age 7 to 16. Since the reform of deinstitutionalization is aimed towards the 

closure of institutions, 100% of those approximately 7,500 children (with disabilities 

included) need to be reintegrated into the public educational path by the end of 2018.
550

 At 

present, our field observation and analysis shows that the majority of public schools are not 

ready to accept more children from institutions, and, what is more, do not have adequate 

programs to deal with children from different backgrounds. As the corner stone of social 

integration and personal independence, such a delay in educational reform could be 

considered as one of the greatest challenges for the implementation of the model and one of 

the supreme preconditions for further failure and isolation of the orphans. Results from our 

data prove that a gap in the educational system for children in institutions have existed since 

the fall of Communism, when the state collapsed and did not have the political capacity to 

answer the needs of children from institutions according to Human Rights criteria. Although 
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the education of children residing in institutions remained formally available, it was not 

strictly followed by the inhabitants of the orphanages despite the obligation. Records show 

that 90 % of abandoned children leave schools at the age of 16
551

. The majority of them need 

to leave the institution and start working before the end of high school. According to civil 

society representatives, inadequate education support for abandoned and handicapped 

children foreshadows the unequal chance for social integration and professional realization. 

On paper, the government is obliged to assign a resource teacher for children with a handicap 

or learning difficulties inside the institutions. In reality, specialists are alarmed that the 

methodologies used for handicapped children are not adapted individually and are rarely up to 

date.
552

 In many situations a child who has a handicap is diagnosed too late, and even if 

he/she has been given treatment, education was often not provided due to lack of 

communication between the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health. 

The non-adapted education system is a paradox. For more than 50 years (since circa 1952) the 

Ministry of Education has been the responsible organ for the State Institutions of child care
553

. 

The new type of care should not only focus on basic needs satisfaction but also teach children 

to survive independently. These children should stop being treated as parasites that need to 

be fed by society
554

. Education is vital for the success of the reform because it can empower 

children from institutions to become active participants of their future instead of passive 

recipients of state aid.  

H -  The Public sector – demagogy in the media 

In the past five years there have been an increased number of organizations that invest 

in large PR media fundraising campaigns. Using the image of sick and handicapped children, 

these publicities serve as positive awareness but also probably as a manipulative trick to gain 

public attention. Slogans such as: ―Donate via SMS and save a life‖ or ―Be a good citizen and 

show that you care by sending us 1 euro SMS‖ could manipulate the public opinion to 

participate. However, can we really conclude that such passive participation is the best that 

civil society can do? Without ignoring the advantages of financial contribution, there are 
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some negative impacts one has to consider before considering all of these charity campaigns. 

There are no official statistics on how efficient the campaigns are and what amount of the 

funds are invested towards the cause, but we can assume that a considerable amount of the 

funds go to the state, the mobile operator, and the TV channel. Some of the national NGOs 

that were interviewed expressed quite critical sentiments towards big international 

organizations that use their worldwide reputation to attract famous ambassadors and focus 

their efforts predominantly on PR campaigns. Worldwide, this practice is well known as a 

means to raise social funds. However, Bulgarian practice may be seen as abusive of the usage 

of the advertising campaigns on two sides. On the one hand, with the restrained state budget 

for social spending, the state promotes those media campaigns as the only means for the 

survival of children in need. On the other hand, it gives citizens a very passive opportunity to 

participate and ―solve the problem‖ through one click and considers their citizen 

responsibility accomplished. The laziness of young people to participate actively is very 

visible when one follows the number of people who support social initiatives on-line and 

compares it to the number of participants in a protest for the same cause. Independent from 

those two factors is the vague control mechanism of media fund raising campaigns and the 

lack of accountability among mobile operators, TV channels, and NGOs. Our observations 

proved that in some situations the continuous efforts of some of the smallest unknown actors 

in the field may be more valuable than big PR campaigns. 

The other controversial point of campaigns related to children in institutions is the way 

they portray orphans to the public. The advertisements show blond, white skinned, healthy 

children with blue eyes when the majority of them are Roma with darker skin and disabilities. 

Such false media images contribute negatively to foster care candidates who dream of having 

the babe from the publicity and finally get shocked and discouraged by the actual physical 

and mental state of the children in institutions. If state and non-state actors allow such kinds 

of re-shaped images of reality, we put in question not only the integration of abandoned 

children in society but also the heart of the reform into question. In order to change taboos, 

disabled children need to be taken from their invisible institutional isolation and brought back 

to the heart of society to where they belong. In that sense, deinstitutionalization reform 

represents to a great extent a value reform; a reform that pushes society as a whole to be able 

to see and treat children not as objects but as human beings; a reform that demands for each 

child to be accepted as valuable and thus any human as valuable. 
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I -  Social stigma  

History has proven that change in social mentality is a process that demands time and 

can have unpredictable outcomes. Undoubtedly there are some drastic differences in the way 

liberal and communist societies developed, which precondition the way that European 

standards and policies will be implemented. Although those risks are some of the hardest to 

capture in advance, practice shows that they cannot be neglected in advance. Getting out from 

the almost entirely publicly owned resources during Communism, Eastern European societies 

adapted a diverged form of individual morality proposed by capitalism. ―The result best called 

‗personalism‘ is an amorality that places no serious value on the collective need.‖
555

 This is 

opposed to individualism (a trait of capitalism), a condition in which individuals tend to abuse 

resources and power regardless of others and the harm he or she can cause to society. 

Strikingly enough our interviews show that ―personalism‖ has penetrated deeply not only on 

institutional level but also the individual level. 

From our observations and from the interviews conducted, the general understanding 

one could get is that the attitude towards abandoned and handicapped children remains highly 

hypocritical and intolerant in public places (parents reject them in schools, municipalities 

from their public spaces). It is hard to say if people are not aware of the severe decline of the 

institutions until there is a media scandal or they have a personal need of the service. Because 

of its complex implication, the shift from institutionalism to deinstitutionalization affects 

much larger social dynamics than those related to the provision of child services. It is a 

reform that demands the post-socialist passive, silent society to take responsibility and act to 

protect those who have been abandoned. The shift in roles and assuming such new 

responsibilities cannot be understood overnight. Paradoxically, the majority of those citizens 

who would need to accept and integrate disabled or parentless children into the social 

activities of a community were persistently thought throughout forty years of Soviet ideology 

to alienate and neglect them.  

Change in social attitude demands an enormous amount of effort to break down social 

prejudices in regard to people from disadvantaged backgrounds. However, positive results are 

not impossible and already occur in the field. An emblematic example of this process is the 

case of Drianovo Municipality, where in 2004 the state created a new community based 
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service for disabled elderly people transferred from the institution for mentally ill in the 

region. Immediately after the people living in the community realized that disabled people 

will move to the center of the city, protests rose up on the streets showing the resistance of 

civil society to share any public places with the members of the institution. Showing fear and 

lack of knowledge about the specific needs of disabled people, the public rejected any options 

for a community-based center. Thanks to an active information campaign with the 

collaboration of regional authorities, civil society, and the media, the challenge was 

overwhelmed and today the service functions normally. Unfortunately, there are only 20% of 

municipalities in the country who work with the non-governmental sector.
556

 Being closer to 

the public in comparison to state agents and regional authorities, NGOs are the most feasible 

actor to change existing stereotypes in relation to children in need (with or without 

disabilities). Community-based care without change in mentality will be a paradox doomed to 

fail. For the community to act as an agency of power the state needs to use the capacity of its 

agencies to create a new form of social partnership through which a shared sense of the 

public good is created and debated
557

 The importance of integrating those excluded (the 

institutionalized population) back into the community will be central to their recognition not 

as a category with an assigned identity but as individuals.  

J -  The missing actors of the deinstitutionalization plan 

There are largely two big groups of institutions for children: one group which accuses 

children- the- Prosecutors
558

 and another which must provide protection to the child
559

 driven 

by the National Agency of Child Protection. The line between the two types is very blurry, 

and often children who are victims of trafficking or poverty for instance have been treated 

through the criminal justice system or the juvenile delinquency system instead of the child 

protection system. The common denominator of both systems is that all the children who are 

part of these closed institutions are in some way deprived of their liberty.  
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According to the Optional Protocol to the Convention of the United Nations against Torture 

and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or punishment, ‗deprivation of liberty‘ is 

‗any form of detention or imprisonment or the placement of a person in a public or private 

custodial setting which that person is not permitted to leave at will by order of any judicial 

administrative or other authority
560

.  

Within the Bulgarian state this definition is implied to children put in institutions belonging to 

the child protection system such as Homes for Children Deprived of Parental Care who are 

also not entitled to freedom of movement outside the institution and are declared wanted by 

the police in case of unannounced departure from the confines of the institution or fail to 

respect the deadline for returning to the institution
561

. These two systems contradict each 

other, because even if the child has committed a crime – for instance prostitution- he or she 

has to be protected and taken care of by the state since the state and his/her parents failed to 

provide him with the adequate care and support for his/her wellbeing and normal social 

integration and development. Our interviewee from the BHC confirmed that the decision of 

where a child will be placed remains very subjective and unpredictable. For instance, children 

victims of trafficking were found both in special homes for temporary placement as well as 

correctional boarding schools. One can imagine how traumatized and confused a child could 

be when he/she becomes a victim of people who try to sell him/her or his/her organs abroad, 

and then he state sends him to a ‗correctional‘ school as if it were his/her behavior that caused 

the trouble. Another example is with children who were forced to beg on the streets and when 

caught by the police - they are moved to Social-pedagogical boarding schools and accused of 

―wrong‖ behavior. Being caught behind the walls of those institutions, the children are 

everything else but ―educated‖ to be proper citizens. In reality, what they are ―educated‖ to 

be are criminals (2015/20). All of the cases that we studied show that the amount of violence 

is outrageous, both between the children but also among children and staff. We found several 

cases of inadequate staff behavior and uncontrolled supervision of children. Most of them 

prefer the prison instead of ―this forgotten by everybody place‖ where rules and any type of 

social behavior, values, and justice become relative terms.  In addition, very rarely can you 

see a functional educational system within the institution. We saw the ―school‖ but it lacked 
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―education‖. Not only do students not know the subject they are supposed to be studying and 

which grade they are in, but the majority of them do not know how to write their names 

properly. These so called ‗corrective institutions‘ become just ‗secure‘ places for children to 

be abused undisturbed by the outside world (2015/20). It must be underlined that these 

corrective institutions do not fall under the national deinstitutionalization plan, and therefore 

will remain open for any child at risk who has no other place to go within the community-

based services. This becomes a very possible scenario, since most of the foster care families 

or day care centers in the community do not have the staff capacity to meet the needs of 

children who have problems with the law, behavioral difficulties, or have a history of 

prostitution. By erasing the only state-based care for children under 18 and replacing it with 

inadequate community-based care we leave a big gap in the state system of protection for 

―violent‖ children, victims of violence, or physically and psychologically abused ―children 

thieves‖. The only solution provided by the state for them remains punishment and a place in 

the state prison system. Even though there are no official statistics, BHC said that a large 

number of adults in prisons come from such type of ―corrective‖ institutions. Thus, when one 

reads governmental reports that there are fewer children in institutions, one need to remain 

skeptic of to where these children have actually been transferred. And if they are no longer in 

protective institutions, have they been just moved to the other side and sent into corrective 

homes and afterwards into prisons? Looking at the overall number of institutions where 

children are kept ‗prisoners‘ or the protection systems, one realizes that their number is much 

more than the official number declared by the state (2015/20). What should be underlined is 

that the simple fact of moving them into a different category should not translate into a 

decrease of their number, since they will remain dependent on the system (with no family, a 

lack of education, and a criminal dossier) and will still lack adequate support from the state 

and society.  

What is more, children who are in conflict with the law are not recognized as children 

in risk. According to a report given by the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee in 2014, in Bulgaria 

there are children who have been deprived freedom for illegal and unjust periods of time
562563
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Instead of being the last possible measure as is mentioned in the UN Convention of Child 

Protection, the deprivation of liberty is very often used as a solution to children who have no 

parental control or those who have done any socially unacceptable act (for instance street 

begging or prostitution). The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee estimates that children deprived 

of liberty suffer from severe discrimination, violence, and systematic violation of their social, 

economic and civil rights. The report does a two year overview of five countries including 

Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and Poland, looking precisely at the legal heritage in the sphere 

of child punishment and protection left from the socialist regime and its new forms under 

European regulations. It includes closed institutions that are part of the penal justice system, 

the fight against antisocial behavior, and corrective institutions. The main representative of 

the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, K.K., concluded that the lack of definitions for antisocial 

actions leads to unfair deprivation of liberty (2015/20). In Bulgaria the term ―antisocial act‖ 

includes school absences, fleeing home, arrogance, inability to adapt to institutional life, 

prostitution, or even forces sexual exploitation. The justice system of the state seeks 

responsibility for the actions provided by children, which if done by adults would not be 

considered illegal. Such inconsistency is severely discordant with international standards for 

child justice, where it is explicitly mentioned that the legal state framework should consider 

that any act for which an adult is not considered guilty, a child should not be either. The rights 

of children during the administrative penal procedures are not respected. The guarantees 

given by the Bulgarian constitution for free legal support and fast forward trial for children 

are rarely respected
564

. Additionally, there are numerous signs of maltreatment, violence, and 

child abuse after their entrance in a corrective institution. Among some of the most striking 

cases are the ones in institutions for children deprived of parental care, police offices for 

detention of minors and internment areas. Most of the children however refuse to describe the 

atrocities through which they live, because ―once we leave the institutions everything starts 

all over again (2015/20) explains J. Ivanova, a researcher from the program Evaluation and 

Research. From the numerous interviews given by BHC and other NGOs, most of these 

violations are well known to the directors of the institutions, and yet no action is taken against 

the staff and in protection of the children. Second, from the rare statistics that we see and 

from our own investigation, it is obvious that the population targeted in these institutions is 
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predominantly coming from the most marginalized and discriminated groups in society, such 

as children with intellectual and physical disabilities, children from socially deprived 

backgrounds, children from minority backgrounds, and children who are already interned in 

another type of institution – 55% of the deprived are Roma, 20% Bulgarians, and the rest 

from the Turkish minority (2015/20). Third, the corrective institutions are usually in very bad 

physical condition, lacking proper ventilation, electricity, hot water, and toilets. Due to the 

lack of special places for condemned children, some of them are enclosed together with 

adults. Due to a lack of specialized placed for girls, all minor girls are welcomed in a separate 

part of the prison for adult women in Sliven.  

The most common reason for detention is robbery, rarely have the children committed 

other serious crimes such as rape or murder. Instead of looking at the reasons for them to rob, 

the state prefers to enclose and isolate the criminals who in fact are nothing more than 

victims. Coming from poor and aggressive families, most of these boys and girls have been 

beaten, raped, and kept hungry since their birth. It is ironic to punish them for the crimes of 

their parents or absent family support and completely deny them their rights to home, food 

and, basic living conditions. Being aggressive is the only model of behaviour that they have 

seen and therefore the only one they can reproduce as the psychologist of the Sliven‘s prison 

described in an interview. In the corrective institution a lot of the children speak to specialists 

about their state of mind for the first time and meet people interested in hearing their pain 

(…); however, their loss is irreplaceable - they lose the freedom to be a child and the freedom 

of childhood
565

. By sharing or delegating the responsibility of care, education, and provision 

of basic rights to the state, parents are excluded from the social system. Instead of being even 

more vigilant, parents of children accused of crimes have abdicated their responsibilities – 

60% of the boys in the internment center have never been visited by their parents (despite the 

regulated permitted visits every weekend
566

. During the arrest, the isolation of the child is 

even stronger and contact with the family becomes harder and follows specific security 

measures. The non interest of the state vis-à-vis the parents could be pointed out as one of the 

major reasons for the initial degradation of the child, since any preventive measures for 
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support and not punishment would have eradicated the uncertain grounds on which children 

live from very early age.  

In addition, what should not be neglected is that in part of the enclosed institutions 

there is no access to education, or if there is one the level is so basic that children cannot 

integrate back into public school after they have been in the institution. Furthermore, the state 

agency of child protection does not have the capacity (neither financial nor human) to check 

the conditions in which children are kept prisoners with no permanent medical support, no 

access to education, no sanitary conditions, or adequate individual evaluation and treatment. 

Therefore, the state has the means to repress but not to support. Children who are victims turn 

into criminals, and the line between the system that protects and the one that punishes is 

almost invisible. Children who are in conflict with the law are not recognized as children at 

risk, despite the fact that very often they have been victims of violence. 

Ideas, Interests and Institutions: The Conflicts  

Since deinstitutionalization reform is still in progress, this research emphasizes ongoing 

challenges, which need to be taken into consideration when applying the reform. In order to 

separate the roles and define the responsibility of child protection, we decided to analyze the 

major groups of actors who should be transformed in order to make the reform work: state 

institutions, local governance through municipalities, and non-governmental institutions. This 

chapter depicted their separate challenges and strategies for accomplishment of the set reform 

of closure of all child care institutions by 2025. Our findings prove that public policy 

instruments do have the capacity to change the course of public policies as much as 

institutions, because in relation to child protection there is a great change in the hierarchy of 

actors (through decentralization of responsibilities), in the prioritization of interests (state 

versus family care), and in the definition of the problem (deinstitutionalization considered as 

the only strategy) that will dominate and guide public policy and public opinion.  
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 EXTERNAL ACTORS INTERNAL ACTORS 
3I’s EU IO STATE REGIONAL  NGO‘S 

C
O

N
F

L
IC

T
S

 

 Investment in institutional 
infrastructure in conflict 

with the national vision 

for deinstitutionalization 

 No evaluation of the 

applied projects 

 Excessive bureaucracy in 

relation to social work 

 Severe bureaucratic 

accountability of the cost 

and expenses of SF 

  Lack of flexibility in EU 

projects 

 No evaluation and 

accountability of the 
cumulative effect of the 

deinstitutionalization 

reform over child 
wellbeing; - lack of  

specific independent 

monitoring authorities for 
each country   

 The results of the reform 
contradict strategic goals 

drafted by commission 

and by member states 
(Horizon 2020) 

 No comparable data on 

children in institutions as 
of 2017 

 Decisions move forwards 
with no institutional 

decision 

 The mechanic transfer of 
social practices does not 

work - no common 
platform for exchange of 

the downfalls of the 

models that has been 
already adapted in other 

EU member states (no 

procedure established to 
link national complaints 

related to the 

deinstitutionalization 
reform and the 

commission or the EEG) 

 Focus on 
alternative 

models not on 

institutional care; 

 Copy/paste 

approach of care 
to a different 

setting  

 Focus on 
communication 

campaigns for 
the positive 

image of the EU 

 No coordinated 
efforts on the 

field 

 Statistics of 

number of 

children 
differentiate 

largely among 

the IO's 
 

 Lack of 
coordination 

among the 

different actors 

 Concentration on 

the creation of the 
alternative centers 

and no focus on 

prevention   

 Access to public 

information is not 
easy- numbers of 

children in 

institutions are not 
comparable among 

the internal actors 

 General 
misunderstanding 

of the reform 
among 

professionals 

 Fast move of 
foster care 

families from 

State Direction of 
Social Support to 

the foster care 

teams of 
municipalities 

 Lack of clear state 

definition of the 

role of the NGO‘s 

as part of the 
decentralization of 

service delivery / 

 no centralized list 
of the children and 

their individual 
assessment  

 The system could 
not match what 

type of family 

would fit the best 
the interests of the 

children 

 Double foster care 
provision from 

both state and 

municipalities and 
thus inequality of 

foster care across 

the country  

 The state budget 

for the social 
service is not 

enough for the 

continuation of the 
newly established 

services 

 Not enough 
capacity and 

resources to 

prioritize 
services;  

 no legal 
mechanisms of 

control; 

 discrepancy 
among 

municipalities 

 Lack of 

evaluation of the 

effect of the new 
community based 

centers 

 Long term 

maintenance of 

the structure is 
not guaranteed 

 The cooperation 
between NGO's 

and 

Municipalities is 
still very limited 

because of the 

different 
principles of 

financing   

 Not enough 

choice of 

providers 
subjected to the 

limited financial 

resources (the 
providers are not 

selected on the 

basis of quality 
but availability) 

 The control over 
the distribution of 

resources is not 

well effectuated 
and there is 

increased danger 

of corruption 

 Lack of clear 

strategies on how 

to decentralize 
services 

 Lack of human 
resources trained 

with the 

specificities of the 
institutional 

management 

 Lack of 
enough 

freedom and 

resources 

 Lack of 

cooperation 
between the 

NGO‘s 

which are 
partners of 

the 

municipaliti
es, suppliers 

of services, 

evaluators 
and trainers  

 Lack of 
monitoring 

of the new 

services 

 Monopole 

of bigger 
NGO's 

 Their 

financial 
budget is 

not 

dependent 
on the 

beneficiaries 

of the 
projects 

(their 
interest is to 

convince the 

financial 
institution 

and not the 

beneficiary) 

Figure 37 - Ideas, Instruments and Institutions Part 2 Challenges (the case of Bulgaria) 
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The present moment encompasses in itself some positive preconditions for the 

successful implementation of deinstitutionalization reform. In comparison to the Soviet era, 

the liberal state is more willing to subsidize and facilitate the work of other non-governmental 

actors and does not have an interest in limiting the power of the private or the public sector 

and thus decentralize responsibilities (NGOs, community associations, trade unions). The 

purpose of this chapter was to analyze the extent to which social change and Europeanization 

are linked in the Bulgarian context of childcare. Our empirical research proved that changes in 

social attitude induced by Europeanization happen even slower than legal and institutional 

transformations. It also showed that through the process of Europeanization there was an 

infusion of supranational actors whose presence changed the dynamics between national 

actors and influenced power relations through the integration of Western models of child care. 

Financial factors are at the core of this conflict in the majority of cases. The transfer of 

financial aid through the European structural funds turned out to be conditional and to a great 

extent discouraged local actors from tapping into Bulgarian know-how. The correct 

investment of those funds is challenged to a great extent by the incompetency of the newly 

emerged civil actors and the rigidity of the bureaucratic state administration. The more the 

dialogue between administration and civil society is unclear, the more there is a danger that 

reform will remain simply shallow, transferring the old status quo and the culture of 

institutionalism into the newly constructed pro-European institutions for alternative care. The 

position of non-governmental organizations and their accountability is still not determined 

vis-à-vis the state which on its side suffers from administrative difficulties in coordinating its 

missions effectively. 

The deinstitutionalization reform foreshadows a social transformation in institutions 

from several sectors (including health, social care, housing, education, employment, transport, 

leisure, criminal justice, and social security) as part of a long and dynamic transitional 

process. The concept of social inclusion requires all those different actors
567

, which may be 

new to the existing policy framework, to be included in the process with a high level of 

coordination in order for both providers and beneficiaries to be satisfied.
568

 

                                                 
567 “Organizations of service users and their families, non-governmental organizations wanting to be involved in 

providing new models of service, public authorities who have not hitherto played a role in helping their disabled 

citizens‖ (EU Report, Knapp.) 

568
CLEAVER, F. Institutions, agency and the limitations of participatory approaches to development. In 

COOKE, B., KOTHARI, U., Participation: The New Tyranny? p.36-55, London: Zed Books, 2001. 
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The identification and analysis of both internal and external obstacles facing the 

deinstitutionalization reform proved that time determines the impact of path dependency and 

the extent to which the operating actors are likely to change their attitude and adjust European 

child protection strategies to the Bulgarian context. In the next chapter we will analyze the 

extent to which how different the challenges of deinstitutionalization and decentralization are 

in the British context.  
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VIII -   The UK know-how and its Implementation in 

Bulgaria 

  

The central questions of this thesis addressed the external and internal factors that 

stimulate political changes in the sphere of childcare prior and throughout the European 

Union membership. The previous chapters illustrated the historical background on which the 

on-going development of the Bulgarian deinstitutionalization reform occurs while 

demonstrating the dynamics between the normative setting of the reform and the practical 

implementation of it throughout the prism of key players on both European and Bulgarian key 

players. The following and last chapter of our analysis aims to check how does the same 

reform develops in an older active EU member state that has a long lasting history of 

liberalism, broader network of decentralized non-governmental services and pioneer role in 

the implementation of the deinstitutionalization principles across new member states. By 

doing so we will aim to see how the evaluation of the reform differs according to the 

development and type of the welfare state and the extent to which its success depends on the 

Union guidance or is path dependent on the cultural and territorial context. In the first part we 

will examine what are the bases of the British child welfare and how political ideologies of 

the Left and Right wing governments twisted the drivers behind the changes in child 

protection policies. The UK case illustrates that state approaches towards child welfare vary 

from a tradition of family privacy to the need of state intervention even in states where there 

was no heritage of Soviet principles. Further the UK case exemplifies the impact of the 

marketization of the child services in a longer period of time and the unexpected challenges of 

community based services.  

Taking into consideration the different historical and institutional backgrounds of the 

two countries, the comparison between UK and Bulgaria will be regarded only in terms of the 

impact that EU guidelines for child deinstitutionalization have over two equal member states. 

We chose the UK also because of its great impact on the creation of the Bulgarian 

methodology for the closure of state-care homes. Influential British NGOs have brought 

experts and agents working in the field, and have accompanied the Bulgarian stakeholders in 

the past ten years and previous to the accession (For instance For Our Children Foundation). 

What is more the organization that has led to the creation of the common EU Guidance for 
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the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care together with the European Expert 

Group on the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care is also founded and 

driven by British experts. Chapter VIII puts forward the challenges across the British system 

of childcare comparing them with the ongoing political and social transformation of Bulgarian 

institutional state centered care for children exposed previously in the thesis.  

 

As of 2011 the number of family units in the UK reached 17.9 million and marked an 

increase of 0.7 million couples in comparison to 2001. Official statistics show that there are 

18% more children in 2011 in comparison to 2001 (if on average one mother had 1.56 

children in 2001, by 2011 one mother had 1.84 children a decade later)
569

. The reasons behind 

this demographic boom are hidden within the successful development of fertility treatments 

among women between 30 and 35 years old and the increased number of second generations 

immigrants who give birth ( 1/4/ of the new borns have mothers with an immigrant status). In 

2014 the social expenditures in the UK were 15% of the GDP and the expenses for children 

and families were equal to 16, 4 milliard pounds (the total social expenditures were 112, 4 

milliard pounds). In the country there are different possible measures through which the state 

supports parents. Single parents (0.4% of the new couples in 2011) receive social security 

contributions and benefits equal to 20.70 pounds and 25% council tax benefit from the 

municipality
570

. In the cases they are eligible for income support lonely parents benefit from 

free medications, dental services, optician cervices and free hospitality checkups
571

. Low 

income families could also benefit from maternity grant provided by the Sure Start Maternity 

Grant equal to 500 pounds per family. The children of parents who are eligible for income 

support between seven and sixteen years of age have access to free food supply, Income-

based Jobseeker‘s Allowance and Child Tax Credit
572

. Education is free of charge from five 

to eighteen years old but the attendance is not mandatory
573574

.  

                                                 
569

 Project: Vision for Family Policies, Parents Opinion, The Experiences Of Europe And The Point Of View Of 

The Psychoanalysis. Implemented by the unity Child and Space, National Network for research of the population 

to the Bulgarian Academy of Science with the financial contribution of European Economic Space 

570
 Ibid. 

571
 Social Security Contributions And Benefits Act 1992, art.56 Child Special Allowance 

572
 Universal Infant Free School Meals‘ Scheme  

573
 Education Act 1996 of the Parliament of the United Kingdom It led to the establishment of special local 

authorities, who for example would identify children with special educational needs 
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A -  British state framework of child protection – from Social 

Democracy to Neoliberalism  

Using Esping-Andersen‘s welfare typologies, the comparison of this research aims to 

analyze how welfare regimes differ in relation to child protection policies. The UK policies 

and practice in relation to child care within the (neo) liberal welfare type strongly influenced 

the post 1989 transformations in Bulgaria so with this chapter we aim to explain the British 

child welfare and its evolution in regard to protection of children deprived of parental care. 

After the end of the Second World War the traditional Conservative Party accepted a social 

democratic vision, which involves greater degree of decommodification or less dependence of 

individuals and families social standards on market participation
575

. The market is rejected as 

the sole arbiter of justice, the public is favored over the private sphere and there is a focus on 

egalitarianism and the need to eliminate the causes of social inequities by state intervention, 

particularly by the creation of the welfare state
576

 . Since the 1950‘s Labour and Conservative 

governments alternated with no severe discrepancy in the way child policies evolved and 

where modern social work developed initially providing separate services for children, 

mentally ill people and elderly
577

. Thereafter in the 1960‘s the country went over an overview 

of its departmental services and considered some overlapping or gaps in services provision. 

As one of the major drivers behind the political judgments for change at that period, the 

Seebohm Report (1968) recommends major changes at local and national level of the 

administration so that social workers receive greater resources and autonomy
578

. Up until the 

world economic crisis in 1973 social work with children and their families was guided by the 

perception that prevention and individual work are the key tools of treatment and protection 

of families in need. According to Ferguson, the economic and petroleum crisis provoked three 

main changes: mass unemployment, cuts of public spending and the end of the political 

consensus between the two main political parties in the UK regarding the welfare provision of 

                                                                                                                                                         
574

 Complete national overview - United Kingdom (England)". European Agency for Special Needs and 

Inclusive Education. Retrieved 6 September 2014. 

575
 ESPING-ANDERSEN, G. Three worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton, NJ: Princeton  University Press, 

1990. 

576
 ROGOWSKI, S. From child welfare to child protection/safeguarding: a critical practitioner‘s view of 

changing conceptions, policies and practice. Practice: Social Work in Action, 2015, Vol. 27, N 2, p.97-112 
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 Ibid, p.99 

578
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services
579

. Alike other western countries unemployment rates in Britain reached the historic 

number of 1 million in 1979
580

. The welfare state regime was also destabilized by severe cuts 

in the public spending, which was reduced by 9.5 % in real times after allowing for inflations 

in real time between 1976 and 1978 and then under the Conservative Government huge 

inflation provoked the closure of large numbers of schools and hospitals. With the rise of the 

new right and the election of Margaret Thatcher in 1979, social policies officially transformed 

from preventive and inclusive to targeted services to particular client groups
581

, gradually 

implementing curbs on the power of trade union and privatization of nationalized 

industries
582

. The social democratic consensus that existed beforehand between left and right 

parties became increasingly shaken. Central understanding to that consensus was the necessity 

of state intervention in the provision social welfare as described by the ideology of 

Keynesianism. The left, including feminists and anti-racists, were concerned that Social 

Services Departments were ineffective, distant and oppressive, leaving the user powerless and 

without a voice
583

. The right or the New Right as it is referred by the economist Milton 

Freedman advocated free markets and free trade as the best way to achieve human well-

being
584

 and thus Keynesianism was replaced by monetarism or the prototype of present day 

neo-liberalism
585

. The triggers of the new right welfare state could be summarized with three 

main propositions – marketization, consumerization and managerialization of the public 

sector
586

. Despite the financial crisis in 2008, the Great Recession and the numerous critics of 

the impact of neoliberalism on the most vulnerable once acknowledged in the Munro Review 

of child protection in 2011, at the moment there is no alternative to the neoliberal approach. 

Thus, our historical overview shows that since the 1970‘s social services in the UK turned 

back to the free market ideologies that were discredited after the Great Depression in the 

1930‘s and were highly influenced by the degree of implication of neo-liberal ideas, political 

upheavals of right wing parties and their degree of decomodification. When welfare 
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typologies are investigated in relation to childcare, Esping-Anderson demonstrates that 

welfare regimes differ in the extent to which they are dependent on the market and the degree 

of private provision and stratification. 

 The Postcode lottery policy  1) 

In England the national government has a responsibility to determine the legislative 

framework, the main policy priorities, and funding arrangements for health care and social 

benefits. The provision of housing, education and social services depends on local 

government, which means that they are means-tested and paid differently depending on the 

local government councils. Researchers have evaluated this policy as the postcode lottery – in 

which the kind of services a person receives (sometimes whether they even receive services at 

all) depends not on their needs but on where they live
587

. Such type of experience strengthens 

even more the importance of national governments in establishing mechanisms through which 

they can assure that rights of children who are under the system of social protection have all 

been equally defended. This can be assured only if there are instruments for coordination, 

communication, and control despite the fact that through decentralization the service will be 

planned and provisioned by local or regional institutions. Unlike the common public 

perception among eastern European countries that link liberal governance with complete 

decentralization of power, in the UK in terms of child protection the non-governmental sector 

plays a statutory service. Since the major development of local authority child protection 

departments in 1948 there is a very strong public provision for services of children and 

vulnerable families and the system of child protection remains to a great extent very state-

centered and is publicly financed but also publicly provided in the UK. Since the 

establishment of National Health Service (NHS) in 1948, residential institutions for 

handicapped children were taken from local authorities and independent providers and put 

under its‘ control.  

 From child welfare to child protection  2) 

Maltreatment of children in the UK has been a government issue since the late 

nineteenth century, when in 1889 the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act gave power to 
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social workers to bring parents before the courts, largely because of neglect
588

 The social 

inspectors as well as precursors created the assumption that in order to decrease maltreatment 

among children, parents were increasingly approached as individuals who could be reformed 

and the concept of ‗casework‘ was born, eventually becoming working with parents and 

children on a therapeutic basis
589

. Historically, policies of child protection changed together 

with the conception of child maltreatment. In the 1960‘s the term used in policy and practice 

was ‗child cruelty‘ referring to children who received serious physical abuse and thus doctors 

and social workers were the once with the responsibility to identify the issue (…) and work 

therapeutically with the family
590
. In the 1970‘s however, there was an increased disapproval 

against the established welfarism in child care. Public negative opinion increased with the 

tragic death of Maria Colwell who was killed by her stepfather in 1973. The investigation of 

this case showed that the involvement of doctors, health visitors and social workers is crucial 

but not enough and thus by 1976 the Social Services Department (working as the child care 

agency) included the police as another vital agent. This change was considered crucial to the 

organization of the system and the model of care moved from medico-social model to socio-

legal model with the emphasis on investigating, assessing and examining the evidence
591

. 

By the 1980‘s ‗child abuse‘ became the generic term to cover physical, sexual and 

emotional abuse and neglect until 1990‘s when it was superseded by ‗child protection‘
592

. 

According to Ferguson, social work practice passed through the stage of inspection and 

support to parents (until the end of the Second World War) to a much more authoritarian, 

punitive approach
593

. Within the spectrum of the neoliberal view state intervention should be 

seen as the last possible resort, which automatically puts the responsibility and treatment in 

case of abuse in the hands of parents. These changes in the practice of social workers mirrored 

the transition from social democratic consensus (associated to the post-war decades) to a 

neoliberal consensus. There is no doubt about the overbearing influence of neoliberalism – 

instead of the state, through the government of the day, playing a key role in ensuring the 
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basic needs of citizens , the belief in the free market and values of individualism and self-

responsibility are now to the fore
594

. Since the 1980‘s in the UK, one observes conflict in the 

role of the state in the provision of child protection – on the one hand authorities avoid direct 

intervention in the private space of families and respect their autonomy, on the other hand 

child protection becomes more and more of a public issue and the state recognizes the 

necessity to act. British social policy is based on a tradition of family privacy. (…) there is a 

dominant view that normal families would not want or need the state intervention which 

should rather be reserved for the feckless, deviant or inadequate
595

. This tension was 

illustrated with the dramatic tragedies in Cleveland, Rochdale and Orkney where pediatricians 

diagnosed children as sexually abused and children were taken forcefully from their parents 

and given to foster care families. When foster care parents were not enough children were put 

in a section of the local public hospital. Inquiries of the cases in Cleveland (Butler-Sloss 

report), however proved that the diagnoses were incorrect and by 1988, 92 out 112 of the 

children were brought back to their biological parents
596

. Social workers were seen as being 

over-zealous in removing children because of allegations of sexual abuse and not respecting 

the rights of the parents
597

. The Cleveland child abuse scandal, as well as the prevailing 

criticism towards social workers, led to the implementation of the Children Act 1989, which 

sought to take into larger consideration the role of the parents and the partnership between the 

social workers and legal agents in order to achieve greater individual assessment. A year 

earlier in 1988 the Department of Health published Protecting Children. A Guide for Social 

Workers undertaking a Comprehensive Assessment. Known as the Orange Book this guide 

contained 167 questions and was the first official guideline for comprehensive assessments of 

cases of child protection
598

. Importantly, for the first time the assessment included the risk of 

future significant harm to children and thus suggested that social workers could put in place 

preventive measures in situations of family history of aggression or abuse
599

. The Working 
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Together law published under the Children Act in 1991 by the Department of Health and in 

conjunction with the Home Office and the Department of Education marks the will of the 

government to seek new ways of child management that includes the inclusion of a larger 

scope of professionals in the field of child care. In 1999 the Working Together under children 

act 1989 was replaced by Working Together to Safeguard Children inter-agency guide where 

the government (Department of Education, Home Office and Department of Health) voted 

that agents in health, education, police, social services, probation and others involved in child 

protection to work together to promote children‘s welfare and protect them from abuse and 

neglect
600

. This legal step was combined with the fact that in December 1991, the United 

Kingdom ratified the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child where Article 19 

requires that legislative, social and educational measures should be taken to protect children 

from any form of abuse whilst in the care of their parents and any other person, and 

appropriate systems should be in place to investigate and report on issues of child 

protection
601

.  

Despite that the Children Act of 1989 considered families as partners, the actual 

implementation of policies in the 1990‘s and early 2000‘s demonstrated a retreat from the 

personal face to face practice and became severely bureaucratic
602

. An important role in the 

way the practice of social workers evolved plays the introduction of new technologies and the 

electronic computer based systems used to report cases. The introduction of new information 

and communication technologies involved a shift from a narrative to a database way of 

thinking and operating, resulting in social work operating less on the terrain of the ‗social‘ 

and more on the terrain of the ‗ informational‘.
603

 As a result, official assessments could not 

trace what is the need of children and their families and how it should be met but on 

managing the risk and police the socially deprived families. This policy has been described by 

Featherstone, White and Morris
604

 as the muscular authoritarianism, which involves parents 

simply being told to change their behaviors and lifestyles or face the prospect of having 
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children removed for adoption. The framework of this policy was the neo-liberal imperative 

that people, including children and families, are self-responsible and, if for any reason they 

cannot be, they have to face the consequences
605

. The balance between state authority and 

family independence is hard to find
606

 and our analysis shows that there is a discrepancy 

between the way social workers and critics analyze the reform and the way it is presented and 

explained by politicians. From the point of you of social workers there is a concern that the 

consequences of the neo-liberal imperative for the children could be quite drastic and not 

justified and what is more that the increased bureaucracy and pressure over families reduces 

the resources for prevention and support to the family. On the other hand, politicians 

presented child protection as one of their major priorities and both Tony Blair
607

 and Gordon 

Brown set as policy priority to tackle child poverty: The Government will do all it can to 

support parents but in turn it is right that parents fulfill their responsibilities too (HM 

Treasury 2001, pp.iii-iv), and this included doing their part to end the scourge of Britain‘s 

high rate of worklessness
608

. UK‘s government strategic unit points to the very strong 

evidence on the cost effectiveness of targeted investment in children
609

. Such political 

statements could lead to the assumption that New Labour has put children at the center of a 

social investment strategy and of social policy making
610

. However, one could ask to what 

extent children took a central instrumental role in political discourses in order to achieve 

economic benefits instead of greater social support to the most vulnerable once.  

 The tragic deaths of Victoria Climbie and Peter Connolly  3) 

There are two big cases that marked the evolution of these policies in the 2000‘s- the 

Victoria Climbie and Peter Connolly tragic deaths. Despite the numerous signals and the 

interaction of social services with their biological and foster care parents, both children deaths 

could not be prevented by the system and they died from their injuries ( tied up, burned, 
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beaten, starving). The case of Victoria was investigated in the Laming Inquiry
611

 and 

highlighted the inability of agencies to work together : the complete breakdown in the multi-

agency approach to child protection and the blinding incompetence of the people meant to 

protect the child- social service departments ( Haringey, Ealing, Brent and Enfield), three 

housing departments, two hospitals (Central Middlesex and North Middlesex), two 

Metropilitan police child protection teams, and a specialist run by the National Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Children
612

. As a result of the Laming inquiry the Children Act 

was created and became the official administrative tool of children‘s welfare and education 

under the statutory authority of the local Directors of Children‘s Services. The purpose of this 

Act was to give boundaries and help for local authorities and/or other entities to better 

regulate official intervention in the interests of children
613

.  

Unfortunately, despite the recommendations of Lord Laming, another baby, Peter 

Connolly, died out of neglect and abuse by his careers several years later in 2009. In June 

2010, the Secretary of State of Education asked Eileen Munro, Professor of Social Policy at 

London School of Economics and Political Sciences, to undertake another review of the state 

of child protection policies across England. The coalition government that took power in May 

2010 had for a mission to evaluate the impact of the regulatory systems and check the extent 

to which the system remains child-centered. In order to understand the logic of the review and 

its methodology we got into contact with E. Munro and interviewed her personally in 2014. In 

addition, Mrs. Munro was asked to review the child protection reform by the incoming 

government because there was a general public concern that child mortality remains as high 

as it was twenty years ago and therefore something had to change in the existing system. 

Since that was one in a series of reviews she decided to use a different methodology and 

applied a systems approach that would reveal why previous reforms did not have the same 

effect and what kind of effect they had. The system approach analysis includes a new vision 

where one considers the social system as an open system where there is no linear causality in 

the way things will interact and therefore a system where unintended problems can arise: it‘s 

a living dynamic rather than something that could be reduced to static child assessment on a 
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sheet of paper (33/2014). This new system was supposed to contradict the pre-existing 

reasoning in the social sphere that was based on results and not as much on the process. Until 

then, if a child died and the social worker declared that he or she followed the procedure that 

was enough for the defense and the inspection process. The decision was based on computer 

records rather than whether the children were dead or alive. In this country whenever a child 

dies there is a huge public echo and as a result the system becomes especially punitive 

against professionals, which leads towards more recommendations and therefore procedures 

and rules to follows (33/2014). According to Munro this practice destroys the flexibility 

needed in each individual case and family. After the conservative government in 1979 there 

was a great demand for public transparency in areas where there was previously a lot of 

professional privacy. Since then the government focused on process issues rather than quality 

issues: filling a particular form following a particular time scale, rather than weather the 

form contained anything sensible for the particular case…and so overtime the system 

prioritized the management of the process rather than engaging the family and the interest of 

the child (33/2014). Many people grew up in a culture where they were taught that meeting a 

time schedule is more important than anything. The report also very correctly foreshadows the 

risk of maltreatment if the government does not plan further investments in support of 

families who need additional help- described by experts as the heavy end of child protection 

(33/2014). Munro‘s work on the English child protection system from 2005 stipulates that 

government policies in the last decades have been shaped by the negative outcomes of person 

centered perspective.  

The Munro report demonstrated that despite the obvious failures of the system, on 

theory on local authority level the structure allows for good coordination and monitoring:  

The landscape of service provision in England is currently that government agencies 

select and fund places in residential care, the great majority of which are provided by 

independent agencies. These agencies may be large national or regional organizations, but 

they may be also individual homes set up by interested persons
614

. The quality among the 

different local agencies varies incredibly despite the set by the government national minimum 

standards. Each authority has a local save guarding children board led by people from 
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different domains including police officers, social workers, education agents and others who 

have the responsibility to coordinate and ensure that all entities work together. Each member 

has individual responsibility but they have to inform the others on how they intervene to 

protect children. Thus it becomes extremely hard for the system to evaluate and follow the 

quality of care provided to children by the multitude of providers which leads to some severe 

gaps in the detection of urgent cases.  

Munro‘s research on child abuse inquiry reports over a twenty year period in Britain 

proved that in 75% of the cases human error was cited as a major factor in the adverse 

outcomes. This fact according to her led to enormous public pressure to increase monitoring 

of workers and the implementation of rules, procedures tools and performance indicators. 

However, despite these new policy measures offered to improve the quality of practice there 

were further death incidences with infants. According to Munro‘s study the negative 

tendencies and failure of the system was predominantly due to the over protection measures 

and growth in the bureaucratization of child care that encourages paper work instead of 

peoples work (2014/33). The review proved that social workers did not have enough time to 

spend with children due to their administrative obligations. Further it showed that the focus of 

the ongoing policy of child protection was only on assessment of children and their families 

by different agencies rather than targeted respectful to the parents provision of services where 

the central focus is the interest of the child. Another conclusion that we identified was the 

danger of the strict administrative procedures to transform the system into one where the child 

needs to follow the system and not one where the system individually assists the family 

situation of the child and his/hers needs.  

 

B -  Re-institutionalization of abandoned children in the UK  

As in other EU member states, the peak of the residential care in England was around 

the 1970‘s when local authorities accommodated around 40,000 children, which accounted 

for approximately 40% of all placements for looked after children 615 . Since then the 
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government got into multiple programs aiming to decrease the proportion of children in 

residential care. In 2015 the estimated number of residents accounted for 8, 320 which is 

approximately 12% of the overall population spread among 1,795 active children homes- 

which is 41 more than in 2014. The reasons behind the abandonment vary but one can cannot 

ignore the four recurrent primary reasons for them quitting the family environment: handicap 

– 62% of 8,320 had clinically significant mental health difficulties; violence – 74% were 

reported to have been violent or aggressive in the past six months616, abuse - accounting for 

45 % of the cases and family dysfunction
617

. Previous governmental reports led by the 

Department of Health 618  in 1992 and The House of Commons in 1997 conclude similar 

challenges and issues related to the existing system in England including an increasing 

number of difficult children and adequate stuff preparation, damaging succession of 

placements with 1/3 of the children not receiving an education619.  

Despite these negative statistics, what strikes the attention when one starts to analyze 

residential care in the UK is the interesting link that has been made by some analysts on the 

field concerning the positive link between foster and residential care: The evidence show that 

residential care should be viewed not as the end of the journey , but having the potential to 

act as a bridge to a different fostering experience, not least by blurring the boundaries 

between fostering and residential care 620 . One of the biggest challenges with fostering 

recognized by the government is very similar to what we have identified in Bulgaria and is 

related to the chronicle need for competent stuff that can resist such challenging adolescents. 

On the one hand, the qualifications of personnel have not being adequately assigned to the 

needs of the children needing to be fostered. On the other hand, private providers of care seem 

to abuse the system and profit on the back of volunteering organizations:  

In 2014-15, eight commercial fostering agencies made around £41m profit between 

them from providing foster placements to local authorities. This is pure profit. It‘s after 

allowances for foster careers, staffing costs and support services. The fact that £41m of public 
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taxpayers‘ money, allocated to support children in state care, actually ended up in the pockets 

of some seriously rich capital firms is obscene621. 

This example brings on the surface the importance of achieving good financial 

conditions for foster care parents and thus reassure that they will be able to successfully care 

for the most challenging individuals. The problem in the English context is related to the 

uncontrolled mechanisms of finding of local authorities and market competition between 

private and public providers. Bulgaria is still at the beginning of the implementation of these 

services but the practice shows that unfortunately the negative practices describes in the UK 

are already reproduced within the country. The severe financial crisis also led to cuts in the 

welfare spending not only in the UK but in other EU member states and analysis show that 

the impact of these financial restraints is mostly visible over children: Two years after the 

crisis broke out its impact on the daily lives of millions of families, children and young people 

is clearly perceptible. Although the impact of the crisis is by no means uniform across the EU, 

evidence suggests that children and families are being disproportionally affected
622

. 

Re-institutionalization of abandoned children in the UK stems from the challenge of 

the liberal state to provide early childhood services for abandoned children. Until 1990, the 

UK‘s government did not seem to take into consideration the necessity of developing non-

parental childcare. Active political engagement driven by pressures of ―de-familiazation‖ 

could be traced with the election of Blair‘s government. The expansion of Early Childhood 

Education and Care (ECEC) in Britain since 1997 appears chimerical or paradoxical within 

the constraints of the liberal regime and limited social rights expansion
623

. However, after the 

horrifying death of baby Peter
624 

in 2007, the UK government reported an inability to protect 

abandoned children from abuse in foster care and showed evidence of decreased quality of 

health and education provision. After almost ten years of inadequate measures, the shift that 
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we observe in the UK can be summarized as a drastic increase of state protection and outside 

of the family care provision:  

The numbers of children who have been taken from their families by social workers 

and put into state care reached 10,000 in a year and by October 2010 there were more than 

85,000 children in care of the state in the UK. For the first time, 900 children were removed 

from their homes in a single month
625

.  

The government continued to cut the budget for children in social services and for the 

period 2010-2017 registered a record number of children in residential care: The number of 

looked-after children in England and Wales reached 72,670 in the 12 months to March 2017- 

marking the biggest annual surge of children in care in seven years
626

. What is more, national 

statistics show that as many as 140,000 vulnerable children at risk of abuse and neglect might 

not be getting help because local authorities have been forced to shrink or abandon family 

support. Council leaders underline that cuts had pushed children‘s social services to 

―breaking point‖, with action only being taken when youngsters were at imminent risk of 

harm. Data from the charity Action for Children based on responses from 129 local 

authorities identified that in 2015-2016, 184,500 children‘s needs assessment were closed so 

no further action as they did not meet the threshold for statutory services
627

. Such welfare 

cuts undoubtedly affect negatively the well-being of children but also show the inability of the 

system as it is today to provide assistance to parents who have been identified already once. 

Between 2007 and 2013:  

 7,143 birth mothers appeared in 15,645 recurrent care applications concerning 22,790 

infants and children
628

 .What is more, of more than 46,000 mothers with more than one or 
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more children in care proceedings, 7,060 were repeat cases — 44% of the repeats cases 

involved mothers who first had babies as teenagers
629

.  

Most mothers who have already had one of their infants taken away have fewer chances to 

take care of any other child, and as research proves, they are so ignored from the social 

system after the child has been removed that there would be more attention paid to your 

rehabilitation if you were a criminal
630

 . Such policies demonstrate that there is no state 

policy for support to biological parents and very little assistance is provided to vulnerable 

mothers from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Similarly in Ireland, the European Union‘s Reviews of Services for Young Children in 

the European Union concluded that access to provision of services in the early years is not 

equally available to all and that children who are most in need of early childhood services are 

least likely to have access to them
631

. What is more, a recent governmental report of Children 

Schools and Family Committee called The Looked after Children, raises alarms about the 

return of children to inadequate mothers, the possibility of leaving them to languish in 

children's homes, or the potential for them to change more than twenty foster families before 

the age of thirteen increases drastically the risks of sexual exploitation, homelessness, and 

criminality. The more abandoned children were reoriented to alternative community-based 

care the greater the chance that they would stay with no educational qualifications and in an 

unhealthy environment. As evidence, government statistics show that 49 % of children in care 

go straight to prison
632

.What strikes our attention is the inability of the government to 

coordinate programs related to childcare and the unclear accountability of the Early 

Development and Childcare Partnerships
633

. In addition, Childcare Partnerships lack the 
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capacity deliver the targets set by central governments. More over the existence of similar but 

differently named and separately branded initiatives only serves to confuse the picture
634

.  

These statistics foreshadow three main conclusions to us. First, a massive re-

institutionalization of children due to the failure of the system to support the family unit 

before there is a risk for the deterioration of the quality of child well-being. Second, the 

increased numbers of children removed from their parents suggest the transformation of the 

liberal UK state into an over restrictive state, which serves as a corrector (just like Bulgaria 

did over Communism) of the failed parents. Both issues contradict the main principles of the 

deinstitutionalization reform related to family reunification and child individual assessments. 

Third, the link between community based care, increased criminality and illiteracy puts into 

question the delegation of child care services into private providers. Paradoxically, the UK 

case shows that under budget restrictions and post economic crisis budgetary cuts, private 

provision of care fails to answer the needs of children who are born in families at risk.  

In the spectrum of our comparison with the deinstitutionalization reform in Bulgaria 

and quest on the impact of the Europeanization reform over new member states these findings 

represent a fundamental point of saturation. At first, it seems logical that new member states 

such as Bulgaria are guided by older member states while applying EU requirements. The 

controversy lies in the fact that while the United Kingdom pleads for a complete 

deinstitutionalization of childcare services in Bulgaria, it simultaneously introduces reforms 

to re-institutionalize its own social services for abandoned children due to deterioration of 

community-based care observed over the last couple of years. As the East of Europe becomes 

westernized, old member states begin to push to the extreme the welfare state model (to an 

extent assimilate the obsolete status quo of the Soviet regime) to reconfigure the role of the 

state in the provision of social services. In its nature, deinstitutionalization reform contrasts 

two antithetical models of child protection – the Soviet approach, which perceives social care 

as better than parental (linked to the full authority of the state in communism), and the liberal 

approach, which gives children individual status and prioritizes the importance of parental 

care for child development (associated with decentralized services for childcare based in the 

community). This analysis proves that none of the models guarantees unconditional child 

protection and proves that the specific nature of child policies could transform the relationship 
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between economic and social policy development. The reform of child care services for 

children deprived of parental care in Bulgaria and The UK can be regarded as an example of 

circulation of social policy models of child protection – from centralized to decentralized 

across the past hundred years and despite of the political status quo of the countries. 

Furthermore, the deterioration in the quality of child care in the UK and Bulgaria can be seen 

as the result of applying identical policy solutions to discrete European social models, and as 

a consequence of the decline of the state as a controlling power. Adversely, the descent in the 

quality of child care may be perceived as a lack of common European strategy for child 

protection that put children into the heart of the social investment policies of the Union. 

 

Common dysfunctionalities of child protection among Bulgaria and UK  

Such transfusion of policies foreshadows on the one hand, that child welfare is totally 

dependent on the political framework of each country and on the other hand, that the neo-

liberal imperative brought some common dysfunctionalities of the child welfare in Bulgaria 

and the UK.  

First of all, both systems of child protection became largely dependent on slow 

bureaucratic systems, which are not flexible enough to follow individual assessment 

procedures. In both countries this obstacle creates conditions in which the child needs to 

follow the system and thus fit into the predefined sets of procedures. The examples provided 

throughout the thesis as well as the evidences from our field work show that both child 

protection systems are not child centered and despite the tragic ends of children, the 

administration continue to follow under the motto one size fits all.  

Second, both countries seem to lose the focus on family policies, which are key to 

prevention of abandonment and invest in alternative care methods rather than in the biological 

family unit. This is due to the overall lack of qualified social workers, deficiency of adequate 

training, and low levels of working conditions. When the evidence tells you one thing [about a 

vulnerable child] but the budgets tell you a different thing, you go with the budget rather than 

the evidence. This quote of a British social worker illustrates well the extent to which budget 

restraints in the neo-liberal welfare lead to contra productive policy outcomes, which as we 

have demonstrated cost more to the state in long run. The shortfall of early intervention and 
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government support in both countries let to greater number of children removed from their 

families. These statistics show that similarly to the communist state, the neo-liberal one also 

adopts corrective functions despite the different child welfare mechanisms. This study pleads 

for greater support of biological parents and at the same time it acknowledges the fact that the 

closure of these institutions will not serve as a panacea for child abandonment.  

Third, even though Bulgaria has much less experience since its first decentralization 

strategies (2003) in comparison to the UK, both countries experience difficulties with the 

division of power in regard to child welfare and we witnessed limited cooperation among 

different state-agencies, municipalities and NGO‘s. As we have demonstrated in Chapters VII 

and VIII, the more actors the state delegate its services to, the greater the delusion of 

responsibility and lack of transparency on the quality of child care. Such issue leads both 

countries to adopt specific strategies of decentralization, which require limited delegation of 

services rather than full autonomy of the non-governmental actors.  

Fourth, despite the overall awareness of the two states about the specificity of 

community based centers, there is still no common policy tool for measurement of their 

impact over children in long run. The transfusion of models for child protection of children 

deprived of parental care from the UK to Bulgaria started already in the 1990‘s and happened 

without any systematic overview of the advantages and disadvantages of the British model in 

the context of complete economic and political downfall of the Bulgarian state. The 

immaturity of the Bulgarian institutions allowed the copy-paste of measures that did not fit 

completely to the Bulgarian cultural and administrative setting after the arduous transition 

period. Today the country is caught between the inertia of path dependent institutional 

memory and the image authorities defend in front of the European Union. In the UK, the 

private provision of services led to inequality of care in the different municipalities and 

pushed the state to adapt over corrective measures such as a re-institutionalization in 

residential state homes.  

Finally this comparison underlines the collision between market based welfare models 

and socialist welfare models in terms of child protection. The above described common 

challenges of the reform show that market based economies and neo-liberal policies struggle 

to guarantee social protection to children and their families in risk of abandonment. Child care 
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policies in Europe through the prism of the Bulgaria and the UK turn to be some of the most 

prominent cases of the deinstitutionalization reform. In addition both cases question the 

consistency and coherence of social policies within the European Union and their ability to 

protect rights of abandoned children. Regarding the evolution of institutional care in the UK 

and Bulgaria we determined how recent political reforms foreshadow the transformation of 

childcare, which are deemed to be part of a supranational debate over child protection 

policies. Paradoxically, today there are tendencies in the New Labour social policy that could 

lead to one of the most liberal welfare regimes in Europe - the UK- towards new child welfare 

provision close to universal state based care. At the same time, after the British public put 

enormous pressure on EU and UN institutions to close state run institutions in Bulgaria and 

adopt decentralized social policy provision, the Bulgarian government implements the 

national vision for deinstitutionalization of child care homes in the country. Such transfusion 

of policies foreshadows on the one hand, that child welfare is totally dependent on the 

political framework of each country and on the other hand, that the neo-liberal imperative 

brought some common dysfunctional patterns of the child welfare in Bulgaria and England.  
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IX -  The Contested Role of the European Union  

This PhD came about as a response to the media attention surrounding institutional care 

for abandoned children in Bulgaria. Our reaction to the BBC documentary initiated a quest for 

answers related to the existence of these ―homes‖ and their development, as well as personal 

frustration and inability to understand how in 2010 society, the state and the European Union 

can ignore the neglect of such an important part of the population- the abandoned children. 

Taking the deinstitutionalization reform as a European tool for the transformation of child 

protection policies, we analysed the correlation between the changes that occurred on the 

national level and the mechanisms adopted by the European Union. In order to fully grasp the 

application of the Europeanization concept in the transformation of child protection policies, 

we executed a multi-level analysis of the exogenous influential factors coming from the EU 

and the domestic social, institutional, and administrative predispositions of the Bulgarian state 

that incorporated the alteration to community based care services.  

On the one hand, the unintended consequences of the reform are partly linked to the 

specific nature of child protection policies, which intersect purely national priorities and other 

aspects of EU governance, such as human rights, social exclusion, disability, and anti- 

discrimination, where new actors have been actively mobilizing European legal resources 

(especially directives) and successfully changing the field‘s principles and instruments
635

.
 
As 

a member of the European Union since 2007, Bulgaria was subjected to great conditionality 

measures. Through a variety of EU instruments such as legislation, policy tools, and exterior 

stakeholders, Bulgaria transformed big areas of its governance (as described in Chapter IV 

and V).Our exploration of European Union policies proves that the Copenhagen conditions 

for accession vis-à-vis the Bulgarian state were vague and general and provided uncertain 

standards to be met in the provision of social policy. Despite the fact that the psychological 

and psychiatric literature has been largely in consensus about the negative impacts of 

institutionalization, the EU guidelines for the replacement of institutional care with 

community-based care were drafted in 2012 as recommendations and are not legally binding.  
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They were drafted that late, because as already signalled by others,
636 

social policies have 

never represented a sufficiently powerful area for EU compliance. Data collected in our 

interviews points to another reason for this delay, namely that child protection policies were 

not social policy preferences that concerned the new member states, who were more 

concerned with employment or health policies. However, the European Commission initiated 

the biggest multi-sectorial structural funding program precisely to eradicate institutional care 

from Bulgaria and Romania. These mixed signals led to unexpected results of the reform 

within the nation states revealed throughout our interviews and field observation. Throughout 

the accession period, shaken from the severe economic collapse of the transition period, the 

Bulgarian state accepted unconditionally the administrative, institutional, and social aid 

provided by solid foreign stakeholders. As a result there was almost no time and/or possibility 

for interior formation of an alternative elite who could have defended reconstruction 

according to the institutional and administrative capacity of the state. The lack of evaluation 

of how the deinstitutionalization reform affected other EU states in 2007 did not stop the 

abrupt pressure from the EU through its conditionality measures and initiated within itself the 

introduction of a totally new set of public policy tools. The results of this EU involvement 

were highly criticized during this study, but we cannot ignore that the increased awareness 

and mobilization of non-governmental actors as well as political tools to ameliorate the care 

given to children deprived of parental care happened partly due to these conditionality tools. 

Hence, we adopted the understanding that the impact embodies both positive and negative 

consequences. According to the normative basis, the Bulgarian social policy became 

European in a sense that it replaced unconditionally the previous regime of state-run large 

home institutions with the only possible EU-presented alternative – community based care 

services. Our inquiry was guided from the results of this change and questioned 1) the extent 

to which the European ideology could be adapted within the Bulgarian reality or would 

Bulgaria succeed to adapt the new strategy and at the same time respect its national interests? 

and 2) why there was only one possible alternative for institutionalization within the EU 

system. Our analysis showed that implementation is not happening without any risk for the 

children and exposed eleven major preconditions that might lead to its unsuccessful 
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application. Furthermore, it concludes that small member states such as Bulgaria might also 

change the EU dynamics on child protection policies and suggest the necessity for 

diversification of the deinstitutionalization alternative for child protection models.  

A -  Unintended consequences of the reform  

Building up our arguments on the theoretical reasoning of Lascoumes and Le Galès in 

relation to public policy instruments, we started from the understanding that the effectiveness 

of public policy instruments is a dependent variable which has the capacity to change the 

course of public policies as much as institutions. As the only exit strategy from the old status 

quo, deinstitutionalization reform in Bulgaria led to the decentralization of the decision 

makers and thus the change in the hierarchy of actors, bringing about a clash between the 

prioritization of interests between state and society. This research tests empirically the extent 

to which local constituents are ready to benefit from European resources (administrative 

structure, strong civil society) and play their role in the provision of social policy services 

along with the state. Identifying the groups of factors that thwart the process of adaptation to 

the European practices provided a concrete diagnosis for some of the most significant barriers 

to the reform and its conformance with the European timeline.  

The overall conclusions out of the eleven identified challenges in Chapter VII could be 

summarized as follows: First, the goal of the deinstitutionalization reform must be to upgrade 

the existing system so that it can adapt its methods to the child, rather than vice-versa. 

Reducing the size of the institutions does not lead to automatic reduction of the demand for 

long term full care service provision. Despite the optimistic statistics of the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Affairs showing a decrease of the number of children in institutional care, 

both qualitative and quantitative data clearly shows that children who seek protection from 

the system continue to rise.  

Second, the Bulgarian government achieved a considerable progress in the creation of 

alternative care and according to statistics the state has overcome its initial delay better than 

other post-soviet countries. However, eight years after the political legalization of the reform 

what we witnessed on the field suggests that there is a real danger of transfer of 

institutionalism. Uncoordinated and weak policy measures to ameliorate the wages of social 

workers, their trainings, evaluation and support lead to the reproduction of old care practices 

within the newly formed community based centres.  
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Third, the long term existence of the newly established community services remains 

uncertain due to their EU project life. Hence, after the abrupt closure of all large-scale 

institutions for handicapped children, family-type centres become the dominant alternative 

left for this part of the population. However, as of 2015 the state cannot guarantee that these 

homes will represent long-term solutions and permanent homes for the abandoned children. 

Such an uncertainty is due to clear methodology on how to finance the community centres 

outside of the project logic and the great dependence on foreign companies for their 

realization-(100% of the on-going projects are financed with more than 50% external EU or 

IO funds). Further, our analysis shows that mechanisms for qualitative evaluation of their 

functioning are lacking, and thus there is no assessment if the conditions of care actually 

affected the children positively (for instance are they less aggressive, do they continue to pee 

out of fear at night, etc.). Such evaluation of the current status of each individual child as a 

result of the deinstitutionalization reform will serve as an indication for both the Bulgarian 

government and the EU and is undeniably essential.  

Fourth, our study proves that the decentralization of power among state, municipalities, 

and NGO‘s is threatened by lack of clarity of state priorities, weak communication among 

them and low confidence. Municipalities were identified as one of the most inflexible links in 

the system, where dependence on the old status quo and clientelism was still very much alive. 

Since there are no legal sanctions for the insufficient provision of services, city councils 

continue to endorse community uses with no real beneficiaries and disenfranchise the creation 

of services identified as key by NGOs working in the field. Contrary to the logic behind the 

reform to decentralize the decision makers and cooperate with non-governmental 

organizations, social programs led by municipalities remain governed  for the top-down with 

few positive practices of cooperation between them and NGOs.  

The fifth challenge to the success of the reform relates to the role of society in the 

implementation, or lack thereof, of European standards for childcare. What if child care 

institutions resisted the transition for twenty years because they were indeed indispensable for 

society? What options, if any, were available after the collapse of Communism to 

marginalized Bulgarian families who could not provide for their children‘s survival, other 

than to leave them to the state? If society did not reject the old model by itself, should we 

expect today‘s public to be open and to apply European models without resistance  We 
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stipulate the emergence of personalism
637

, or in other words social disconnection from the 

collective need. This becomes mostly visible through the reactions of society when ex-

institutionalized children and personnel were moved into community-based centres in a 

specific neighbourhood. The country witnessed multiple protests against the integration of 

these children sometimes accompanied by aggressive acts, social misunderstanding, and a 

lack of solidarity. Long lasting transformations in social models seem possible only when 

there is an interaction between below and above, so that changes are themselves envisioned, 

shaped, initiated, and propagated.  

Sixth and final challenge, with this study we would like to break the silence around the 

so-called abandoned children. The children in demand of institutional protection are not 

orphans in more than ninety percent of the cases, but children of poor, sick or socially at-risk 

individuals. This fact illustrates the necessity of a more complex understanding of the issue 

within a greater social and economic framework. Prevention measures such as accurate family 

psychological and financial assistance as well as free and obligatory sexual education need to 

be urgently taken into greater consideration among policy stakeholders if the state really aims 

to eradicate the causes of the social stigma. 

B -  Social policies are resilient to foreign influences 

The analyses of the challenges of the deinstitutionalization reform in our particular 

setting helped us to identify the above-presented interior issues that challenge the present 

status of the transformation. However, in order to understand the greater framework of the 

process within the spectrum of the European Union, we had to analyse the EU tools and one 

other EU member state that had already adopted and put in practice the deinstitutionalization 

reform. We chose the UK because of its long liberal traditions and strong influence in the 

establishment of the reform in Bulgaria. This comparison allows us to conclude that the full 

complexity of the factors responsible for the switch of social protection models within the 

European Union relies on inclusion rather than imposition of practices. As demonstrated in 

Chapter VIII we identified at least five common challenges for the implementation of the 

deinstitutionalization reform among the two states. Paradoxically, despite the fact that in the 

UK these problems of the system of deinstitutionalization of services were noted by state 
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authorities in numerous child protection reviews, there was no obstacle (within the European 

Union framework) for their reproduction in Bulgaria.  

1.European Legal Norms - Confronting Pre-existing Beliefs  

Bulgaria is not an exception to the ―normalization‖ of European rules in new candidate 

countries and complies with the EU‘s legislation in many spheres, including child protection. 

Compared to the dominant Communist legislation from the period 1944-1989 (Chapter III), 

the legal preconditions for the development of a new childcare model through decentralization 

of power and active participation of the non-governmental sector represent a central 

Europeanization mechanism. With their own political agendas in the sphere of child rights, 

the European Union (through the Acquis) and the Bretton Woods institutions played 

controversial roles in the Europeanization of Bulgaria‘s childcare policies by portraying the 

deinstitutionalization reform as the only alternative to the established culture of 

institutionalism. Thus, conditioned within financial and economic constraints, the Bulgarian 

state was pushed to adopt a variety of mechanisms that led to the formation of new legislation 

for child protection in 2000, the Vision of deinstitutionalization, and the gradual creation of 

community-based care. It is not a secret that the European Union participated in those 

transformations through a significant amount of European structural funds. What was not 

publicly portrayed, however, was the incoherent spending of those funds. A significant 

amount of the funding was invested in the maintenance of institutions and therefore 

perpetuated long term institutionalization (Chapter VI, VII). As highlighted by this study, the 

EU did not have the capacity to follow the usage of its funds, and local institutions did not 

demonstrate genuine interest in preventing the investment of the funds in the renovation of the 

buildings (and not in the amelioration of care). Moreover, the increased amount invested in 

the physical condition of the institutions prompted further opposition to the reform from local 

actors and provided greater incentives for corruption and implementation of the funds for 

anything else but the interests of the children. As the present economic crisis hinders the fight 

against corruption, the new independent services demand greater and more targeted 

investment of public capital as well as superior mechanisms for accountability of 

decentralized care. The findings of our study predict that children will be soon considered on 

a different level of EU policymaking – for both economic and human rights reasons. Until 

prevention policies start to be the focus of both the national and supranational governments, 
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there will always be preconditions for low child wellbeing, social exclusion, and forced 

separation of children from their families.  

2.Resilience of Child Policies – Member State Share Similar Challenges 

with the deinstitutionalization reform 

One of the essential conclusions of this analysis posits that child protection policies are 

strongly affected by the internal dynamics of the nation state. Therefore, drawing assumptions 

about the impact of the Europeanization process in different old and new member states is not 

sufficiently justified. However, since there are European guidelines for closure of institutional 

care and numerous public policy instruments put in place to change the existing national 

legislations, adopt different policy tools and introduce new stakeholders, we found it 

important to identify some of the common problems within the English and Bulgarian child 

care models. In contrast to the tools that British NGOs introduced and established within the 

Bulgarian context, such as decentralization of services and liberalization of services among 

non-governmental institutions, in the UK child services are largely provided by the state. 

Additionally, the recent analysis of deinstitutionalization services in the UK shows some real 

issues with community-based care such as maltreatment, child criminality, child pregnancy, 

and bureaucratic rigid administration that leads to excessive numbers of children taken from 

their biological parents (explained in detail in Chapter IV). The comparison puts in 

perspective what would have happened if the EU had a better coordination and 

communication platform where the impact of similar measures is shared and communicated 

among member states. The fact that liberal states such as the UK appear to be returning to 

universal childcare mechanisms, albeit in a widely modified and updated format, as a real 

possibility for new government direction and as a viable solution to child welfare needs
638 

proved that deinstitutionalization reform should not be the only possible alternative for new 

member states‘ policies for children deprived of parental care. The circulation of models of 

child care from institutionalization to deinstitutionalization and the opposite shows clearly 

that no matter how developed a nation is (economically and democratically), social policies 

remain extremely resilient to transformation and adapt to new orders in very unintended ways. 

Therefore, the solutions of the deinstitutionalization reform of tomorrow are hidden behind 
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exogenous and endogenous dynamics that are part of a bigger system of interconnections 

between state, society, and children.  

The Oxford Dictionary defines metamorphosis as a process of transformation and 

change in the form or nature of a thing or person into a completely different one
639

. 

Metamorphosis is precisely what the Bulgarian child care system has been continuously 

undergoing over the course of the past several decades. However, in contrast to nature where 

metamorphoses are somewhat predictable, in politics the scope and mechanisms of change 

remain ambiguous. Social policy has always been under foreign influence (in the Bulgarian 

case over the past 100 years) despite being considered internal affairs- all political powers 

acknowledge the fact that by changing social policy, especially related to children, they get 

into the heart of the state. The impact of that influence depends on the strength of the state to 

be resilient to factors which can go against its own political interest. The EU and member 

states have to find better tools for communication and coordination of policy transformation 

since we prove that the impact/ metamorphosis is already there. 

At the end of our intellectual journey we would like to put forward the more general 

question of the place of the child within the correlation between family, society, state, and 

union. The deinstitutionalization reform challenges the sociological tradition rooted in 

deductive reasoning and the use of ideal state types
640

. One of those possible platforms for 

comparison is given by Esping-Andersen‘s typologies constructed on the basis of the three 

most dominant political movements in 20th century Western Europe and North America: 

Social Democracy, Christian Democracy (or Conservatism) and Liberalism. When these 

typologies are investigated in relation to childcare, Esping-Anderson demonstrates that 

welfare regimes differ in the extent to which they are dependent on the market and the degree 

of private provision and stratification.
641

 Thus, even though Esping-Andersen‘s typologies are 

useful for the classification and comparison of state regimes, they have been criticized as 

being built upon the fast disappearing European family bread winner model and too narrowly 

focused only on the state-market nexus
642

.  

                                                 
639

Oxford Dictionary of English 3
rd

 edition , Consulted May 20, 2013 

https://www.oxforddictionaries.com/ 

640 
MICHEL, 2006 

641  
ESPING ANDERSEN, G. The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalis. op.cit.  

642
 ESPING-ANDERSEN, G. op.cit. 



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 295 

 

Therefore, this thesis challenge the limitation of regime types inside state borders, 

testing the hypotheses of more flexible conceptions of welfare regime typologies where 

diverse spheres of public policies display characteristics of different regime types
643 

.The new 

configuration of the household and the new role of women in the work force are undoubtedly 

calling for alternative arrangements of care. The effect of those new community oriented 

approaches on the quality of children's development, and how they challenge social equality 

have been expounded on through an analysis of the newly emerging concepts of ―Social 

Europe‖ and foreshadow the necessity for development of new welfare types, which no longer 

take place exclusively within national boundaries
644

. The increased number of children in 

large scale residential institutions shows that caring for children, as well as for the elderly, the 

sick, and the disabled, is no longer within the realm of the family. Since neither the market 

nor the family can be a reliable actor for delivery of quality care, public childcare policies turn 

into an integral component of welfare state redesign
645

. 
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Figure 38 - Institutionalization, Deinstitutionalization, REinstitutionalization 

 

Above all, the deinstitutionalization reform presupposes that the place of the child in 

Bulgaria changed from a system where the child was at the centre of society, and thus the 

state is the actor that provides protection, to a system where the child becomes an individual 

actor with rights, and the state needs to reassure he/she will be protected within society if  the 

family is missing. Depending on the way the state defines childcare, there will be either 

repressive (corrective) or assistive institutions put in place. During Communism, within the 

traditional patriarchal family of the socialist order, children had to comply with existing social 

norms so that social dynamics could stay intact. The child is not appreciated as a personality 

but as a natural continuation of the parents and thus of society. Therefore the upbringing of a 

child outside of his own family was not considered to be a bad act as far as the alternative 

provides his or her basic needs
646

.
 . 

The whole ideology behind the formation and guidance of 

educational principles happens within the institution and therefore it is controlled, imposed, 

and targeted by the state. The complexity of the empirical analysis includes an understanding 

of the change in norms depicting the normal parental care and the best interest of children, 

while understanding the power struggle that these new norms create within society and 

between decision-making actors. Since 1989, states (not only post-Soviet regimes) are facing 

a drastic institutional reconstruction, whereby centralized governance aims to become 

subsidized. The power of the state establishes preconditions and acknowledges the existence 

of other social actors without taking their power: this state, the market and the social 

society
647 

. Therefore, when a state aims to transform the logic behind a system that needs to 

eradicate the risk for children in disadvantaged social positions, there are many preconditions 

that remain at stake.   

These homes for children deprived of parental care are so specific in their functioning 

that in order to understand what could potentially replace their existence, we needed to go 

beyond the normative basis of change and think in terms of ―strategies‖, which are described 
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to be not as conscious rules but as actions that are linked to something that comes before the 

conscious decision making, even though it is part of the logic of the practice itself
648

. 
 
For a 

post-socialist country like Bulgaria, there is still an on-going challenge to overcome severe 

internal tensions stemming from the necessity to replace the old social normative horizons 

with new ones. The whole notion of childhood should be modified, and this on-going change 

is especially visible at this moment in time. The complete collapse of the centralized political 

institutions of the social state and the new, heavily externally influenced, framework of 

development of Bulgarian society after 1989 are undoubtedly the reasons for the on-going 

socio-economic crisis in the country. This type of policy change demands in its core a change 

in the value system of society. As far as the institutionalization of children is engrained in 

socialistic child development, the deinstitutionalization reform of children‘s homes is linked 

to a liberal understanding. Thus, we observe an opposition of two completely different 

paradigms of child wellbeing. The socially constructed perspectives of the child and its 

position in society in the post-socialist time are largely inspired by a rhetoric that is not 

necessarily Bulgarian. The liberalization and reform of childcare is, as we have demonstrated 

earlier, a precondition for membership to the EU and has been presented as one of the most 

urgent and drastic changes within Bulgarian social policy. Analysing the challenges of this 

reform, we have to ask if the failure of the reform is due to a (possibly subconscious) 

engrained belief in society and institutions that the old status quo actually works. 

C -  Europeanization 3.0 

As stated in the introduction, the present research project aspires to verify How Does 

Europe Matter
649

, as opposed to Does Europe Matter.  

Our findings confirmed that the Europeanization is a permanent phenomenon as far as 

the European Union exists and affects largely non EU member states (such as Suisse) and 

those who leave (Brexit). The thesis also proved the relevance of a bottom-up perspective in 

the analyses of the interaction among actors and regional stakeholders in the transformation of 

child protection policies. Further it took the Europeanization concept as a dependent 
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variable
650

where actors interact and model the adaptation of administrative norms 

(characteristic for top-down models) in transformations related to child protection policies. 

This exploration started by analysing previous debates around the impact of European 

integration over nation states where Europeanization 1.0 is considered as political regime and 

plead that Europe matters
651

 and top down guidance is accepted in the name of Europe. After 

subsequent enlargements, however, countries became so divergent in their individual 

administrative, institutional and social capacity to absorb the tenets of membership that we 

witnessed the theoretical reconceptualization or Europeanization 2.0 as a process, which 

combines multi-level governance and embodies both European and domestic factors, feeding 

the literature on the transformation of public policies and converting the understanding of the 

concept from régime politique inédit mais également comme un processus multiforme et aux 

conséquences de plus en plus importants sur les sociétés des Etats-membres
652

. Our reasoning 

suggests that these first two conceptualizations corresponded well to the first years after the 

establishment of the EU when there were fewer members with closer cultural and institutional 

heritage as well as common economical interest. The present study on Bulgarian child 

protection policy transformation suggests that as of the contemporary unstable economic and 

social setting combined with the increasing nationalistic waves across Europe another 

metamorphosis of the Europeanization is inevitable.  
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Figure 39 - Conceptual map: main findings 
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Based on the above presented theoretical evolution and the concrete case for social 

policy transformation of children deprived of parental care we conclude that Europeanization 

3.0 is not obsolete, but its relevance depends on the extent to which it can equally include its 

member states, interchange their negative and positive experiences, and consider less 

imperative models of governance. 

Europeanization 3.0 differentiates from Europeanization 1.0 and 2.0 but steps upon its 

good and bad practices and benefits from the lessons learnt in the implementation of the 

concept across the EU. The nature of Europeanization 3.0 depends on the overall European 

Union vision for development and should be structured around the same priorities. Post-war 

political crisis, great economic downfall or increased nationalistic waves are all symptoms for 

an interior malaise but also opportunities for greater progress. As the father of the Union Jean 

Monnet posits Europe will be forged in crises, and will be the sum of the solutions adopted 

for those crises
653

. Through the analysis of European policy applied on child protection 

issues, this thesis posits that one of the greatest challenges of the Union of tomorrow will be 

to answer some of the chronic social inequalities and de- personification of policies set up in 

the past decades. Therefore in order for the Europeanization 3.0 to be more fruitful than its 

precedents it will embrace the dynamic transformation of the European Union and adapt three 

new basic characteristics: First, larger openness/inclusiveness of the specificities of the 

diverse EU member states and imply a bi-directional communications instead of directional. 

Second, adaptability not only to the institutional and administrative capacity of members 

states but also to their socio-cultural heritage; the eradication of one political model and its 

implementation into a new system of power relations does not function especially in social 

politics. Third, greater cyclic flow–in order for the social policy models of protection to 

function successfully there needs to be conditions for their replacement and circulation among 

member states, which implies better and deepened exchange and communication.  
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Appendix 1 - Conceptual mind map 
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Appendix 2 - List of Interviews and Codes for Citations 

Interviews Conducted 2012-2013 

CODE ACTOR TYPE CITY POSITION NAME 

2012/01 State /national Sofia 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs: Vice 
President of the State Agency of Child Protection/ 

Head of Nationwide Campaign  

D.K.  

2012/02 State /national Sofia 

Ministry of Education: T.I. Junior specialist at the 

Section "Support for development. Special 
schools. Integration 

T.I.  

2012/03 State /national Sofia Ministry of Health:Director European Programs T.V.  

2012/04 NGO (BG) Sofia Know-how center 
Elen-Mitova 

Ivanova 

2012/05 University Sofia Bulgarian Academy of Science 
Ekaterina 
Markova 

2012/06 Foundation (BG) Ruse 

 Foundation Child and Space: Head of programs 

in the Association and Former Director of the 
State Agency of Child Protection  

Vessela 

Banova 

2012/07 IO (BG) National Director Program services  M.Harizanova 

2013/08 Foundation (BG) National 

Foundation For Our Children: V.I. Manager of the 

Foster Care Center; M.T. Team Leader Center for 

Foster Care 

Vladimir 
Ivanov 

2013/09 NGO ( International) National 

Bulgarian Helsinki Committee:- K.R. responsible 

for the Activities in Protection of the Rights of 
Children in Institutions 

K.R.  

2013/09 State (home) Varna 

Home for children deprived parental care 

Kniaginia Nadegda, Varna: (3-18 years old/boys), 
staff and children 

Anonymous 

2013/11 University National 
Professor at the Sofia University / Department of 

Social Work 

Monika 

Bogdanova 

2013/12 State (home) Varna 
Home for children deprived parental care 
Kniaginia Nadegda, Varna: (3-18 years old/boys), 

staff and children 

Anonymous 

Interviews Conducted 2014-2015 

2014/13 State /national Sofia 
Member of Parliament "Патриотичен фронт - 

НФСБ и ВМРО―  

Sultanka 

Petrova 

2014/14 State /national Sofia 

Coordinator from National Agency of Child 

Protection and Ministry of Health on the project 
"Childhood for all" (1st job) 

Evgenia 

Ivanova 

2014/15 NGO ( International) Plovidv National Representative of Lumos in Bulgaria  R.P. 
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2015/16 State+ NGO(BG) Sofia 
Former Deputy Minister of the Ministry of Social 
Afairs / Coordinator at the Know-How Center 

Valentina 
Simeonova 

2015/17 State Sofia Deputy Minister of the Ministry of Social affairs  
Zornitza 
Rusinova 

2015/18 State Sofia Head of the Agency of child protection Еwa Jecheva 

2015/19 Regional Plovdiv 
Director of Center for Social Services "Olga 

Scobeleva"  
Nina Gargova 

2015/20 NGO ( International) Bulgaria 

Member of the team for evaluation of quality 

standards of children with no parental care 

(Quality4Children)  and Bulgarian Helsinkee 

Committee project for children in corrective 

institutions  

Jenya Ivanova 

2015/21 NGO (BG) Sofia / Plovdiv Regional Manager community social services  
Alexander 

Malinski 

2015/22 NGO (International) National Director of FICE International 
Donika 
Kraleva 

2015/23 National Sofia Know-how center 
Elen-Mitova 
Ivanova 

2015/24 Presidency Sofia 
Advisor to the President of Bulgaria-Rossen 

Plevneliev  

Deyana 

Kostadinova 

2015/25 State (home) Sofia 
Home for Medico-social care for children - Dom 

Maika I Dete, Sofia. Two staff members 
R.I./M.K.  

2015/26 Regional Sofia 

Center for Social and Health services 

"St.Paraskeva"( 2 stuff members )( driven by 
Foundation for Our Children) 

Anonymous 

2015/27 Regional Plovdiv 
Center for Social Support ( driven by Foundation 
for Our Children) 1 stuff member 

Anonymous 

2015/28 Regional Debelec Center for Social and Health services Debelec Anonymous 

2015/29 Regional Varna Foster Care Families (2) Anonymous 

2015/30 Regional Ruse Foster Care Families (2) Anonymous 

2015/31 Regional National/Vratza 

Deputy Minister of Youth and Sport/ Actual 

Mayor of Vratza ( ex-resident of state home 
institution) 

Kalin 

Kamenov 

2015/32 Regional National Foundation "Podarete Kniga" 
Blagovesta 
Pugova 

2014/33 UK London 
Official reviewer of the British child protection 

system 
Eileen Munro 

2014/34 UK/EU London  Chief Executive of Lumos 
Georgette 

Mulheir as the 

2014/35 EU Brussels Commission coordinator for the rights of the child Margaret Tuite  

2014/36 UK/EU London Policy Officer and Regional Team Manager  Ines Bulic 
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2015/37 EU/BG Brussels 
DG Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion- 
Bulgaria/ Structural Funds  

Kiril Kiriakov 

2015/38 EU Brussels 
DG Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion- 

Bulgaria  

Aurelio 

Cecilio 

2015/39 UK London 
Director of the Bulgarian Abandoned Children 
Trust – UK-based charity  

Siobhain 
Santry 

2015/40 
International 
Organization 

Brussels Partnerships Manager at UNICEF 
Michaela 
Bauer 

2015/41 EU Brussels 
Legal officer at EC DG internal markets and 

services (edited the toolkit for independent living) 
Silvio Grieco 

2014/42 IO Brussels Secretary General "Euro Child" 
Jana 

Hainsworth 

2014/43 EU Brussels 

Policy Officer Social Inclusion, Social Policy 

Aspects, DG Employment Social Affairs and 

Inclusion 

Marie-Anne 
Paraskevas 

2014/44 Government/ FR Paris 
Chef du département de l'Union européenne et des 

organisations multilatérales 

François 

Gorget 

2014/45 EU Paris 
Représentation en France de la Commission 
européenne 

Gaëtane 
Ricard-Nihoul 

2014/46 IO Paris President of the Foundation "La voix de l'enfant" 
Martine 

Brousse 

2015/47 Local Sofia Children from institutions Dinko,Mihaela 

2015/48 Local London 

Two women whose children were taken away 

from by state authorities and put in institutional 

care 

Anonymous 

2015/49 EU Sofia 
Director of the Representation of the European 

Commission in Bulgaria 
O. Zlatev  

2017/50 Bulgaria Brezovo 
Director of the Home for Children deprived of 

Parental Care ―Roza‖ 
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Appendix 3 - Interview Guides 

Preparation of the question grid 

Key informant face-to-face interviewing is employed in order to obtain information 

from the representatives of the selective organizations. All the interviewees were presented 

with set of both closed and open-ended questions divided in five categories. Participants are 

asked to:  

 firstly, present themselves, describe their responsibilities and role in the 

deinstitutionalization process as well as their goal in the implementation of the 

process in practice;  

 secondly, to list a variety of challenges they face and who they identify as their 

main partners and/or adversaries; and then precisely to describe in which phase of 

the deinstitutionalization they focus on and what are the necessary steps that need 

to be taken for the reform to be successful (in regard to the specificity of their 

mission); 

  third, group of questions are related to public action- the role of national and 

international partnership in relation to child care services; the way EU and UN 

directives influenced the process and the impact of the reform in the field;  

 Fourth, interviewees are asked to critically evaluate the reform in the present 

moment describing the right preconditions for the successful implementation of 

state/European policies (interaction done by national government together with the 

EU/UN (Unicef) and other international organizations (LUMOS));  

 Fifth, the questions guide the actors to define recommendations for the successful 

implementation and ultimate goals of the reform and in what time framework that 

would be possible. In addition, the respondents were encouraged to add whatever 

information they regarded as relevant.  

The usage of this grid proved to be extremely useful in the analysis of our data. It gave 

us ground to compare very different actors in various settings influencing the dynamics of the 

reform of the deinstitutionalization. The fact that we tape-recorded the interviews helped us 

capture all different details my interviewees give. In the process of analysis we realized that in 

some situations what they mention the least turned out to be what interests us the most.  
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Acknowledging the fact, that my personality and the setting of the interviews could influence 

the details we get , we complimented our data with observations.  

 

Course and specificities of the interviews 

Interviews with adults lasted between an hour and three hours depending on the context 

(office, domestic, or public environment). Interviews with children (from 5 to 18 years old) 

were quit shorter: 40 min on average- those children who were living in orphanages (12 in 

total from 2 orphanages) were interviewed in groups in random order. In order to obtain my 

meetings we prepared individual letters in Bulgarian language explaining the topic of my 

research, where we lead it and how we need their cooperation in order to obtain enough 

information for the synchronization of the reform among the variety of actors and help them 

objectivise their impact. We did not plan to hide our identity but remained neutral in our 

opinion over the subject so we can predispose the interviewees and obtain as much 

information as possible without them feeling judged. Our aim is to see the impact of European 

policies over childcare through the prism of the different actors and thus we present the utility 

of our interviews as a platform for participants where they can express doubts and fears as 

well as pride and satisfaction from their work in relation to the reform. The invitation letter 

for the interviews is sent beginning of November 2013 while the actual interviews took place. 

throughout 2014 and 2015.  

 The individually taken 50 interviews were conducted in different location and took an 

average time of 1.30 minutes. The interviews were tape recorded for our own use accepts in 

cases where permission was denied. All invitations were accepted and in cases where the 

person was not available we were directed towards another possible representative of the 

same institution. Due to the sometimes limited amount of time spent in London or Brussels 

sometimes we had to lead more than one interview per day which created some difficulties 

related to appropriate time slots for all parties, travel expenses and ability to concentrate and 

remain attentive throughout two/once even tree interviews in a roll. The order of the 

interviews was constructed on random principle depending on the availability of participants 

and my mobility in the different cities.  
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SAMPLE 1: INTERVIEW GUIDE /GENERIC/ 

 Present yourself / the organization you present 

What do you do? What are you responsibilities/capacities? What are your goals? 

How would you define the deinstitutionalization reform? 

 

 Challenges / Solution 

Who are your partners? Who are your adversaries? How and with whom do you 

negotiate? What type of actors should be involved? What kinds of solutions have you 

found so far for those obstacles? At what stage are you now- what are the necessary 

steps that need to be taken for the reform to be successful?  

 

 Public Action / Partners 

National / International partnerships? Do you follow any EU / UN directives? Who 

finance your projects? Who do you aim to get involved from the public sphere 

(municipalities / schools / NGO‘s government etc)  

 

 Evaluation 

What do you expect to happen so that the reform (your project) works? What are 

the right preconditions for the successful implementation of the reform? Which 

actors need to do what? How do you evaluate the interaction done by the national 

government, the EU / UN (Unicef) and other international organizations (Lumos etc)? 

 

 Results 

Define what are the ultimate goals of the reform? In what time framework? 
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SAMPLE 2: PROFESSOR EILEEN MUNRO (London School of Economics and Political 

Science) 

1. The Munro Review of child protection: A child centred system ―What helps 

professionals make the best judgments they can to protect a vulnerable child ‖  

- What was the purpose of the report? How is it different from other reports? 

- What was the research method that you used?  

- Could you please elaborate why did you use the system theory approach?  

- How is it different from other methods used so far? 

- Would you say that this method can be applied to other areas of public policy?  

- What are the steps that follow? 

2. What is the main shift in child protection that one observes today in the UK?  

- How would you define the role of the different actors involved in the decision 

making process and its implementation (state agencies, social workers, 

NGO‘s) ? 

- How does a state ensure coordination between those actors and their activities? 

-  How can we achieve a cost-effectiveness of targeted investment in children?  

- Is there a shift from reactive to  a preventive approach? To what extent risk 

assessment in the UK is accurate?  

3. Do you think that there is confusion in the role of the state in child protection? To 

what extent the Individual autonomy (UK) is against the idea of children as public 

good (France)  

4. What is the role of the European Union over the formation of the UK policy of child 

protection? To what extent can we talk about European child protection system? 

Could there be an European method of child protection? 
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SAMPLE 3 : INES BULIC: Policy Officer and Regional Team Manager Coordinator of the 

European Coalition for Community Living 

1. You were advising the European Commission (DG EMPL and DG REGIO) on the use 

of SF in Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia:  

- How does an adviser for the commission prepares himself- how did you 

became an expert on those three countries? 

- What is your feedback from that experience? 

-  What are the main differences and similarities between the three countries? 

- Do you think that since than progress has been made? Are there any practices 

from which we can learn for the new member states?  

 

2. Common European Guidelines and toolkit of the usage of structural funds  

3. Could you tell me more about the European Expert Group on the Transition from 

Institutional to Community-based Care (EEG): 

- who are the members;  

- what is the decisions making process;  

- what were your goals? 

- How would you describe the challenges that you have met throughout 

the process? 

- What is the evaluation method you are using?  

4. Deinstitutionalization=social innovation. How does the deinstitutionalization reform 

affect child protection policies?  
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Appendix 4 - Data sources Figure 2 

 

Figure 2: Estimated numbers of children in institutions in selected countries:  

1. R Johnson, K D Browne and C E Hamilton-Giachritsis,‖Young children in institutional care at risk of harm‖, Trauma Violence and Abuse, 
7: 1–26, 2006 

2. H Ghosheh, Children in Residential Institutions: Egypt, Lebanon and Morocco, Save the Children UK, 2001 

3. http://lib.ohchr.org/HRBodies/UPR/Documents/Session1/MA/UNICEF_MAR_UPR_S1_2008anx_Annex.pdf 

4. UNICEF, Child Protection Information Sheets, UNICEF: New York, 2007 

5. Browne et al, Evidence-based Training to De-institutionalise Care Services for Young Children, Centre for Forensic and Family 
Psychology, University of Birmingham, and Nobody‖s Children Foundation, Warsaw, 2003 

6. UNICEF, Key Information on Child Protection, UNICEF Latin America and Caribbean Regional Office, 2007 

http://www.unicef.org/lac/Key_info_on_Child_Protection(1).pdf  

7. http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=84582 

8. A Dunn and J Parry-Williams, Alternative Care for Children in Southern Africa: Progress, challenges and future directions, UNICEF: 

Nairobi, 2008 

9. G Powell et al., Children in Residential Care: The Zimbabwean experience, UNICEF and the Ministry of Public Service, Labour & Social 

Welfare: Zimbabwe, 2004 

10. DEPSOS, Save the Children and UNICEF, „Someone that Matters‖: The quality of care in childcare institutions in Indonesia, Save the 
Children UK: Jakarta, Indonesia, 2007  

11. http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=74073  
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Appendix 5 - Data sources Figure 3 

 

 

Figure 3 Percentage of children in institutions with one or both parents alive, in selected countries 

1. K Paine and Subah-Belleh Associates,‖Situational Analysis of Children Orphaned by AIDS and Children made Vulnerable by 

HIV/AIDS in Liberia 2005: A report for the Government of Liberia and UNICEF‖, 2005 

2. G Powell et al., Children in Residential Care: The Zimbabwean experience, UNICEF and the Ministry of Public Service, Labour & Social 

Welfare: Zimbabwe, 2004 

3. http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=84582 

4. K D Browne, C E Hamilton-Giachritis, R Johnson and M Ostergren,‖Overuse of institutional care for children in Europe‖, British 

Medical Journal, 332, 485–487, 2006; R Carter, 2005; D Tobis, Moving from Residential Institutions to Community Based Social Services in 

Central and Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union, World Bank, 2000 

5. Brazil Report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005, http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/45c30b780.html [accessed 4 Mai 

2012] 

6. DEPSOS, Save the Children and UNICEF, „Someone that Matters‖: The quality of care in childcare institutions in Indonesia, Save the 

Children UK: Jakarta, Indonesia, 2007 

7. Save the Children in Sri Lanka and Save the Children Canada, Research Project on Children in Institutional Care: the status of their rights 

and protection in Sri Lanka, 2005, http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=84582 

8. Afghanistan Country Report to the Second International Conference on „Children & Residential Care: New strategies for a new 

millennium‖, Stockholm (2003)  
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Appendix 6 - Number of Children in Residential Institutions 1955 

  



 

 

Vera Radeva – The impact of the European Union in the transformation of child protection policies – Theses IEP de Paris – 2018 341 

 

Note: This table understates the total number of children who reside in residential 

institutions. It is based primarily on data gathered by UNICEF
654

 on children in public care. 

According to UNICEF (1997) children in residential institutions include ―children in 

permanent and temporary residential care (various types of infant and children‘s homes, 

including boarding schools for children without a parental guardian); [and] children with 

severe disabilities in health facilities, although in some countries this includes children with 

less severe disabilities in full or part-time care ... Children in punitive institutions are 

excluded in most instances.‖ These data also generally exclude children who attend boarding 

schools or sanatoria and are in the custody of their parents. 

a. It is difficult to determine a precise total because no database covers all countries of 

the region, there is no standard methodology for counting institutions and children, country 

classifications of children by level of disability are increasingly arbitrary, and some 

residential institutions have inflated the number of children on their rosters to increase 

government funding for those institutions. 

b. According to WHO (1978), about 10 percent of the population in each country has 

disabilities. 

c. Data are for 1998. 

d. Data are for 1994. 

e. Data are for 1992. 

f. The aggregate number of institutionalized people with disabilities in countries for which 

data are unavailable was estimated using the same percentage (60.8 percent) of people with 

disabilities among all institutionalized children in countries for which data are available. 

  

                                                 
654

 UNICEF 1997, 1998b; Albania General Administration of Social Services 1998; Armenia Ministry of 

Education and Science 1998b. 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/280658-1172671461088/MovingFromResTobis.pdf 
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Appendix 7 - Additional Parts of the Methodology  

The interview with the Foundation for Our Children was scheduled in the office of the 

organization responsible for the support and creation of foster care services in Sofia. In order 

to prepare for our meeting and direct me towards the right person from the team, the secretary 

of the foundation asked for a sample of the groups of questions in advance. Couple of days 

later I was directed towards the Manager of the Foster Care Center - Mr. V. I.. Although 

initially I was in contact only with Mr. V.I., on the day of the interview another representative 

of the foundation - Mrs. M.T. – Team Leader Centre for Foster Care - welcomed me
655

. 

Despite this last minute change for which I was not informed in advance the interview went 

very smooth while both of them followed the five groups of questions breaking the answers in 

regard to their competences. 

Since this thesis aim to follow the impact of the European adjustment process and 

directives over national actors, interviews with international agencies and their Bulgarian 

partners were extremely important and relevant for the purpose of this analysis.  

Representatives of international level non-governmental organization proved to be very 

cooperative and with the majority of them the contact was easy and the communication 

continued even after the interviews via e-mail. 

In order to enlarge our spectrum and perceive the nuances of international influence, we 

tried to get in contact with some of the oldest and most influential organizations involved in 

the development of child welfare policies and implementation of the deinstitutionalization 

reform in Bulgaria since 1990‖s (Unicef; World Bank; Lumos;) as well as some of the 

smallest newly established international NGO‘s active on the field. Accept in the case of 

Lumos, we had contact directly (and only) with the national representatives of the 

organizations, and the interviews were conducted in Bulgarian. Since most of those actors are 

very interrelated and cooperate in different European and national strategies, previously to the 

interviews we had to research specificities of their roles (state advisors, donors etc.) and 

redirect our questions accordingly. Overall interviews lasted on average 2.30h and were all 

tape-recorded. Three organizations were chosen as representatives of major external advisors 

to the Bulgarian Government in the formulation of the national strategy for 

                                                 
655

 r. Ivanov has asked his college to assist the interview since he had an unpredicted meeting in an hour. 
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deinstitutionalization in 2007: UNICEF
656

, the World Bank
657

, and Lumos
658

. Aware that they 

represent very powerful institutions with their own financing mechanisms and policy agenda 

that were not dependent on the sate (and other partnerships with BG or international NGO‘s), 

the actors were quite confident in their answers. While there are some evidences of huge 

discrepancies among the priorities of this actors and the state, none of them was willing to 

discuss or elaborate over the subject (explained in detail in the analytical part of the research). 

In that context, we felt that the answers were overall explicit but quit controlled.  

The only actor who was previously informed for our research and which we managed to 

observe in two different settings (Sofia and London) is the UK non-profit organization Lumos. 

Our previous contact with G.M. - the chief executive of Lumos UK in the headquarter of the 

organization in London (February 2011) somehow gave us bigger credibility in front of the 

national representative Mrs. R P. who received me in her home city Plovdiv little before 

Christmas holidays (Dec 2011). Mrs. P. was very explicit and extremely cooperative in her 

explanations throughout the interview. However, she kept asking a lot of questions related to 

our work/life which were not necessarily important for the purpose of our meeting. In order to 

remain on topic we had to politely redirect her attention towards the groups of questions. 

Although interesting, such talkative behavior prolonged the interview to 3.00h.  

The interviews led with state representatives from the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Affairs, Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education and their respective agencies followed 

the same format of semi-directive questions and were not recorded following inside security 

procedures of the Ministries. Previously to the interviews we were informed that the meetings 

could not last more than an hour due to their tight schedule. The limited amount of time made 

the ambiance of the interviews a bit more intense and answers quit rapid. All interviews were 

conducted in the conference/or office rooms in the Ministries itself and in order to access the 

buildings and pass a security check at the entrance, we were issued a day pass (since the 

interview was previously scheduled via e-mail a month in advance that was not an issue). 

Interviews taken with actors from the national level proved to be some of the hardest once in 

terms of openness and critique of the present situation. 
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 Represented by M. H. Social Services Officer  
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 Represented by P. P. Senior Operations Officer 
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 Represented by R. P. CEO Lumos 
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The contribution of UNICEF, the World Bank or Lumos and the ways in which they 

combine international experience with the Bulgarian context become crucial for the objective 

positioning of Bulgaria among other European members. However, their cooperation with 

other Bulgarian non-governmental organizations is not well defined and thus we had to 

remain objective to hear the opinion of Bulgarian experts whose voice turned out to be less 

powerful, and quit pessimistic. The national NGO‘s chosen for the purpose of this research 

were all created in the past ten years either through the adaptation of international 

methodologies by Bulgarian experts or as followers of state priorities. For instance, Child and 

Space association has been created in Bulgaria as a result of investigative interdisciplinary 

French-Bulgarian project ―To Grow Up Without Parents‖
659

 which has a significant impact on 

the structural reform of the Ministry of Health concerning the transformation of Mother and 

Child homes in the period 1998-2004. The interviewee Mrs. V.B. is a licensed psychologist 

Head of Programs in the Association and a former director of the State agency of Child 

Protection. The profile of Mrs. B. was not an exception. All of the experts we met from 

Bulgarian NGO‘s have rich experience in both the government and non-governmental sector. 

Those interviews represented an enormous interest for my research since like Mrs. B., all of 

the interviewees proved to be extremely competent and shared detailed chronological facts of 

the reform since 1989. The tone of the interviews was very emotional and full of personal 

judgements that were dictated by the fact that the people interviewed were personally 

involved (as psychologists and/or state control agents) in the closure of national social care 

homes across the country (Mogilino for instance). Despite this, responses remained on topic 

for all of the presented groups of questions. The conversation was recorded and lasted 2.30h 

because of often telephone and door rings, which she had to answer. 
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 "To Grow up without Parents" project covered the period 1998-2004 with the support of "MDM", 

Bordeaux, France, "Child and Family Development" foundation, Bulgaria, The Interdisciplinary Center for the 

Child`s professional organization and The French Institute in Sofia. 

 


