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Glossary

Term | International Definition

Adoption | The legal and permanent transfer of parental rights and
responsibilities for a child. Adoption is the establishment of legal
ties between two persons who may not be blood-related, one of
them usually a child deprived of parental care. Through adoption,
one or two persons become legal parents of a child, permanently
acquiring all the corresponding rights and responsibilities.
Usually, adoption has to be declared by a judicial body:.

Alternative care | Where the child’'s own family is unable, even with appropriate
support, to provide adequate care for the child, or abandons

or relinquishes the child, the State is responsible for protecting
the rights of the child and ensuring appropriate alternative care,
with or through competent local authorities and duly authorized
civil society organizations. It is the role of the State, through its
competent authorities, to ensure the supervision of the safety,
well-being and development of any child placed in alternative
care and the regular review of the appropriateness of the care
arrangement provided.?

Best interests of | One of the four core principles of the Convention on the Rights
the child | of the Child (CRC), Article 3.1 - in all actions concerning children—
whether carried out by public or private social welfare institutions,
courts of law, administrative authorities, or legislative bodies, the
best interests of the child must be a primary consideration. The
concept of the child’s best interests is flexible and adaptable. It
should be adjusted and defined on an individual basis, according
to the specific situation of the child or children concerned, taking
into consideration their personal context, situation and needs. For
individual decisions, the child's best interests must be assessed
and determined in light of the specific circumstances of the
particular child. For collective decisions - such as by the legislator
- the best interests of children in general must be assessed
and determined in light of the circumstances of the particular
group and/or children in general. In both cases, assessment
and determination should be carried out with full respect for the
rights contained in the CRC and its Optional Protocols.?
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Child protection
system

Child
vulnerability

Family-based
care (formal)

Foster care

Gatekeeping

Certain formal and informal structures, functions and capacities
that have been assembled to prevent and respond to violence,
abuse, neglect, and exploitation of children. A child protection
system is generally agreed to be comprised of the following
components: human resources, finance, laws and policies,
governance, monitoring, and data collection as well as protection
and response services and care management. It also includes
different actors - children, families, communities, those working
at sub-national or national level and those working internationally.
Most important, are the relationships and interactions between
and among these components and these actors within the
system. It is the outcomes of these interactions that comprise the
system.*

Child vulnerability is the outcome of the interaction of a range of
individual and environmental factors that compound dynamically
over time. Types and degrees of child vulnerability vary as these
factors change and evolve. Individual factors contributing to
child vulnerability stem from cognitive, emotional and physical
capabilities or personal circumstances, for instance age, disability,
a child's own disposition or mental health difficulties. They can

be invariable, such as belonging to an ethnic minority or having
an immigrant background, or situational, such as experiencing
maltreatment, being an unaccompanied minor or placed in
out-of- home care. Environmental factors contributing to child
vulnerability operate at both family and community levels. Family
factors include income poverty and material deprivation, parents’
health and health behaviours, parents’ education level, family
stress and exposure to intimate partner violence. Community
factors are associated with school and neighbourhood
environments.’

A short- or long-term care arrangement agreed with, or
ordered by, a competent authority, whereby a child is placed

in the domestic environment of a family whose head(s) have
been selected and prepared to provide such care, and who are
financially and non-financially supported in doing so.°

Situations where children are placed by a competent
authority for the purpose of alternative care in the domestic
environment of a family other than the children’s own family
that has been selected, qualified, approved and supervised for
providing such care.’

In the context of alternative care: Systematic procedures aimed
at ensuring that alternative care for children is used only when
necessary, and that the type of care provided is suitable to the

individual child.? .
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Institutional | In the context of alternative care: Residential care where residents
care | are isolated from the broader community and/or compelled to

live together; Residents do not have sufficient control over their
lives and over decisions that affect them; and the requirements of
the organization itself tend to take precedence over the residents’
individualized needs. Size is an important factor when developing
new services in the community: smaller and more personalized
living arrangements are more likely to ensure opportunities for
the choices and self-determination of service users and to provide
a needs-led service.?

Kinship care | Family-based care within the child’s extended family or with
close friends of the family known to the child, whether formal or
informal in nature.’®

Lex Ukraine laws | Lex Ukraine laws are a package of government bills that outline
implementation of the European Union’s (EU) Temporary
Protection Directive (TPD). They are the national legal framework
for providing assistance for refugees from Ukraine. TPD holders
can benefit from access to public health insurance, education, the
labour market and additional assistance, such as social benefits.™

Migrant | An umbrella term, not defined under international law, reflecting
the common lay understanding of a person who moves away
from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country
or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and
for a variety of reasons.’

Prevention | In the context of alternative care: Prevention includes a wide
range of approaches that support family life and prevent the need
for the child to be placed in alternative care, in other words to be
separated from his/her immediate or extended family or other
carer.’

Refugee | The 1951 Refugee Convention determines that a refugee is
someone who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country
of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.™

Residential care | Care provided in any non-family-based group setting, such as
places of safety for emergency care, transit centres in emergency
situations, and all other short- and long-term residential care
facilities, including group homes.™

Separated child | Children who have been separated from both parents, or from
their previous legal or customary primary caregiver, but not
necessarily from other relatives. These may include children
accompanied by other adult family members.'®
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Social exclusion | There is no universally agreed definition or benchmark for social
exclusion. Overall, social exclusion describes a state in which
individuals are unable to participate fully in economic, social,
political and cultural life, as well as the process leading to and
sustaining such a state."”

Social inclusion | The process of improving the terms of participation in society for
people who are disadvantaged on the basis of age, sex, disability,
race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or economic or other status,
through enhanced opportunities, access to resources, voice and
respect for rights. Thus, social inclusion is both a process and a
goal.™

Social service | Paid and unpaid, governmental and non-governmental,
workforce, | professionals and paraprofessionals, working to ensure the
including child | healthy development and well-being of children and families.
protection | The social service workforce focuses on preventative, responsive
workers | and promotive programmes that support families and children
in communities by alleviating poverty, reducing discrimination,
facilitating access to services, promoting social justice and
preventing and responding to violence, abuse, exploitation,
neglect and family separation.™

Unaccompanied | A child who has been separated from both parents and other
child | relatives and is not being cared for by an adult who, by law or
custom, is responsible for doing s0.%°
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Acronyms

CRC | Convention on the Rights of the Child
CRPD | Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
EU | European Union
GBV | Gender-Based Violence
KACPU | Regional Assistance Centre for Help to Ukraine
MoEYS | Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports
MoH | Ministry of Health
MoI | Ministry of the Interior
MoJ | Ministry of Justice
MoLSA | Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs
NGO | Non-Governmental Organization
OSPOD | Authority for the Social and Legal Protection of Children
UASC | Unaccompanied and Separated Children
UN | United Nations
UNHCR | United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF | United Nations Children's Fund
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Executive summary

In 2022, UNICEF commissioned an assessment of the Czech child protection system
under a joint workplan signed with the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA). This
assessment examined how the child protection system supports children and families in
vulnerable situations, with a particular focus on how it supports the significant number of
refugee children from Ukraine who have come to the Czech Republic since the start of the
war in February 2022. The initial assessment took place between January and June 2023
and involved a literature and legislative review, as well as primary data collection including
focus groups and 43 key informant interviews. The information gathering was guided by
the following key questions:

What are the main components of the country’s child protection system for Czech
children and refugees from Ukraine?

How effective is the Czech Republic’s child protection system, including during the
influx of refugees from Ukraine?

How can the Czech Republic’s child protection system be strengthened to better
support migrant and refugee children and families, including refugees from
Ukraine?

How can the Czech Republic’s child protection system be strengthened to better
support vulnerable Czech children and families?

The recommendations stemming from the primary data collection were validated in
three round table events in Prague, Brno and Ostrava by representatives of UNICEF,
MOoLSA and selected members of the child protection system. In 2024, the initial analysis
was supplemented with an additional desk review, including of good practices in the
Czech Republic and elsewhere and relevant reports, action plans and strategies. All this
has informed the recommendations on how the Czech child protection system can be
strengthened. This report has been reviewed by representatives of MOLSA and their
feedback has been integrated in this final draft.

Situation analysis?!

The Czech child protection system

For the past two decades, the Czech government has been actively discussing and
planning to unify and reform the child protection system. While national strategies and
action plans outline necessary steps to achieve these goals, implementation has been
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slow and limited. The child protection system continues to be strained by significant
fragmentation of governance, legislation, data collection, collation, analysis and

use, as well as of budgets and funding streams. A lack of clear definitions, roles and
responsibilities and standardized practices, guidance and regulation leads to discrepancies
in service quality and availability across regions, districts and municipalities.

The Czech child protection system relies heavily on alternative care - meaning the removal
of children from their families. In 2019, only 10.8 per cent of the budget for the system

of care for children at risk went to preventative services. While the proportion of children
in family-based care has improved significantly since 2009, reduction in the number of
children in institutional care has been slow. In 2021, 7,801 children in the Czech Republic
were living in institutions, while 20,659 children lived in family-based care.

Despite increased efforts to combat social exclusion, results have been limited. Children
from socially excluded groups, particularly Roma children, children with disabilities, and
refugee and migrant children, face higher risks of exclusion from mainstream education,
overrepresentation in alternative and institutional care, and poverty.

Response to the arrival of refugees from Ukraine

The Czech Republic has welcomed over 615,000 refugees from Ukraine since the onset

of the war in February 2022. As of September 2024, there were 377,162 refugees from
Ukraine in the country, with children representing approximately 25 per cent of this
population. Refugees from Ukraine were eligible to the same provisions as other applicants
for international protection and holders of asylum. Additionally, under the Lex Ukraine

laws introduced in March 2022, they benefit from entitlements when granted temporary
protection.

The term ‘unaccompanied child’ is defined in legislation. However, 'separated child’ is

not. Following the 2024 re-registration, the Ministry of the Interior (Mol) estimates that
approximately 1,352 refugee children from Ukraine, aged 0-15 (2.1 per cent of children
aged 0-15) are unaccompanied and separated children. The Mol does not track the
number of unaccompanied and separated children aged 15-18 because by law children in
this age group can re-register for temporary protection on their own and are not required
to provide information about their guardian. These young people were provided with
accommodation, and they had a right to humanitarian benefits. Social workers consider
Ukrainian children aged 15 years and older to be at particular risk, as they are often not
enrolled in Czech schools and may be working. In November 2023, the Mol estimated that
approximately 30-50 minors from Ukraine were arriving without their parents each month.

Recommendations

The overarching recommendation is to prioritize implementation of the current national
action plans and strategies relevant to child protection and to address any remaining gaps
in upcoming action plans and strategies.
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Step 1: Unifying the child protection system

Reach agreement over unification of the child protection system under one ministry
and outline the steps and responsibilities involved in transitioning responsibility in a
roadmap. Ensure buy-in from all ministries involved and develop a communication
strategy to inform stakeholders at all levels of the child protection system, as well as
the public, of the change.

Step 2: Defining national standards and roles

Reach agreement among the relevant representatives with decision-making authority
from all levels of government on nationally standardized definitions of terms,
governance, coordination and partnerships, roles and responsibilities, and minimum
standards and protocols.

Step 3: Prioritizing prevention of unnecessary separation and promoting family-based care

Align standards, guidelines and protocols across all service segments and address
identified gaps to ensure that children are raised in their own families whenever
possible (or in family-based care if in their best interests). This commitment should
become the practical reality in all social service and child protection work. These
standards, guidelines and protocols should also cover universal and preventative
services, strong gatekeeping to alternative care, commitment to a move towards
family-based solutions, and involvement of families and children in decision-making
on anything from case management to service design.

Step 4: Attaining social inclusion

Take proactive measures to address the stigma and prejudices regarding socially
excluded groups. Build professional capacity to encourage social inclusion, ensure
services are available and accessible in socially excluded areas, and monitor and
enforce adherence to non-discrimination legislation.

Step 5: Making the child protection system responsible for all refugee children

Ensure that all refugee children - not only unaccompanied ones, but also those who
are accompanied or separated - are assessed by the Authority for the Social and
Legal Protection of Children (OSPOD). Provide capacity building for frontline workers
to support refugee children and recognize their vulnerabilities. Create a rapid
response plan that enables the child protection system to scale up quickly to provide
support in case of an influx of child refugees.

Step 6: Building capacity

Ensure that the child protection system - and particularly preventative services - has
the necessary staffing, training and financial and material resources necessary to
provide required services and support. Develop a roadmap based on a gap analysis
to ensure sufficient capacity.

Step 7: Developing the framework to support the reform decisions

Enable and support the implementation of all the decisions, strategies, action plans
and transitions that came out of the previous recommendation steps through
legislation, budgets, data collection and monitoring and evaluation systems.
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Introduction

The Czech Republic’s current policies and national strategies demonstrate commitment
to constantly improve and strengthen the child protection system. This dedication is a
valuable asset in ensuring that the rights of children are upheld in accordance with the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which the Czech Republic has ratified.

In 2022, to support the Czech government’s efforts to strengthen the child protection
system, UNICEF commissioned an assessment of the Czech child protection system
under a joint workplan signed with the MoLSA. This assessment examined how the child
protection system supports children and families in vulnerable situations, with a particular
focus on supporting the significant number of refugee children from Ukraine who have
come to the Czech Republic since the start of the war in Ukraine in February 2022.

Methodology

The initial assessment took place between January and June 2023, comprised a literature
and legislative review, along with primary data collection including focus groups and 43
key informant interviews. The assessment framework can be found in Annex I, interview
template in Annex II, and list of participants in Annex III. The information gathering was
guided by the following key questions:

* What are the main components of the country’s child protection system for Czech
children and migrant/refugee children, including Ukrainian refugees?

* How effective is the Czech Republic's child protection system, including during the
influx of refugees from Ukraine?

* How can the Czech Republic’s child protection system be strengthened to better
support migrant and refugee children and families, including refugees from Ukraine?

* How can the Czech Republic’s child protection system be strengthened to better
support vulnerable Czech children and families?
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Most interviews were conducted in person with representatives of national, regional and
municipal governments and with civil society organizations in Prague, Brno, and Ostrava.
Additional online interviews took place in the Olomouc, Pardubice, Central Bohemian, Usti
and Liberec regions. Three focus groups were held in Prague, Brno and Ostrava with non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) supporting refugees from Ukraine.

The interviews and round tables provided valuable insights into the overall functioning

of the child protection system. Much of the discussions centred on the response to the
refugees from Ukraine, as the influx of refugee children placed particular pressure on the
child protection system. Insights from these interviews appear throughout the report, with
the situation analysis of protection of refugee children from Ukraine particularly drawing
on respondents’ perspectives. Representatives of UNICEF, MoLSA and selected members
of the child protection system validated the recommendations from the primary data
collection in three round table events in Prague, Brno and Ostrava.

In 2024, the initial analysis was supplemented with additional desk review, examining good
practices in the Czech Republic and elsewhere, along with relevant reports, action plans
and strategies. These findings have informed the recommendations for strengthening the
Czech child protection system. Finally, MoLSA reviewed this report, and their feedback was
integrated into this final draft.

This report consists of two parts. The first provides a situation analysis, offering a brief
overview of the Czech child protection system’s strengths and challenges, and examining
its response to the arrival of refugee children from Ukraine. The section on strengths and
challenges covers eight areas: governance, legislation, administrative data, monitoring and
evaluation, child welfare - including universal services, family support and child protection,
and alternative care - capacity and resources, social inclusion and participation.

The second part of the situation analysis examines the response to the arrival of refugee
children and families from Ukraine, describing general provisions for migrant and refugee
children, the arrival of refugees from Ukraine, the protection of refugee children from
Ukraine and unaccompanied and separated children from Ukraine.

As the targeted audience of this report - decision-makers who shape the Czech child
protection system and stakeholders advocating for strengthening the system - is familiar
with the system'’s workings, the situation analysis provides a summary that serves as a
rationale for the recommendations rather than a detailed description. The second part of
the report presents recommendations in seven steps for implementing long-discussed
reforms: unifying the system, defining national standards and roles, prioritizing prevention
of unnecessary separation and family-based care, attaining social inclusion, making

the child protection system responsible for all refugee children, building capacity and
developing the framework to support reform decisions.
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1. Strengths and challenges of the
Czech child protection system

In 2023, the Government of the Czech Republic approved a policy statement emphasizing
its commitment to strengthening family support and preventative services. The
government pledged to prioritize children growing up in families rather than institutions
and to support the strengthening of the foster care system. The government also
committed to unifying the alternative care system (currently under five different ministries)
under MoLSA's mandate and management to end the fragmentation of system and
enhance its efficiency.?

The Czech Republic has a long history of child protection, evolving in different forms under
different political circumstances, which remains a valuable asset to this day. Before 1948,
the country had a well-developed foster care system.? However, under communism (as

in many other communist countries), social work was abolished and institutional care
became the primary approach to addressing challenges related to children.?* This stands
in contrast to Western European countries, many of which began transitioning towards
family-based care models and away from large-scale institutions in the 1960s.2°

Like in other former communist countries, since returning to democracy, the Czech
Republic has re-established social work. However, transitioning away from the communist
legacy of institutionalization presents challenges beyond simply moving away from
institutionalization as the primary solution. There is a need to replace a system that

offers limited family support, pathologizes behavioural or developmental problems,

relies on a medical model of disability and lacks inclusivity in community-based

services and mainstream schools. These inherited characteristics have led to continued
overrepresentation of children with disabilities in residential alternative care across the
region despite other signs of progress. The Czech Republic has made some advances:
children with disabilities are increasingly moved out of large-scale institutions, however
they do not yet typically end up in families.?¢ The number of children under three years old
in institutions has decreased, and from 1 January 2025, no child under three years old can
be placed in an institution.?” There has also been a gradual decrease in institutionalization
of children with challenging behaviour.?®

In 2021, 141,455 families were registered with child protection authorities, this includes
cases of guardianship conflict.2? Approximately 3,000 children per year are removed from
their families.®® In 2021, 7,801 children were living in institutions, and 20,659 were living in
family-based care.?” More detailed statistics appear in the alternative care section.

1.1 Governance

Five ministries share responsibilities for oversight, funding and regulation of child and
family support and protection: MoLSA, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports
(MOEYS), the Ministry of Health (MoH), Ministry of Justice (MoJ) and the Ministry of the
Interior (Mol). MoLSA holds primary responsibility for monitoring the rights of the
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child, the rights of persons with disabilities, social and legal protection for children and
social services. The majority of children in institutions fall under MoEYS, which regulates
educational institutions while MoH regulates institutions for children up to three years old.

MoJ oversees courts that issue orders for removing children from their families and placing
them in alternative care, both institutional and family-based, and can remove parental
rights. Children with disabilities and children up to age three may be placed in institutions
through a voluntary contract with the parents without a court order, though this requires
approval from OSPOD. Mol coordinates public administration and crime prevention and is
responsible for the refugee response.®

The complexity and fragmentation of the child protection system, combined with lack

of definitions and insufficient communication and coordination between different parts,
emerged as a major challenge in the interviews and focus groups. This issue also appears
predominantly in various studies, concluding observations of the Committee for the CRC*
and in the reports from the Council of Europe,** with recommendations to address it.*

The Social Inclusion Strategy 2021-2030 includes improved cooperation and coordination
between different levels of government and non-profits in social and family policy as one of
its objectives.

Figure 1, below, provides a simplified overview of the Czech child protection system’s
governance across different ministries and levels of government. Although the model
shows clear lines and boundaries between responsibilities and entities, these are much
more blurred in practice. As the National Strategy for the Protection of Children’s Rights
2021-2029 states:

“Horizontal and vertical fragmentation and complexity of the system, unclear
competencies and responsibilities between individual managers. The individual
components of the system fall under the responsibility of various ministries [...]
and under various levels of public administration. It involves different approaches
to management, rights and needs of the child, methodological management and
financing.”
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Figure 1:3¢ Simplified overview of the governance structure of the Czech child protection system.
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Efforts to unify the social and legal protection of children under one ministry have been
ongoing for decades. Government Resolution No. 1078 initiated this process in 2007, but
this was not implemented.?” This long history of discussion and planning without tangible
changes has led many stakeholders to question whether reform is possible, a scepticism
expressed in several interviews and focus groups.

The lack of clearly defined responsibilities, effective communication, coordination among
different actors, and uniform standards and methodologies has serious consequences.

It creates significant differences in service quality and types of services provided across
different regions, districts and municipalities,® resulting in inequality. Whether a child’s
right to family life is upheld depends on where the child lives and what legislation happens
to be applied to their situation. Those providing services and making decisions face
additional burden trying to navigate what rules to apply, what methods to use and non-
standardized communication channels.?* Where coordination and cooperation work well, it
tends to be informal and rely on personal contacts.* This was reinforced by the interview
respondents, particularly in regard to the response to the influx of refugees from Ukraine.
The 2022 Government Policy Statement acknowledges this challenge:

“The growing differences between Czech regions represent a major challenge to our
whole society. The place where a citizen lives must not fundamentally affect that person’s
quality of education, access to health care, transport services and digital connectivity.”!

1.2 Legislation

International framework

The Czech Republic ratified the CRC in 1993, with all the optional protocols, as well as the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2007. Both conventions
enumerate the child's right to family life. The CRC states in Article 3 that:

“State Parties undertake to ensure the child such protection and care as is necessary for
his or her well-being, taking into account the rights and duties of his or her parents, legal
guardians, or other individuals legally responsible for him or her, and, to this end, shall
take all appropriate legislative and administrative measures.”

The same article also states that the best interests of the child shall be a primary
consideration.

The Committee on the CRC's concluding observations to the Czech Republic have criticized
the fragmentation of governance and legislation in the child protection system. They have
also emphasized the need to make greater efforts towards social inclusion.*?

In 2004, the Czech Republic joined the European Union (EU). As a Member State of the

EU, the EU Convention on Exercise of Child Rights, the EU Strategy on the Rights of the
Child, the EU Pillar on Social Rights, the Union of equality: Strategy for the rights of persons
with disabilities 2021-2030 and the European Child Guarantee are all applicable in the
country. All these EU standards emphasize children’s right to grow up in a family. Slow
progress in social inclusion and complaints against the Czech Republic to the Committee
of the European Social Charter have resulted in ongoing monitoring by the Commission of
Human Rights of the Council of Europe.*®
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National framework

The Act on Social and Legal Protection of Children No. 359/1999 (Protection Act) serves as
key national legislation for child protection, covering the parts of protection and support
for children and their families that fall under MoLSA.* The Protection Act No. 359/1999
and the role of MoLSA are supported by the Regulation No. 473/2012 Coll. on the
implementation of some provisions of the Act on Social and Legal Protection of Children.*
Also relevant to MoLSAs responsibility regarding child protection are the Act on Social
Services No. 108/2006, the Civil Code No. 89/2012,% the Act on State Social Support No.
117/1995% and the Act on Material Needs No. 111/2006 .*8

MoEYS's responsibility for child protection, including institutional care with educational
support, falls under two acts: Act No. 561/2004 on Pre-school, Basic, Secondary, Tertiary
Professional and Other Education (the Education Act)*® and Act No. 109/2002 Coll. on the
performance of institutional education or protective education in school establishments
and on preventive educational care in school establishments (the Educational Institutions
Act).”® The MoH regulates institutions for children under three years old through the Act on
Healthcare Services No. 372/2011.%

The Committee on the Rights of the Child operates under the Government Council

for Human Rights and could conduct child rights’ assessments of legislation. However,
while the Committee is regularly consulted concerning draft legislation, there is no legal
requirement for such consultation.>? The merits and some of the practical drawbacks of the
laws mentioned will be discussed in more detail in relevant sections of this report. Here,
first, a look at some of the overarching challenges with the legislative framework.

Analysis of the legislative framework

The fragmentation of child protection governance under multiple ministries creates
complexity, but even issues under a single ministry may be subject to multiple laws, leading
to further fragmentation. This creates confusion for both service providers and service
users, as different pieces of legislation sometimes establish different rules for operation,
financing, reporting and supervision.>®* Rules may also differ between state-provided
services and those offered by NGOs,** leading to discrepancies in service types and
quality.>®

Most legislation broadly outlines responsibilities and services without providing specific
details or definitions. An example of a situation where there might be a presumption

that someone else has the responsibility to handle something, with a risk of it then not
being done by anyone, can be found in the Act on Social Services Nr. 108/2002. The lists
of responsibilities given for municipalities in 8 94 and for regions in 8 95 have a significant
overlap, without definition of the difference in responsibilities at different levels.

The National Strategy for the Protection of Children’s Rights 2021-2029 addresses the
issue of eligibility and the limitation of Section 6 of the Protection Act No. 359/1999, by
stating that it:

“..does not focus only on vulnerable children in the sense of Section 6 of Act No 359/1999
on the social and legal protection of children, but also on potentially vulnerable children
(for example due to social or health disadvantages).”®
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The current government aligns with the Minister of Labour and Social Affairs’ long-held
position that fundamental revision of care for at-risk children is needed, focusing primarily
on preventive and supportive measures. MoLSA representatives are preparing a Regulatory
Impact Assessment and developing principles to develop a new law for child protection
and family support,®” consulting with other relevant departments. This legislative reform
aims to address the key systemic shortfalls in the national child protection system and
respond to the Committee on the CRC's October 2021 recommendations.®

The Act on Municipalities No. 128/2000 presents another example of unclear
responsibilities. Despite municipalities’ role in executing social and legal protection of
children, the Act only broadly refers to “[Municipality] attends to the fostering of conditions
for the development of social care and to the satisfaction of the needs of its citizens,”
without clearly defining these responsibilities regarding social protection and child and
family support.®

Aside from the complexity of having several laws apply to the same issue with different
rules, interview respondents highlighted the difficulties arising from frequent amendments
to existing laws. For example, one respondent said:

“If the law on social legal protection is amended every year, and before a person learns
it, it is put into practice and has an impact, then it is already known that there will be
another amendment and this is repeated quite often.”°

Another respondent observed:
“Of course, as each law is amended several times, it becomes less and less clear.”™’

This feedback from respondents indicates intersecting challenges of not receiving enough
information and guidance coupled with not having enough time to get used to one
amendment before having to make changes again. These challenges stand in the way of
proper implementation as they can demotivate the relevant stakeholders to try to keep up.

The legislation’s general tone seems to set the state and parents and children on opposite
sides. By using terms like faults’ in parental approaches,® ‘defect in the child’s behaviour’®
and ‘corrective measures’ towards parents,® the government portrays struggling families
as 'defective’ at best and criminally negligent at worst. Similarly, the Educational Institutions
Act No 109/2002 uses language focused on identifying and correcting ‘behaviour
disorders’ and 'negative phenomena’ without acknowledging that there are underlying root
causes that require attention.

This adversarial approach can have counterproductive effects. When families are treated as
being ‘at fault’ and 'in need of correction’, they are less likely to cooperate and more likely
to become defensive, focusing on avoiding what they may perceive as punitive scrutiny and
measures. This approach fails to recognize that most parents try their best, but current
circumstances or unresolved trauma may affect their ability to manage childcare or even
their own lives.®> Similarly, challenging behaviour in children typically indicates trauma or
unmet needs.®®

A more effective approach would be to recognize that parental approaches and child’s
behaviour often signal a need for supportive intervention. This would help families to
overcome obstacles to handling situations appropriately, rather than treating them as
inherently problematic.
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1.3 Administrative data

MoLSA publishes an annual report on the implementation of social and legal protection

of children.®” However, in its National Strategy for the Protection of Children’s Rights,
MoLSA acknowledges “that due to the current method of reporting, these data may not be
completely accurate.”®

The national respondents for the Czech Republic in the DataCare project by Eurochild and
UNICEF - which gathered information on data collected on alternative care in European
countries in 2020-2021 - cited the “scope of monitored data” and “longevity of monitoring”
as strengths of the Czech data collection on children in alternative care.®® However, they
and many others have identified several weaknesses in the system. Issues regarding
administrative data and monitoring mechanisms have been repeatedly highlighted in
various reviews of the Czech child protection system and by interview respondents.”® The
system lacks a standardized, clearly defined list of indicators on the continuum of care
under child protection for which data are systematically listed and reported. There is no
digital system interconnecting different departments and levels of government, which
leads to delays in receiving information, lack of access to information, and inaccuracies that
can be difficult to verify. Information sharing between different sectors occurs according
to legislative rules that are not always clear or aligned, and there are no data sharing
agreements across all parts of the child protection system. While some data are publicly
available, others are hard or impossible to access or may only be collected on an ad hoc
basis. Data dissemination is limited by sectoral legislation and the EU's General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR). Furthermore, although social exclusion is monitored, related
statistics on it are not disseminated due to concerns about the credibility of the region they
apply to.

§ 94 of the Act on Social Services No. 108/2006 requires municipalities to research social
service provision needs in their territory. However, this does not always happen in practice.
For example, research shows that municipalities often do not collect data on how many
families with children are in need of housing. This represents a significant gap, as an
external study shows that 83,000 people in 54,000 households in the Czech Republic are in
serious housing need. These households include 9,600 families where 20,500 children are
growing up.”" Without data on this and other issues, municipalities are unable to provide
targeted support to prevent situations from worsening.

An example of the challenge of lacking standardized, clearly defined indicators, mentioned
above, is seen in the National Plan for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities for Persons
with Disabilities 2021-2025. The plan's indicators for objectives and measures are
ineffective as they focus mainly on whether or not certain actions took place. For indicators
to serve as effective monitoring tools, they must identify concrete evidence that actions
not only occurred but achieved their intended outcomes. The absence of clear, effective
and standardized indicators and standardized protocols for data collection, management,
analysis, protection and dissemination across all sectors is a significant barrier to effective
monitoring of systems and to effective decision-making at all levels.

There is a strong call for developing a digital, interconnected system. The National Reform
Programme of the Czech Republic (2024), developed as part of the European Semester
and released in May 2024, commits to digitalizing public administration, which could
encompass integrated digital case management and data collection systems.”> The
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programme also mentions a Unified Information Data Collection System for electronic
data collection to support evidence-informed decision-making. Two interview respondents
pointed out that while legislation has provided a framework for an IT system for the child
protection system since 2013, this has not yet been implemented.

1.4 Monitoring and evaluation

The lack of accessible, accurate and comprehensive data impacts the ability to monitor and
evaluate the quality of support and protection offered to children and their families. This

in turn, affects the effectiveness of policymaking, planning and programming, as decisions
and designs lack an evidence base. Much like other aspects of governance, the monitoring
system is fragmented and divided across different ministries, with little coordination and
no unified approach or standardized procedures for monitoring and evaluation. Some child
protection services are not regulated by laws and have no binding quality standards to
inform what needs to be monitored.” Until recently, there had not been a comprehensive
accountability framework for the entire child protection system to monitor. However,
starting 1 July 2025, the law establishing a Children's Ombudsperson came into force. The
implementation and impact remain to be seen.

The main benchmarks currently used for monitoring and evaluating child protection
services are the quality standards defined in legislation. These standards focus on
infrastructure, staffing and quantitative work output criteria, without examining quality
of the work and the outcomes of the support and services provided. A focus on meeting
criteria during inspection may actually lead to deteriorating work quality. Moreover,
some criteria can be fulfilled on paper without reflecting a benefit to children and their
families, risking making inspection a tick-box exercise. With only 52 inspectors for the
whole country checking compliance with child protection criteria, around two-thirds of
inspections happen in response to a complaint rather than as routine monitoring, due to
lack of capacity. The current monitoring approach does not assess whether the budget
is used cost-effectively.” This issue was also highlighted in interviews; for example, one
respondent noted:

“..and that is why we are happy when, for example, the inspection from the municipality
comes and actually goes to see the performance of the person and actually sees the
progress of the user. [...] it would be enough to simply reformulate the performance in
some way, so that it is not about numbers, but about the direct work, so that’s one of
those things that actually bothers, I think, all social workers and all non-profits, and we're
trying to fight against it in some way, so that they do some kind of evaluation step.””*

The Social Services Act No. 108/2006 requires providers of social services to set up a
complaint mechanism and the Protection Act No. 359/1999 requires the same from
authorized persons. There are provisions that a person making a complaint cannot be
penalized for making the complaint and that the service provider is required to act on the
complaint and to inform the person making the complaint of actions taken. If the person
with the complaint feels they cannot go to the provider or is not satisfied with the outcome,
they can go to those regulating the service provider or to the Office of the Ombudsperson.
However, there are no statutory time limits within which a complaint must be dealt with.”®
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1.5 Child welfare system

Child welfare consists of an array of provisions, services and support needed to uphold
children’s rights and enable them to thrive. This includes universal services, targeted and
specialized services that prevent unnecessary separation of children from their family
through family support and child protection. When such support proves insufficient to
ensure a child's safe upbringing within their family, alternative care becomes an option.
This section describes all these aspects, while Part 2 of the report discusses how these
different elements of support and protection for children and their families should
interconnect, as illustrated in Figures 4 and 5 in Step 3.

The National Strategy for Protection of Children’s Rights 2021-2029 states:

“The most effective way to protect children from abuse and neglect is prevention. If
adequate services are provided to vulnerable families at the right time, child neglect and
trauma can be prevented. At the same time, it is important to educate the general public
about the needs of children and their fulfilment (including work on attitudes, prejudices,
etc.).”

However, currently, services that prevent situations where children cannot grow up safely in
their own family — which fall under social services - appear to be treated as ‘add-ons’ to the
‘real’ system of social and legal protection for children. This is illustrated by the absence of
legislation requiring relevant authorities to create preventative services as needed. Instead,
there exists a system of ad-hoc, short-term subsidies supporting some services developed
and provided by civil society.”” Indeed, only 10.8 per cent of the budget allocated to the
continuum of services for children and their families goes to preventative services.”® As a
result, there is no minimum range of services available and guaranteed to be accessible

to the entire population, and the system appears to focus mainly on dealing with the
consequences of family crises as opposed to preventing them.”®

Universal services

A fragmented and poorly coordinated approach has led to significant differences in
availability and quality of a range of services that could prevent the need for alternative
care in different regions.t? Notably, a lack of available services and support can cause
families to become socially excluded.?” Government strategies, action plans and interview
respondents frequently mention that daycare, kindergartens, free school lunches, social
housing, paediatricians, non-institutional mental health services for children and health
care at a reasonable distance are not sufficiently available or accessible in all locations.®
Yet, these universal services are needed by all children and families to cope and thrive.
They also form the core of the European Child Guarantee, which aims to combat and
prevent child social exclusion by guaranteeing them access to free early education and
care, free education (including a healthy meal), free health care, healthy nutrition and
adequate housing.®?

Education

The Education Act No. 561/2004 guarantees free basic and secondary education. The Act
also covers education for children with special education needs, including free provision of
special textbooks and compensatory teaching aids. It guarantees adapted communication
through sign language, braille script or other means, teaching assistants and special
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classrooms in mainstream schools, though the latter two require permission from the
regional authority. However, capacity to provide adapted materials and communication
support is not always available. Furthermore, while legislation, policy and strategies
provide opportunities for inclusive education, there is no obligation to prioritize supported
education in mainstream settings for children with disabilities. When ‘inclusive education’
is mentioned, it typically refers to children who are socially excluded or who show risky
behaviour rather than children with disabilities.®

The Social Inclusion Strategy 2021-2030 mentions:#

“The quality of pre-school and primary education helps to reduce social disparities
and, in contrast, poor quality of widely available education deepens these disparities.
The improved quality of pre-school and primary education is an effective measure to
significantly reduce the costs of future social policies. Investing in quality and widely
accessible initial education constitutes huge savings of future social spending.”

Health care

Under Decree No 70/2012 Coll. on preventive examinations, a system of preventative
health checks covers children from birth to age 19.%6 General practitioners and dentists
conduct these checks, aiming for early diagnosis of health problems and preventative
health care, including vaccinations. Public health insurance covers these checks.®’
Additionally, the strategic framework for health care has announced pilot projects including
mother and baby units, child mental health and psychosocial education in the education
system.® These universal services enable early identification and intervention, preventing
unnecessarily worsening of conditions and added strain on families.

Housing

The lack of social housing availability, and increased difficulty for certain socially excluded
groups to access available housing, directly affects efforts to prevent children from
unnecessarily entering alternative care. While the Civil Code Act Nr. 89/2012 explicitly states
that poverty and housing cannot be sole reasons for removing a child from their family, this
principle is not always honoured in practice. For example, when Roma families are forced
to move out of dilapidated buildings, they may face separation due to lack of alternatives,
with women going to shelters (either with their children or the children being placed in
children’s homes) and men moving to other hostels.®

The Ministry of Regional Development passed a law on housing support in July 2024.°° The
law focuses on those at highest risk of losing housing, namely families with children and
the elderly. It offers municipalities evidence-based tools for addressing housing situations
and is projected to reduce state budget costs associated with the housing shortages.”’

Social work is unlikely to achieve positive outcomes unless a family already has a basically
stable foundation, meaning secure housing and a regular income. This is due to the
ongoing high stress levels created by the absence of a stable foundation. Therefore,

the combination of insufficient social housing and a lack of proactive targeting of

social benefits hinders desired family outcomes. A lack of clear definitions of roles and
responsibilities creates an additional barrier to achieving this targeted approach.®?
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Family support and child protection

At the end of 2021, child protection authorities had registered 141,455 families, including
cases of guardianship conflict.®® Annually, around 2,500 cases of domestic violence in
families with children are recorded.®* Over the past eight years:

“44 children died in families because of violence, 799 children had permanent health
consequences, over 15,000 needed the care of a psychologist and 3,229 children were
placed in institutional care due to violence in the family. 22% of Czech children witness
violence between their parents.”

In 2021, 358 projects applied for the ‘Rodina’ grant, which supports NGOs' preventative
services for families. MoLSA supported 285 projects, with total funding of CZK 139.4
million.*®

Family support

Family support comprises targeted and specialized services that not all families need but
that aim to alleviate challenges and stressors experienced by families to prevent them from
escalating into crises where the family can no longer adequately care for their children.
These challenges may include poverty and physical and mental health challenges requiring
community-based interventions or therapies.

Preventative family support services mainly fall under the Act on Social Services No.
108/2006. However, due to a lack of capacity - discussed below - in practice even the
services outlined in legislation are not always available. The lack of legal regulation, with
clear definitions, rules of operation, reliable funding streams and monitoring mechanisms
also impedes the development of a comprehensive, reliable, range of preventative
services for children and their families.”” This is compounded by limited definition of the
responsibilities and competency requirements for the people involved.?®

In practice, family needs rarely fit into the separate categories of health, education, social
assistance or social service systems. Families often face complex combinations of different
needs that lie at the intersection of two or more systems.” Moreover, approaches to
increasing family resilience appear reactive to symptoms, emphasizing mediation, stable
housing and predictability. While these elements are important, there is no mention of
identifying and addressing the root causes of the crisis and addressing those.'®

In cases of family dysfunction, trauma is very often the root cause behind negative coping
skills and challenging behaviour in both parents and children. Without addressing this
underlying trauma, intervention may provide only temporary relief, with new problems
emerging soon after or the family members being seen as uncooperative.

The tendency in legislation, policies, strategies and action plans to use language implying
parental and/or child culpability in crisis situations may contribute to the low priority
given to preventative services. For example, children missing school is framed as neglect
on the part of the parents at best and as a crime at its worst.'" The right and obligation
to compulsory education are placed above other rights such as the right to family life,
and sometimes enforced through repressive measures and institutionalization.’®> When
family problems are viewed as ‘their fault’, conscious or unconscious bias may reduce the
willingness or sense of urgency to provide support.'®
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Since § 971 of the Civil Code Act Nr. 89/2012 mentions explicitly that poverty is an invalid
reason for removing children from their families, measures to address poverty and

to prevent separation because of it are crucial. In 2017, the risk of income poverty for
households with children was 9.6 per cent, slightly above the national average, with higher
risks for two parent families with three or more children at 17.4 per cent and single parent
families at 31.4 per cent.”® Among Roma communities in 2015, 77 per cent of adults and
85 per cent of children were at risk of poverty.'®

There are several financial benefits available to support people, including families, with
low income or extra expenses.'’ These include state social support,'”” benefits for
material needs,*® benefits for disability'® and maintenance allowance for a young person
leaving alternative care - in the form of a one-time lump sum payment''® or a repeated
allowance.™

The Protection Act No. 359/1999 provides the right to free basic social work counselling.
The Act requires social services to be provided in a way that preserves the dignity and best
interests of the service users. There is a particular shortage of specialized services that
are not residential, so called ‘outpatient’ services.”? Government documents, studies and
interview respondents consistently identify several critical gaps in service provision. These
include comprehensive and intersectoral coordinated rehabilitation services for persons
with disabilities.' Additionally, there is insufficient childcare for children with disability to
offer parents respite and/or to enable them to enter the labour market."™ The system also
lacks adequate community-based services for autistic children,® as well as community-
based therapeutic support for adults and children with alcohol or substance abuse or
other addictions.™®

Despite limitations, improvement in community services have contributed to decreasing
the number of children with disabilities living in institutions from 1,063 in 2009 to 497

in 2017. This impact is demonstrated by lower institutional admission rates in regions
with greater availability of community-based services to support families.”” However, the
narrow definitions in legislation restrict the development and sustainability of innovative
family support and separation prevention initiatives.”® The call for a network of minimum
guaranteed services is found in almost all strategies as well as in the interviews.

Gatekeeping

In the Czech Republic, removing children from their parents requires a court decision.
When a child faces significant danger to life or well-being, OSPOD must immediately
petition the court for the removal and placement of the child. On submission of the
petition, the court must make a decision without delay."" While this theoretically provides
a gatekeeping system, some interview respondents noted that there are no standards or
criteria for judges to assess children’s needs and ensure an alternative care placement is
only made if in the child's best interests. Instead, children’s outcomes depend on judges’
own interpretation of the different laws that might be applied to a case.™®

Moreover, not all alternative care placements occur through court decisions. Of children
in institutional care under MoLSA's responsibility in 2022, 491 were placed through

court decisions and 1,039 through voluntary contracts between the parents and the
institution.’" Additionally, as illustrated by the Committee on the CRC'’s 'Views adopted by
the Committee under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child
on a communications procedure, concerning communication No. 139/2021" different
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courts sometimes issue opposing rulings, citing different legislation. In this case, the
Committee on the CRC determined that the final decision in the case to place the two
children in an institution violated their rights under the Convention and constituted “an
unlawful or arbitrary deprivation of their liberty.”

Legislation does not explicitly mention the need for gatekeeping mechanisms to prevent
unnecessary separation of children from their families. The Social Inclusion Strategy
acknowledges:

“There is a persevering problem of cases where children are placed outside the family
environment for illegitimate reasons (e.qg. to ensure the child’s education, even after

the children have completed compulsory schooling, due to “educational problems” or
unspecified “neglect”, which, however, works as an umbrella term for a bad financial and
material situation or housing deprivation of the family, etc.).”

As part of the partial reforms in 2012-2013, a gatekeeping strategy was implemented.
This was successful in increasing the number of children in foster care compared to in
institutional care. However, it hardly reduced the number of children in institutional care
and did not gatekeep on separation.'*

The state views removal of a child from a family in challenging circumstances as a ‘neutral’
solution to the benefit of the child.'? This perspective disregards the fact that removing

a child from their parents is an inherently traumatic experience for the child, even if the
child is removed from a situation where they are in serious danger."?* It also overlooks
the impact that this has on the child’s brain development and ability to form healthy
relationships, effects that can last throughout their lives. These harmful impacts are even
greater when children are placed in institutions rather than family-based care.'” A lack of
supportive services early in childhood, particularly if this lack leads to removal, can have
long-term effects that are handed down from generation to generation.'?®

Late identification of and response to children at risk of abuse, neglect or other
circumstances threatening their safety and well-being presents another challenge. This
appears largely due to a lack of capacity, a lack of coordination between different sectors
and a lack of available services. While municipalities have primary responsibility for
implementing the social and legal protection of children, capacity constraints mean some
tasks are only carried out on paper.'?’

Additionally, legislation lacks clear definitions of grounds for removing children from
families. Standardized definitions are essential to distinguish situations of poor housing or
poverty - which alone cannot be grounds for removal - from genuine neglect of a child.
For instance, at what point does ‘lack of parental competence’ constitute neglect? The
Protection Act No. 359/1999, Section13a (2) (b) mentions the concept ‘without adequate
care’ but does not define what constitutes adequate care. In order to provide consistent
support, a concept like this should be accompanied by a standardized definition of
‘adequate care'.'?®

Alternative care

Each year, around 3,000 children are removed from parental care.’” The most commonly
recorded reasons are lack of parental competence or neglect, combined with the unstable
social, economic and housing situation of the family.”® As in other areas, alternative

care suffers from fragmentation and lack of coordination and collaboration between
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relevant actors. This results in children with multiple or intersectional challenges being
moved from one facility to the next because none of the facilities are equipped to provide
comprehensive care and support that meets their various needs.'

The National Strategy for Protection of Children’s Rights 2021-2029 mandates:

“In cases of forced departure of a child from her own family, substitute family care
should be used primarily. Family reintegration (unless it is not in the best interests
of the child) should be the main goal in the case of removing a child from parental
care.”

Similarly, the Civil Code No. 89/2012 states in § 958 that: “Foster care takes precedence
over the care of children in institutional care.” However, other legislation and policy
documents directly related to alternative care do not explicitly state a requirement to
prioritize family-based care. While family-based care has grown over the past decade, there
have been no clear strategies or a push towards moving away from institutional alternative
care. Institutional care remains a main pillar of the alternative care system, despite decades
of research showing that it produces the worst outcomes for children and is the almost
always the most expensive alternative care option. Table 1 gives an overview of the average
cost per month per child of different types of child protection interventions.

Table 1 Average costs of public budgets per child and month by type of intervention (data for 2016).7%

Facility type Cost per child/month (CZK)

Field work with family 7,249
Family-based care (foster care) 19,984

Institutional care (average of the different types)
‘ : 44,570
including:

Children’s homes 36323

Orphanages with school 54,422

Juvenile correction institutions 74,203

Children’s homes for children under three years of age 55111
Home for persons with disabilities 27,690

Facilities for children requiring immediate assistance 22,800

Diagnostic institutes 69,103
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According to UNICEF's white paper on foster care, evidence from Eastern Europe reveals
that institutional care’s higher costs compared to family-based care are not driven by
higher spending on meeting children’s complex needs. Instead, significant funding goes

to high administrative costs and overheads, with between one-third to half of institutional
staff not working directly with the children.”? This is illustrated in Table 1, where monthly
cost of care for children in homes for persons with disabilities - a group typically having
particularly complex care needs - being the second lowest of all forms of institutional care.

Discussion of alternative care system reforms have been taking place since 2006, but with
little effect on reducing the number of children entering alternative care, particularly
institutional care.'* Tables 2 and 3 provide available data on children in alternative care
in the Czech Republic in 2021, in institutional and family-based care respectively. The
placement of children with disabilities in institutions alongside adults raises concerns.
For example, one institution for persons with disabilities has a targeted age range of 6 to
40 years old."®

Table 2: Children in institutional care in 2021

Responsible

. . 136
Institutional care type Data from 2021 Percentage Ministry

6,446 children
Educational institutions (including young adults 82.6% MOEYS
on contractual stay)

Institution for children in need

: : : 429 children 5.5% MoLSA
of immediate assistance
Institutions for children < three 518 children 6.6% MoK
years old
Homes for people (children : .
and adults) with disabilities Sl - Jlgn
Total 7,801 children 100%

Table 3: Children in family-based care

Family-based care type Data from 2021'% Percentage Responsible
Ministry

Care by Another Person 4,534 children 21.9% MoLSA

Foster Care 12,351children 59.8% MoLSA

Temporary Foster Care 538 children 2.6% MOLSA

Personal Guardian Care 3,236 children 15.7% MoLSA

Total 20,659 children 100%
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Family-based care

Not all children removed from their families are successfully placed in foster care by
competent authorities. This relates to foster carers’ preferences and wishes, as well as
ineffective strategies for recruiting people interested in caring for children with more
complex needs. Consequently, children with disabilities or mental health issues, school age
children, and children who have experienced severe trauma through abuse typically enter
institutions rather than foster families.’*® The Czech Republic currently lacks specialized
or professional foster care - a category where the foster family is officially employed and
receives training and support to enable them to care for children with greater challenges
or special needs.’™ There is also no provision for foster families to share child care with
the family of origin or help build the capacity of the child’s parents to care for them. Foster
care is seldom used in urgent crisis situations unless it is for children under the age of two.
Instead, institutions for children in need of immediate assistance appear to be the default
provision used in urgent situations.'

While a partial reform of the foster care system between 2012-2013 increased foster
parent numbers, interest in becoming foster carers has declined since 2015. By 2021,
the number of applicants had dropped by more than 60 per cent, particularly for short-
term foster care.'! The process of matching children in need of foster care with suitable
foster parents faces an additional obstacle: there is no national register for either of
these groups. Once foster parents have been fully assessed and prepared, they may wait
extended periods for placements.'#?

Foster carers receive certain government benefits, with contributions amounting to

CZK 59,400 per foster family per year, or one-twelfth of that monthly while the agreement
continues, according to the Protection Act No. 359/1999, Section 47. Additional benefits
ensure foster carers can meet children’s needs.'* Benefits differ between mediated foster
carers and kinship carers.

Several factors hinder the full development of family-based care and its ability to replace
institutional care.'* A key challenge is the lack of coordination and continuity of protocols
and decision-making standards for working in family-based care. Foster families and

the children in their care lack ongoing support, while recruitment of new foster families
lacks systematic and continuous effort. The system is further fragmented because the
recruitment, selection and preparation of foster families each fall under different entities
with insufficient coordination between them. Additionally, there is a shortage of non-
residential psychiatric care,' though this is gradually improving with 30 mental health
centres currently in existence, including three specialized in youth care.™®

Institutional care

Although the current ratio of children in family-based care has increased compared

to institutional care since the 2012-2013 partial reforms, the number of children in
institutional care has only slightly decreased. Between 2001 and 2017, the number of
children in institutions dropped by 8 per cent (no equivalent analysis was found for the
years since 2017). However, due to population decline during this period, the number of
children in institutions per 10,000 children aged 3-18 remained 27. The change in ratio of
family-based to institutional placement is mostly attributable to the overall increase in the
number of children in alternative care.'’
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Children removed from their families in the Czech Republic still commonly enter
institutions. Children who are part of sibling groups are more likely to be placed in
institutions.™® The claim is that this to ensure their right to grow up together, but there
is no assurance that they will necessarily be placed in the same group or that contact
between them is facilitated if they are not. The Educational Institutions Act 109/2002
specifically says in § 4 that under exceptional circumstances siblings can be placed in
different ‘family groups’, without mention of their right to continued contact.

A study in the Moravian-Silesian region found that children in institutions stay an average
of seven months longer than those placed in temporary foster care.’ Once a child has
been placed in an institution, they are also less likely to be reintegrated with their family
than if they are placed in family-based care.”™® Although the Educational Institutions Act
109/2002 states in & 4 that children can live in so-called ‘family groups’ or ‘educational
groups' of four to eight children, suggesting a family-like environment, the description

of care remains institutional in nature. The Act does not require working towards
reintegration of the child into their family. Progress towards deinstitutionalization appears
to rely more on local initiatives and the personal commitment of individuals than on
government initiatives and strategies.’"

In a genuine attempt to ensure that children’s rights and their best interests are upheld
in the context of institutional care the various laws regulating institutional care have been
amended in recent years to include language along the lines of: ‘with due regard for the
child's interest and his or her further emotional, mental and intellectual development.">?
In the Regulations for Implementation the criteria for institutional care, in Annex III, there
is even a requirement to respect the child’s right to family life.”™* However, institutional
care does not and cannot respect the right to family life. Almost a century of research
demonstrates that institutional care is incompatible with meeting a child's psychosocial
needs and inevitably harms the child's development, regardless of intentions or care
quality.

Furthermore, research clearly shows that children in institutional or residential care

face higher risks of abuse, exposure to violence, isolation from the community and lack
of opportunities for secure attachment.’* These conditions constitute violations of
children’s rights and can therefore never be in the best interest of the child. Even small-
scale residential care has been shown to have poorer outcomes and be more harmful to
children’s development than family-based alternative care.’®

UNICEF's recently released white paper on boarding schools puts those facilities in the
same category as residential care. While the Czech Republic has few ‘boarding schools/,
most children in institutional care in the country reside in ‘school facilities' that fall

under MoEYS. While these children are placed by court order and not simply because
their parents are looking for education, it is notable that most of these institutions are
educational facilities. In addition, non-attendance of compulsory education is interpreted
as faulty behaviour of the child and/or as lack of competence of the parents and can

lead to removal of children and placement in institutions under MoEYS.™® While the

term 'boarding schools’ is rarely used in the Czech Republic, the concept as described in
UNICEF's white paper is relevant to the institutions under MoEYS. The paper notes that the
category of boarding schools encompasses more than traditional institutions, by listing
‘classical boarding schools" and ‘elite boarding schools’ among various facilities that fall
within its scope.
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Aftercare

Between 600-800 young people leave institutions every year upon reaching adulthood.™’
Other than a recurrent allowance of CZK 17,250,- per month or a one-off maintenance
allowances of CZK 28,750,- once,'® there is very little support for young people who leave
institutions or substitute families because they turn 18."*° This lack of support often results
in care leavers entering the social care system and as adult users of social services.™ For
example, research in Slovakia showed that mothers who had grown up in institutions were
52 times more likely to have their child removed than the general population, for fathers
this was 12 times more likely.”' Young people leaving alternative care are at significant risk
of poverty and social exclusion.'®?

1.6 Capacity and resources

While legislation entitles children and their families to various forms of support, providing
this support requires adequate capacity. This section examines capacity related to human,
knowledge and financial resources. The child protection system’s overall capacity to
respond to the needs of children and families in vulnerable or adverse situations relies on
several, critical, interconnected factors.’®® These factors include adequate staffing levels,
effective workload management, comprehensive workforce support and supervision,

and staff expertise and experience. Furthermore, the system'’s success also depends on
sufficient financial, material and technical resources.

Staff and workload

The social service workforce falls under two different laws: the Protection Act No. 359/1999
and the Act on Social Services No. 108/2006. Several respondents noted that because they
fall under different legislation, OSPOD's social workers, under social and legal protection of
children, earn less than social workers who work under social services, even though they
may do largely the same work. This leads to an understandable preference for working
under social services and great difficulty recruiting staff for social and legal protection,
which was confirmed by a study conducted between 2016 and 2022.'% One interview
respondent illustrated:

“..a lot of people used to apply for OSPOD, there were waiting lists. And today, when
people are missing, two people apply for the selection and both are completely
incapable. But [we are told] that OSPOD has to take them because there is no one else.
Then they toil and trouble with them there and then maybe they will leave anyway during
the probationary period.”%

In 2021, OSPODs of municipal authorities with extended powers employed 2,711 staff
members. These OSPODs are responsible for handling particularly complex cases, including
separation of children.'®® For general social work at the municipal level, there were 1,347
employees in 2022.'%” This combined number of employees is not sufficient to handle the
141,455 families who were registered with child protection authorities then.'®® The maximum
caseload officially allowed is 80 families for a social and legal protection employee and 40
families for a curator for children and youth who is responsible for supporting children

with challenging behaviours.’ This extremely high caseload does not leave any room for
intensive practical intervention, even before considering the additional administrative burden.
Determining a reasonable caseload is discussed in Step 6: Building capacity, in Part 2 of this
report.
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Beyond insufficient staffing numbers, high turnover creates additional challenges. This
leads to extra recruitment and training costs, loss of institutional knowledge, and affects
the children they work with. Children often do not know their social worker due to the
frequent changes, leading to a breakdown of trust.’® Nineteen of the 43 interview
respondents identified staff shortages as a major problem.

While each municipality serves as a '‘body for social and legal protection of children,

the vast majority of municipalities with basic powers do not have staff with social work
expertise. With 76 per cent of municipalities having 1,000 or fewer inhabitants, dedicated
experts in each location is unrealistic. However, 55 per cent of municipalities could
significantly strengthen their capacity through regular or emergency visits from expert
social workers providing practical support and guidance.'"

The ability of municipal and OSPOD social workers to provide practical support to families in
adverse situations is further hindered by the heavy burden of administrative tasks and bureaucratic
requirements. As mentioned previously, the fragmentation of the system and the current data
collection and monitoring approaches contribute to this administrative workload.'”?

Limited capacity for preventative services and early intervention means that intervention
often only occurs when a crisis situation is reached.””? At this point, required interventions
become more time consuming and expensive, with greater potential for poor outcomes
compared to earlier support. When staff constantly struggle to manage excessive
workloads, they lack capacity or incentive to consider cost-effectiveness or explore
potentially more beneficial solutions.”

Research by SocioFactor and interview findings highlight the issue of professional burnout
due to the excessive workload and insufficient staffing.'”® This can create a vicious cycle -
social workers burning out leads to fewer remaining workers who must handle additional
work, increasing their own burnout risk. The combination of severe staff shortages, high
burnout risk and poor remuneration directly contributes to OSPOD recruitment challenges.

Social services cover most of the preventative work and are handled mostly by NGOs. The
criteria for becoming a ‘charged person’, meaning a non-government entity authorized
and funded to provide services, are laid out in the Act on Social and Legal Protection of
Children No. 359/1999. Municipalities screen and authorize service providers before they
can become ‘charged'.® Social services also face severe capacity limitations and generally
only work with children already registered as needing social and legal protection.™”’

Continuing education and training

Studies and interview respondents indicate that the social service workforce lacks expertise
and competence for handling complex cases and working with families who are not
motivated to change, suggesting a need for skill development training.’”® The challenge

of uncooperative families is compounded by the fact that while for services under the
Protection Act No. 359/1999 it is possible to sanction parents who are unwilling to accept
them, this is not the case for services under the Social Service Act No. 108/2006.

The right and requirement for continued education of the social service workforce

is enshrined in legislation. However, legislation only stipulates the requirement that
employers develop individual education plans and arrange the required number of hours
of continuing education. There is no definition of what the training offered should cover
or what training options should be available at a minimum.'”® Many professional training
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courses are specifically designed to meet the minimum education requirement of 48 hours
per two years. Most courses are aimed at new social workers, with little advanced level
training available. Furthermore, managers are rarely willing to allow staff to attend further
courses once the minimum requirement of training hours has been fulfilled."®

Research identifies the lack of well-organized continued professional development as a major
gap. Limited quality and range of available training leads to social workers repeatedly taking
the same training or attending training they do not find useful in practice. Research also
indicates no evidence-base exists for determining what training would provide social service
workers with needed competency skills. These factors create the perception that professional
education is just a waste of time and an added burden to an overloaded schedule.®’

Various interview respondents noted that they were receiving ‘too much’ training and
highlighted the ‘burden of case conferences’. Though these issues highlighted by
respondents arise in different areas, they are connected. Professional training should
support and strengthen the social service workforce’s ability to handle their work.
Similarly, well organized and utilized case conferences should support and strengthen
case management as useful tools. Findings from the interviews indicate that this is not
currently the case. Training and case conferences, rather than being used effectively to
improve the social workers ability to deal with their cases, are treated as a 'tick box’ exercise
and therefore waste time. This suggests a need for training in organizing effective case
conferences. Additionally, the time needed for things like training, case conferences,
travel and paperwork are not considered when determining a reasonable workload and
maximum case load, leading to overburdening of the social workers.

Financial resources

Like the overall system of governance, funding for support and protection for children
and their families is fragmented. This stems from responsibilities falling under different
ministries and laws, and from different regulations and sources for various government
levels and non-governmental partners. This creates lack of clarity and transparency
about what is included in the child protection budget as a whole. Moreover, due to the
fragmentation, there is no specific budget item covering all of child protection in the
annual national budget. For example, municipalities pay for about seven to eight per
cent of the total public expenditure for child protection from their own budgets.'® The
Ombudsperson and local OSPODs have highlighted that insufficient financial and human
resources in the child protection system make the system unsustainable.’®*

The current budget allocation demonstrates significant inefficiency in resource use. In 2019,
just over CZK 14 billion was spent on support for children in vulnerable situations, with only
10.8 per cent allocated to preventative services while over 70 per cent was allocated to
alternative care (institutions and family-based care).’® Within alternative care, institutional
placements accounted for 29 per cent of children yet consumed 40.3 per cent of the

entire budget allocated for children at risk, revealing disproportionate spending on the

most expensive and least beneficial option for children. To further illustrate how expensive
institutional placements are: in 2017, the amount spent on average on one child in an
institution in the Czech Republic could have supported 19 children with community-based care.
Furthermore, for the cost of supporting one baby in a “baby home” (institution for children up
to three years old), 38 babies could have been supported with community-based care.® Table
4 gives an overview of the spending on preventative services and child protection.
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Table 4.7 Public expenditures on the system of care for children at risk 2019 by Macela (2023)

Area Amount Percentage
Public law protection of children ~ CZK 2,585,710,000- 18.25%
Preventative service CZK 1,536,590,000- 10.84%
Family-based care CZK 4,330,370,000- 30.56%
Institutional education CZK 5,716,220,000- 40.34%
Total CZK 14,168,890,000,- 100%

The way social services are funded through subsidies significantly impacts their capacity.
Rather than providing ongoing funding, these subsidies are awarded annually and are
not an entitlement. The subsidy is “for the performance of social work, with the exception
of social and legal protection of children” without offering separate subsidies or funding
to municipalities for these types of services.'® There are other forms of funding for child
protection services that fall under the Protection Act No. 359/1999. Providers of social
services compete for very limited resources, with little opportunity for introducing new
services, as the system of awarding subsidies is quite static. If innovative projects are set
up, this is generally with EU funding. However, this is usually project-based and does not
guarantee sustainability after the pilot phase.’®

The National Strategy for the Protection of Children’s Rights (2021-2029) highlights that
this is a skewed way to direct resources and that more money needs to flow to preventative
services, which are far more cost-effective.'® Currently, most resources address
consequences of insufficient early support and intervention for families.™"

1.7 Social inclusion

The government demonstrates strong awareness of social inclusion's importance and the
ongoing challenges. Despite longstanding commitments to address it and reduce the
number of families facing social exclusion, social exclusion remains a major issue. This
awareness is most clearly illustrated by the existence of the Social Inclusion Strategy, the
Roma Integration Strategy,'#? both covering 2021-2030, and the National Action Plan
for the Implementation of the Child Guarantee for the 2022-2030 Period," as well as by
inclusion of the issue in the National Strategy on Protection of the Rights of Children 2021-
20209.

The Social Inclusion Strategy states:

“Social inclusion should thus aim to enable everyone to fully enjoy their rights and
freedoms as full members of society, and to provide assistance and support to people
who are socially excluded or disadvantaged on the basis of their ethnicity, age, origin,
disability and other reasons, and to provide assistance and support in removing
restrictions and developing their personal potential. This also promotes the human
freedom of each individual to do everything that the law does not prohibit and to not be
forced to do anything that the law does not impose, while the restrictions must pursue a
legitimate aim and be proportionate.”*
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While legislation generally includes non-discrimination clauses, and the Anti-Discrimination
Act No. 198/2009 exists, simply stating prohibitions on discrimination or declaring
services available to ‘all children’ does not automatically lead to social inclusion. Success
requires both enforcement of legislation and addressing an often unmentioned factor: the
stigma and prejudice underlying discrimination against socially excluded and marginalized
groups. The families most at risk of facing social exclusion in the Czech Republic are Roma,
migrants or refugees and those with family members with disabilities. All three of these
groups are at higher risk of poverty, segregated education and encountering violence.™®
Roma and migrants or refugees are also more likely to live in poor quality housing and

in segregated areas that may hinder their access to good quality services and even
schooling.™’

Some legislative articles still support or encourage segregation of children who belong

to groups facing social exclusion. For example, § 2 of the Educational Institutions Act No
109/2002 considers lack of Czech language skills grounds for placing children in separate
groups. The same paragraph also enables the segregation of children with disabilities in
separate groups.

While some legislation and policy language may not explicitly promote exclusion, it could
reinforce existing biases. For instance, “to assist persons with overcoming their adverse
social situation and to protect the society against an occurrence of and spreading an
undesirable social phenomena” (8 53 Act on Social Services No. 108/2006): this overlooks
how stigma and systemic bias create social exclusion, suggesting that these persons
should put in an effort themselves and will be alright with some assistance. The phrase
about ‘protecting society against spreading undesirable phenomena’ can be interpreted
as combatting the spread of social exclusion. However, it can equally be interpreted as a
reinforcement of existing biases against certain non-mainstream cultural aspects that are
rejected by many due to prejudice against the group they belong to, which is a significant
risk. The Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe noted in her last report
that the government’s Policy Statement does not explicitly address the discrimination

of Roma. Furthermore, she emphasized the urgent need to address prejudice and hate
speech by public officials.™®

The Social Inclusion Strategy is the only strategy that does address the need to break
down stigma and prejudice. It states, “The aim is to find the tools to change attitudes and
use them to influence existing approaches in various policies.” The strategy acknowledges
that social work is a foundational tool for social inclusion emphasizing its preventative
nature and the need to ensure that social work helps prevent rather than increase social
exclusion.™

While the Strategy for the Education Policy of the Czech Republic up to 2030+

(Education Strategy) does not address the need to break down stigma through action or
accountability, it acknowledges prejudice’s effects: “Teachers at these schools often doubt
that pupils can achieve excellent educational results, and thus the quality of teaching
gradually declines.”?® A study by M. Kaleja, in 2015, showed that 96 per cent of teachers
believe that pupils from socially excluded backgrounds show signs of intellectual disability,
even though they do not have the qualifications to make such a diagnosis.?”'
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The Education Strategy also recognizes that:

“It is beneficial to society for many reasons if all children are educated together in high-
quality primary and lower secondary schools throughout their compulsory schooling.
This results in stronger social cohesion and civic engagement, as well as greater career
flexibility, which, among other things, reduces the future risk of unemployment.”

Children with disabilities

In 2018, there were 25,194 children in the Czech Republic receiving care contributions
due to disabilities.?? While MoLSA is responsible for monitoring of implementation of the
CRPD, as with other areas, different ministries and levels of government are involved and
coordination is not always adequate.?%

The care allowance provides an important buffer against poverty for families with a
member with disabilities. These families are at higher risk of poverty due to an increased
financial burden and greater difficulty in earning. However, rising living costs and support
service expenses have not been met with an increase in the care allowance. This can
increase the risk of separation and institutionalization when families cannot manage the
financial burden of caring for a child with disabilities.?

In the 2020/2021 school year, there were 114,108 pupils with special education needs in
primary schools, 77 per cent of whom were in mainstream classes. In the kindergartens,
there were 11,547 children with special education needs, 42 per cent of whom were
educated in mainstream classes.”® Since the 2016 amendment, the Education Act No.
561/2004 calls for assessment of the child and the development of individual educational
plans if the child does not perform as expected in school. However, neither this Act nor
the Statement on the education of pupils with special educational needs and gifted pupils,
requires prioritizing inclusive education in mainstream schools. Section 34 on pre-school
education states under (6) that whether a child with a disability is admitted to a nursery
school is left to the head teacher’s discretion, without providing criteria. This fails to
guarantee admission and makes decisions vulnerable to bias and discrimination.

The National Plan on the Promotion of Equal Opportunity for Persons with Disabilities
2021-2025 (Disability Plan) calls for a prioritization of inclusive education as well as for
collection of data on children with special education needs.?®® Actions include having
counselling centres work not only with children and parents, but also with teachers.
However, the Education Strategy makes no substantive mention of children with disabilities,
other than three instances of ‘also’ or ‘particularly for’ children with disabilities. Given the
various educational issues requiring action for this group, this represents a major concern.

Czech sign language is recognized as an official language,?” and children have the right
to be educated in it.2®® However, there is a shortage of teachers who are proficient in sign
language, and of qualified interpreters. 2% This shortage is compounded by an absence of
sufficient resources for training and mechanisms to verify teachers’ proficiency.?'?

A start has been made with the deinstitutionalization of children with disabilities, with
the support of international experts. In 2007, the government adopted the “Concept of
support for the transformation of residential social services into other types of social
services provided in the natural community of the user and supporting the social
integration of the user into society” to ensure the availability of community-based
services.?'" This attracted EU funding and led to the development of a wide range of
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outpatient and field social services that can support families and children in their homes 2"
Between 2009 and 2023, the number of children with disabilities in institutions has
decreased by more than 60 per cent.?'® However, after a steep decline in the number of
children with disabilities until 2018, the rapid reduction stopped.?'* Today, there are around
400 children with disabilities (aged 3 to 18) in 48 institutions.?'> Concerningly, some share
institutions with adults, as shown in Table 2. In 2018, there were 10 homes for people

with disabilities where between one and four children were placed among 150 adults.?'®
The Disability Plan emphasizes the need to develop further programmes to support the
reintegrating children with disabilities into their original families.

In the Disability Plan, awareness raising and prevention against discrimination mostly
constitutes giving awards. These include a Government Board for Persons with Disabilities
award for journalistic work focused on disability and the Health Minister’s awards for
developing medical social care and for work benefiting persons with disabilities. There

is, however, no mention of targeted campaigns to break down stigma and for strong
enforcement of Anti-Discrimination Act No. 198/2009. Another gap in the Disability Plan is
that the section on the right to participation does not mention children at all and does not
address the individual's right to have a say in decisions made that affect them.

To enable children with disabilities to grow up with their families and help families manage
their care, overall accessibility and community-based support are essential. At the moment,
this support remains inadequate across several areas. Many public spaces, built before

the Building Act's requirement for barrier-free construction, are difficult to navigate for
people with mobility issues.?’” Emergency planning frequently fails to include explicit
strategies to ensure the inclusion of persons with disabilities in evacuation, it also fails to
make information on this accessible.?'® Support for families is limited in scope, with families
receiving comprehensive counselling for a child with disabilities only up to age seven.?
Additionally, families face long waiting times for early childhood care services,??° further
complicating their ability to provide appropriate care and support for their children.

However, the past 20 years have seen some promising developments and initiatives. The
2016 amendment to the Education Act No. 561/2004 provides standardized nationwide
funding for supporting children with special needs in mainstream schools.??' Additional
support is provided to families with children with disabilities, primarily through early care
services, focusing on children under seven years of age who have disabilities or whose
development is endangered as a result of adverse health conditions. These services, in
accordance with the Social Services Act No 108/2006, support both the family and the
child's development with regard to their specific needs.?*

Roma children

The efforts to end the social exclusion of Roma families are ongoing, but not always equally
effective. 77 per cent of Roma adults and 85 per cent of Roma children are at risk of
poverty in the Czech Republic.??® The Social Inclusion Strategy notes:

“Research shows that life expectancy for Roma is about 10-15 years less than for the rest
of the Czech population. Neonatal mortality in the Roma population is twice as high as
the national average, [...] and Roma living in socially excluded localities are also more
likely to contract serious infectious diseases such as TB, hepatitis, etc.”??*
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These negative health outcomes link directly to poverty and social exclusion, both of which
can limit access to both healthy living conditions and adequate health care.

Roma children’s early education participation has improved significantly - 51 per cent
of Roma children starting compulsory education in 2021 had attended early childhood
education and care, up from 24 per cent in 2016. While this is a significant improvement
and considerably better than in other European countries, it remains well below the
participation rate of 86 per cent of children from the general population.?®

A 2015 survey commissioned by MoEYS showed that the financial burden of mandatory
school meals and nursery fees was a significant barrier standing in the way of pre-school
attendance for Roma families. Several solutions were identified to overcome other barriers.
These include enabling parental involvement in the teaching, lowering numbers of children
in classrooms, enhancing responsiveness of pedagogical staff in nursery schools and
fostering relationships of mutual support between parents and pedagogical workers.??

Segregated education of Roma children remains a major concern. In 2022, there were
130 schools in the country where Roma children made up more than one-third of the
pupils, the same number as in 2018. Sixty of these schools were established under Section
16(9) (for special education), under the Education Act No. 561/2004. In 31 schools, Roma
children made up over 75 per cent of the pupils.??” This seems a continuation of the
situation where Roma pupils were significantly overrepresented in schools for children
with ‘mild intellectual disabilities,” when that classification was still used.2?¢ While Roma
children’s numbers in special schools have slightly decreased, they increasingly are being
placed in special classes in mainstream schools.?? In 2022, 13 per cent of Roma primary
school pupils were educated according to the Framework Educational Programme for
Primary Education with Adjusted Outcomes (which replaces the ‘mild intellectual disability’
classification with more individual outcome expectations) because of mild intellectual
disability. 11 per cent of Roma pupils attended Section 16(9) classes in all types of
schools.?° In the case of D.H. and Others against the Czech Republic, the European Court
for Human Rights found against the Czech Republic, noting that the statistical evidence of
overrepresentation of Roma children in special education was worrying.?'

While legislation was adjusted following this case to improve inclusive education in
mainstream schools, these changes have proven ineffective for Roma children who

face social exclusion. Their assignment to special education often stems from lacking
knowledge and skills considered 'normal’ by mainstream society due to socio-cultural
disadvantage.?*? In their report to the Council of Europe, the Czech government
acknowledges that the ‘mild intellectual disability’ diagnosis may also be used to remove
children with problematic behaviour or to secure the right to teaching assistants that could
benefit entire classes. They also state that analysis shows that most of the key stakeholders
are comfortable with the status quo, leaving the existing system unchallenged.?**

The segregation and social exclusion of people from Roma communities have complex
historical roots and aspects. There is a lack of training or acceptance among teachers
who feel unprepared to teach Roma children in an inclusive setting. Concerns about
mistrust and racism sometimes result in children from Roma communities leaving school
before completing their primary education.?** Furthermore, in some places a resistance
from non-Roma parents to inclusive education, leads to non-Roma children being taken
out of schools where classes are mixed.?** The Commissioner of the Council of Europe
expressed her doubt that requiring the child and their legal representatives to consent
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to a move to an alternative education path will be a safeguard against discrimination
and overrepresentation of Roma children in special education. She points out that lived
experience does not back this up.?*

A study in the Moravian-Silesian Region revealed significant overrepresentation of Roma
children in alternative care between 2012-2020, comprising 24.1 per cent in temporary
foster care and 49.1 per cent in temporary institutional care.?®” Furthermore, compared to
the general population of children in alternative care, Roma children have lower chances of
being placed in family-based care.?®

The Committee of the European Social Charter has received complaints regarding Roma
inclusion against the Czech Republic. Over the past decade, the European Roma Rights
Centre (ERRC) has brought three complaints, two of which were considered admissible and
are still under examination and one was concluded in favour of the ERRC. The European
Roma and Travellers Forum (ERTF) also brought a complaint against the Czech Republic
that was upheld, in that period.?° The follow up of these complaints has been the ongoing
monitoring by the Council of Europe.

Despite slow progress, efforts to improve the inclusion of the Roma population continue.
In December 2022, the first Government Commissioner for Romani Minority Affairs was
appointed by the government to help coordinate the efforts of different stakeholders.?4
The Roma Integration Strategy announces support and development of civil, socio-
economic, political and cultural emancipation of the Roma national minority, through
promotion of equality, inclusion and participation. The 2024 National Reform Programme
of the Czech Republic announced the commitment to ensuring equal access to education
for Roma children, through the creation of the Expert Forum of the Government Agent for
Representation of the Czech Republic before the European Court for Human Rights, with
representation of the Roma community. The National Action Plan for the European Child
Guarantee announces plans to provide free school meals based on income and social
situation of the family.?*" MoEYS introduced a grant scheme to promote the integration of
Roma children in preschools,?? activities to tackle ethnic segregation®? and support from
the National Pedagogical Institute for schools with a high proportion of disadvantaged
children.?** Additionally, the Roma Integration Strategy mentions that:

“MOoEYS continues to administer subsidy calls specifically aimed at supporting the success
of Roma children, pupils and students in schools, from nursery schools to tertiary
vocational schools, and it is expanding the portfolio of subsidies for school meals to
include nursery schools from 2021."%4

1.8 Participation

Child participation as mentioned in Article 12 of the CRC is enshrined in legislation,
including in the Protection Act No. 359/1999, the Civil Code Act No. 89/2012 and
Educational Institutions Act No. 109/2002 Coll. This legislation requires providing children
with age-appropriate information about decisions affecting them and recognizes their right
to form and express opinions that must be considered. The National Reform Programme
includes commitment to youth involvement in designing a national youth strategy, through
a youth panel.?*¢ However, in practice, children are not sufficiently consulted in decision-
making processes, or their opinions go unconsidered, including in child protection. While a
rights-based legislative framework exists, processes are either absent or underused.?#
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Children rarely have opportunities to express their opinions during court hearings about
the removal of a child from their family, or in the case management process. They may
not even be fully informed of what has been decided or what they can expect to happen
or learn of these only at the moment they occur. In the Committee on the CRC's 'Views
adopted by the Committee under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights
of the Child on a communications procedure, concerning communication No. 139/2021
there were descriptions of such instances, including a municipality claiming to act and
speak on behalf of two children in court to have them removed from their family, after the
family - including the children - had won an appeal that overturned a previous attempt at
removing them.#®

Regarding mechanisms for children to influence policy decisions - on child protection as
well as in other areas - a right that is enshrined in legislation, there is only one assembly
for this, namely the National Parliament for Children and Youth. However, this Parliament is
not connected to any state body.?#

Participation extends beyond children’s involvement in decision-making. Service users -
both adults and children in need of support and protection - possess valuable insights
that could strengthen the system. The same applies to the social service workforce. Five
interview respondents indicated feeling that systems, procedures and requirements were
designed by someone without knowledge or experience of the practical realities on the
ground. All agreed that involving them or their organizations in decision-making might
have produced better designs and saved considerable time and effort. The consensus was
that this could have saved everyone a lot of time and effort.
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2. Theresponse to arrival of refugee
children from Ukraine

2.1 General provisions for migrant and refugee children

After examining how child protection functions generally in the Czech Republic, this

section focuses on its response to refugee children from Ukraine. To contextualize

this response, it is useful to first look at what is available to and what challenges are
encountered by refugees arriving in the Czech Republic overall. This provides a framework
to understanding the special adjustments made for refugees from Ukraine and insights
into provisions and circumstances available to all refugees where Ukraine-specific data may
not yet exist.

Applicants for international protection and asylum holders are eligible to access education
(from primary to higher education, including supportive measures if relevant)?*® and

public health insurance system?’ just like Czech citizens. However, eligibility begins only
after applications are made, not before. Before the arrival of the refugees from Ukraine,
refugee children in Czech schools were relatively few - 450 refugees of varying nationalities
attending kindergartens, primary and secondary schools in the school year 2019/2020,%2
compared to over 47,000 at the beginning of school year 2023/2024.%3

Despite these entitlements, refugees still face significant challenges. A 2022 research
report based on interviews with adult refugees from various backgrounds, including
parents, describes challenges they encountered in the Czech Republic. While these
describe the concerns expressed by adults rather than children, in cases where parents
struggle to get support or have mental health issues, this has an impact on the lives of
their children. These challenges include 24 persistent mental health issues related to past
traumatic experience, the psychological strain of staying in a reception centre, and not
knowing how to get help. Refugees also struggle to understand and navigate the Czech
social security system, which creates additional barriers to establishing stability. Within
educational settings, the situation is further complicated by teachers' apparent reluctance
to address peer prejudice against refugee children, leaving these students exposed to
potential social marginalization. Communication challenges with the school sometimes
require families to change schools to an environment where their children can feel safe
and effectively learn.

The Committee on the CRC raised several concerns regarding the reception of child
refugees in 2021:

(a) theinsufficient regard for children’s rights and best interests in immigration
procedures, in the absence of a best interests determination procedure;

(b) the lack of special protection measures for children above 15 years of age;
(c) the unreliable age-determination methods in use;
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(d) the detention of migrant children, in particular those above 15 years of age and
pending age assessment results, and the detention of children under 15 years of
age with their families pending transfers under the Dublin III Regulation to ensure
family unity and the best interests of the child.?*

2.2 The arrival of refugees from Ukraine

By the summer of 2022, refugees from Ukraine represented 3 per cent of the Czech
population, making the Czech Republic the EU country with the highest per capita share
of refugees from Ukraine.?*® At that time, 43 per cent of Ukrainian households had
children under five years old.?*” Since February 2022, over 615,000 refugees from Ukraine
have arrived in the Czech Republic. As of September 2024, 377,162 Ukrainian refugees
remained in the country,?® approximately 25 per cent being children. On average, an
additional 1,500 new refugees arrived each week in 2024.2%

Initially, the response to the influx of refugees from Ukraine was coordinated by the Mol.
With the support of fire-rescue service staff, they established 16 registration centres
(Regional Assistance Centres for Help to Ukraine or KACPUs) as one-stop points for all
services.?® Across the country, KACPUs worked with regional authorities, municipalities and
NGOs to meet the needs of the refugees from Ukraine. One interview respondent noted
that different ministries (Mol, MoLSA, MoEYS, MoH) were processing methodologies and
recommendations to direct procedures to ensure protection and support for temporary
protection holders, including children.

Unlike refugees who typically apply for international protection or asylum, refugees from
Ukraine were eligible for temporary protection. Temporary protection is an EU measure
intended for a mass influx of displaced persons that risks overwhelming standard asylum
systems and was activated for the first time in response to the war in Ukraine. In March
2022, the Czech government approved a package of “Lex Ukraine” laws implementing the
EU Temporary Protection Directive for Ukrainians and third country nationals from Ukraine
unable to return to their own country.?s! This temporary protection was initially valid for a
year and has been extended under Lex Ukraine amendments. The latest amendment is
Lex Ukraine 7, which came into force in February 2025. In addition to extending the length
of temporary protection, the consecutive amendments have served mostly to restrict the
time period and eligibility for the various benefits.

As of Lex Ukraine 7, refugees with temporary protection are entitled to:

* remain in the country through March 2026;

» free access to the labour market;

* education in Czech schools (obligatory for children aged 6-15);

* public health insurance (paid for by the state for 90 days, then free only for certain
groups including children, students, and caregivers);

* humanitarian benefit (paid for 150 days, after that the benefit is decreased except
for vulnerable groups including children, students, individuals who care for children
under age 6, pregnant women, people older than 65 years, people with disabilities,
and the caregivers of people with disabilities);?*

* free emergency accommodation (limited to 90 days).2
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Temporary protection enables refugees from Ukraine to access immediate support without
a lengthy asylum application process, and also entitles refugees to differing benefits

not available under asylum. However, unlike asylum which once granted is permanent,
temporary protection is intended for only one to three years - and must be renewed every
year, as long as the government permits it to continue. Several interview respondents
commented on the disparity between how refugees from Ukraine were treated compared
to other refugees, something that they found caused understandable resentment among
refugees who are not from Ukraine. For example, one respondent said:

‘I think that the refugees from Ukraine have shown that many things are actually
possible [...] if I simply compare it [...] suddenly there was no problem for Ukrainians to
open a bank account, there was no problem for them to get public health insurance,
and these were things that I always went around with those clients for months before I
succeeded. "%

Another respondent expressed hope:

“For example, at the speed that they set up within Lex Ukraine some extraordinary
measures that make sense and, by the way, many of them are the things that we have
been hearing for over 10 years that they cannot do for all those who need it. And here it
worked. And we now believe that many of these measures will actually succeed, because
they are actually being tested in those schools on those newly arrived from Ukraine. So
we believe that it will be possible to push it into the legislation and into practice. Because
these are things that are simply logical, make sense, are needed and are the way to
support those children.”

All interview respondents involved in the initial refugee response - from different levels

of government and civil society - conveyed a sense of chaos and confusion in the initial
stages of setting up support for the large numbers of Ukrainians arriving. As time passed,
opinions about the quality of the coordination and cooperation varied somewhat per
location. However, regardless of location most respondents pointed out that much of the
improvement depended on informal arrangements or contacts, with people very willing to
help each other out, rather than on a formal coordination framework, procedure or defined
responsibility, which did not exist.

Beyond Lex Ukraine provisions, various initiatives offered free psychological support.
Czech language courses were available, but many of them were not free with the payment
required creating a barrier for many. %%¢ In the school year 2022/2023, according to survey
data, an estimated 84 per cent of children of compulsory school age from Ukraine were
enrolled in Czech schools, with most remaining children enrolled in online Ukrainian
education.?’

Although, generally, refugees from Ukraine were received well, there are many reports
showing that Ukrainian Roma did not receive the same kind of welcome.?®*® For various
reasons they were not always considered eligible for temporary protection, and Roma
families were reportedly placed in migration detention centres for accommodation.?®®
However, two of the interview respondents explained that this was a temporary measure
and that the refugees were not actually held in detention. One centre was used to be able
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to accommodate the families of 20 or more members because of the challenge in finding
more mainstream accommodation at short notice for such big groups. The centre was first
emptied of detained refugees and no restrictions were placed on the movement of the
families while they stayed there. By June 2022, all families were accommodated in regular
apartments and houses.?”

2.3 Protection of refugee children from Ukraine

No standard risk assessment or best interest determination existed during registration
for temporary protection for children from Ukraine who arrived with or without their
family.?”" OSPOD's responsibility regarding refugee children includes any children who
are at risk or suspected to be at risk and all unaccompanied children. Steps were needed
to authorize OSPOD to intervene in cases of separated children from Ukraine in the care
of informal carers, as separated children are not considered to be endangered under
Czech law. Methodological support was provided to OSPODs and NGOs on how to follow
all families with children and identify risks once the family had settled down in their
accommodation.?’?

The 2001 Bilateral Treaty on Legal Assistance in Civil Matters requires the Czech Republic
to apply Ukrainian legislation and administrative and court decisions to Ukrainian children
in all civil child protection matters, and vice versa. This affects decision-making on children
over 15 as well as on who is considered a child’s legal representative.?”

Interview respondents confirmed the lack of standard assessment from their own
experience. Their descriptions suggest that whether children were routinely registered
and assessed by OSPOD, or whether OSPOD was present and directly involved at the
KACPU during the first weeks was dependent on the location. In some places, OSPOD only
became involved if there were clear and serious concerns about children’s safety. While
counselling was provided to children, there was a lack of capacity to follow up.?’

Studies show considerably higher rates of mental health problems among both parents
and children among the refugees from Ukraine than among the general population. This
demonstrates the importance of routine assessment of refugee children and families to
determine the need for support, intervention or monitoring. A study carried out by PAQ
Research through a survey of 1,347 refugees from Ukraine in September 2022 showed
that 42 per cent of Ukrainian adult refugees suffered from symptoms of moderate or
severe depression, compared to 8 per cent of Czechs. In the review of the quality of life of
Ukrainian children, aged 8-18, done as part of the study, they found that in families where
an adult suffers from moderate depression or anxiety, children score on average 8 per cent
less on quality of life. These children also showed increased rates of Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD).27>

Another risk factor facing Ukrainian families is poverty. Even with the humanitarian benefits
and support with housing, 35 per cent of refugees from Ukraine lived in income poverty in
2022, compared to 9-10 per cent of Czechs. The impact is the strongest on families with
children. Furthermore, single mothers are most affected by material deprivation.?’¢ By late
2023, 57 per cent of refugees from Ukraine lived below the poverty line.?””

The findings also identified a notable cultural difference: refugees from Ukraine showed a
far greater distrust of state representatives than the Czech general population. This made
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them much less willing to cooperate with visiting social workers or seek help when they or
their children needed it. This fear of ‘the system’ may lead to them say whatever is needed
to get rid of those they fear may harm them or take away their children.

Many Ukrainian parents seem to put more trust in the Ukrainian community when they

need help. Several interview respondents, some of whom are Ukrainians who had settled

in the Czech Republic before the war started, commented on the important role played by

the Ukrainian community centres and Ukrainian individuals who were already established
residents in supporting the refugees arriving from Ukraine. They noted both advantages and
disadvantages to this. While the Ukrainian community’s provision of support and information,
and willingness to translate or act as intercultural interpreters (including in support of social
workers) proved valuable, respondents also observed a tendency towards cultural segregation,
with some refugees from Ukraine making little or no attempt to integrate into Czech society,
preferring to live almost exclusively within the Ukrainian community.

Interviews also revealed that some refugee children may already have needed support

or been at risk due to adversity in the family before leaving Ukraine. Czech social workers
lacked information about families’ pre-war situations when they were still living in Ukraine
and any existing welfare concerns. One respondent mentioned the arrival of a total of
around 10 families with children in very poor condition due to long-term severe neglect
and abuse. These cases exceeded the severity levels OSPOD was used to dealing with
and posed significant challenges. All of these children were placed in institutions, for their
protection by court order.

2.4 Unaccompanied and separated children from Ukraine

The Protection Act No 359/1999 defines unaccompanied minors as ‘foreigners under
the age of 18 who are separated from their parents or other persons responsible for
raising them'.2’8 Separated children are not clearly defined in legislation, though through
the experience of the influx of child refugees from Ukraine, the development of such a
definition has been initiated.?”

The government faced significant challenges identifying and monitoring the number of
unaccompanied and separated children (UASC) in the Czech Republic throughout the
Ukrainian refugee response. Administrative data regarding UASC remains incomplete and
the methodology for data collection has evolved with each re-registration for temporary
protection. In the first round of registration for temporary protection, there appeared

to be around 30,000 children without the care of their legal guardian, including 200

who came alone without the care of any adult.?®® However, when a re-registration took
place in 2023, the number turned out to be far lower because children were found to be
under trusted distant relatives’ or non-relatives' care. By November 2023, Mol estimated
that approximately 30-50 minors from Ukraine were arriving per month without their
parents.?®’ Since the 2024 re-registration, Mol estimates that approximately 1,352 refugee
children aged 0-15 (2.1 per cent of children aged 0-15) are unaccompanied and separated
children.?®2 Mol does not track the number of UASC aged 15-18 because by law children in
this age group were allowed to re-register for temporary protection on their own and are
not required to provide information about their guardian. According to Mol, the number of
UASC aged 15-18 should be under the purview of MoLSA and local social services, however
this data could not be obtained for the purposes of the report.
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As an example of the complexity of the situation, a respondent mentioned the age limit of
15 years old:

“The procedure was based on their age, if they are children who are younger than 15 years
old and are unaccompanied, then our work requires a completely different approach to
children who come here and are older than 15 years. This is actually based on the fact that
from the age of 15 they can take care of temporary protection themselves, but on the other
hand, they cannot take care of, for example, a humanitarian benefit and so on."?%

Another respondent further illustrated the confusion around UASC:

“Well, those unaccompanied minors, that's what we found out in the lists we got from
KACPU. At first it was obvious that the children were not there with their parents. We
approached the children there and tried to find out if they had anyone there, if their
parents knew where they were. But usually a close relative was there with them, a
grandmother, an adult sibling, etc. So in that case we just made a note of it."?%

There were also some complicated categories of children. One of these were groups of
children who were evacuated from orphanages and homes for children with disabilities

in Ukraine and arrived in the Czech Republic with a caregiver. These children appear to
have been categorized as accompanied children, because they are in the care of a known
person. However, not everyone on the ground was clear on whether these children should
be seen as unaccompanied or not. For example, in an interview the respondent referred
to groups of 40 children escorted by two adults coming from Ukrainian welfare facilities as
unaccompanied minors.?8>

In 2022, four evacuated residential facilities brought groups of children to the Czech
Republic. These children remained together accompanied by their educators and were
provided with accommodation and material support.?® By the start of 2023, the last
group of evacuated children from Ukrainian institutions had left the country. In the case
of one group of children with disabilities from an institution, MoLSA had been advised
that they would be coming and received information about the children’s diagnoses and
particular needs. For other groups, there was no intercountry coordination or provision of
information about the children who were coming from Ukrainian institutions. The groups
coming from institutions were mostly brought in and supported by churches.?®’

Another complex category involved approximately 50 large foster families that arrived from
Ukraine, each arriving with one caregiver and 10 - 14 children each. These foster families
mainly integrated into the SOS Children’s Villages. Additionally, around 20 unaccompanied
refugee children from Ukraine were temporarily placed in foster care with Ukrainian
families who already had Czech citizenship.?®®

Research by UNICEF, covering Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy, Moldova, Poland, Romania and Turkiye,
found that Poland's lack of individual case management or best interest procedures led to

no long-term planning for children who came to the country from a foster care placement

in Ukraine. Initial identification of children proved challenging across countries receiving
refugees from Ukraine because children or accompanying adults may prefer to stay under
the radar or lack familiarity with registration procedures for care or support arrangements.
Countries' lacking procedures, tools and resources also played a role. The research found that
all countries included in the study faced serious challenges in ensuring that the children who
arrived were protected against abuse, neglect or exploitation, in part because due to standard
procedures these children were invisible to the child protection system.?
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One respondent described significant changes in the arrival of unaccompanied children
before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the pandemic, the Czech Republic received
very few unaccompanied minors, mostly young men from Syria or Afghanistan travelling
through the country on their way to Germany, who mostly required support for travel. One
MOEYS institution specialized in accommodating unaccompanied minors, with a capacity of
30 children. When Germany closed its borders during COVID, unaccompanied minors could
not continue their journey, requiring a different and more inclusive approach.?®® In 2021, there
were 176 unaccompanied children, 141 of them from Afghanistan.*!

Institutionalization was no longer the default approach due to the lack of capacity.
Supporting unaccompanied minors in their late teens by providing accommodation in
university dormitories, asylums or shared accommodation with other young men, rather
than placing them in alternative care by court order, created some challenges. Placement
order by the court establishes the legal right to accommodation, legal status and support,
however, this is not the case if accommodation is provided without a placement order
from the court. The experiences with larger numbers of unaccompanied children during
the COVID-19 pandemic provided some preparation for dealing with the unaccompanied
children coming from Ukraine.??

Several interview respondents mentioned that unaccompanied minors who were older than

15 were considered autonomous in line with Ukrainian legislation. This clashed with the

Czech support system, because it means that OSPOD is not authorized to take charge of the
care of young people over 15. Ukrainian legislation gives persons of 15 and over the right to
independent travel outside Ukraine. This means they consider themselves to be independent
and do not want to enter educational facilities or foster care. The young people may not even
wish to be reunited with relatives and may avoid registration to maintain their independence.?*

However, accepting the independence of Ukrainian children of 15 and older puts them at
significant risk of exploitation, abuse and trafficking. The young people received support with
finding accommodation and sometimes with finding work. Some older teenagers from Ukraine
want to find work and start earning money so that they can support their family in Ukraine as
quickly as possible. There are concerns that this increases their vulnerability to exploitation.?*
Mitigating the risks requires special awareness and training for social workers and other
professionals who come into contact with teenagers from Ukraine to enable them to identify
and engage with these young people.?* Interview respondents raised substantial concerns
about this issue, including the fact that if a Ukrainian child declared that they are with someone,
that generally had to be accepted, leaving little room for safeguards.

It was not possible for unaccompanied minors from Ukraine over the age of 15 to use

the online system to apply for humanitarian benefits or to extend their visa in 2023, when
it expired after a year. Various social workers gave accounts of making applications on
behalf of the minor for whom they had been appointed guardian, in their own name. In
this process, they sometimes also encountered barriers because the system would identify
them as not being Ukrainian and therefore not eligible. One respondent explained that
the requirement to have the support of a guardian to extend temporary protection in
2023 had been introduced specifically to ensure that the whereabouts of all these older
teenagers could be established. This proved to be effective. Although in 2024 refugees
were able to apply for an extension of Temporary Protection from age 15 again, there was
still a good overview of the location of the unaccompanied older teenagers.
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PART 2
RECOMMENDATIONS
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Part 1 of this report provided a situation analysis of the Czech child protection system,
examining its strengths and challenges across eight key areas. It also assessed how the
system responded to the arrival of refugee children from Ukraine, reviewing provisions for
migrant and refugee children, particularly unaccompanied and separated children.

The current social and economic context presents significant challenges that require
comprehensive reform of the child protection system. The Czech government's Policy
Statement acknowledges the need for significant reform, particularly in light of these
challenges, and emphasizes the importance of creating a socially cohesive society built on
strong families, engaged communities, and quality social services:

“The Czech Republic is facing a difficult situation; the society, economy and public
budgets are recovering from the effects of the never-ending coronavirus pandemic,
inflation and, moreover, the current enerqy crisis. The successful path out of this crisis
can only be found by socially cohesive society of educated, responsible and active
people, which is also a prerequisite for the long-term sustainable development of society.
Such society is based on functioning stable families, participating civil society and local
communities, decent work and affordable social care and social services of adequate
quality.

We [the Czech government] will implement the necessary measures, reforms and
changes in a socially sensitive way, taking into account the most vulnerable members of
society [...] We will also emphasise the availability of social services, support in securing
affordable housing and the fight against poverty and social exclusion. The level of society
and the State is reflected in how they care for their most vulnerable members."”
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Part 2 of this report presents recommendations, in seven steps, that can help achieve

the goal shared in the Government Policy Statement above, by setting in motion the
implementation of reforms that have long been discussed and announced. These steps lay
out a roadmap toward strengthening the child protection system, including examples of
good practices from the Czech Republic and other countries. Each step concludes with a
summary box containing practical considerations.

These recommendations are addressed to stakeholders involved in child protection at

the national government level. While the implementation of the new child protection
system occurs at the municipal level, the national level must define, structure and resource
the child protection system before implementation can begin. Finally, although the
recommendations are framed as steps, they need not be completed sequentially. The
reform process is not linear - steps intertwine and depend on each other at all stages of
the process.

The recommended steps are as follows:

Step 1. Unifying the child protection system
Step 2. Defining national standards and roles
Step 3. Prioritizing prevention of unnecessary separation
and promoting family-based care
Step 4. Attaining social inclusion
Step 5. Making the child protection system responsible for all refugee children
Step 6. Building capacity
Step 7. Developing the framework to support the reform decisions

Many necessary reforms appear in the commitments of the 2022 Policy Statement of the
Government, shown in Box 1. The recommendations in this report aim to break down
these commitments into concrete, implementable actions.
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Box 1:%7 Summary of points relevant to child protection reform from the 2022 Policy Statement
of the Government of the Czech Republic

Social and Family Policy

We will:

set up financial support based on the child’'s age and the complexity of care in
order to increase quality and availability;

focus on the specific needs of single persons, families with more children and
families with a member with disability;

streamline and support the network of counselling facilities for families in crisis, as
well as services and activities focused on primary prevention;

unify the system of care for families and children at risk from three ministries
under the responsibility of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs;

promote children growing up in families instead of institutions, especially the
youngest children;

support the regions to transform their services for at-risk children, strengthen
the capacity of social activation services for families and improve the system of
selection and training of foster parents;

support and improve the system of substitute family care, including the
department of family care and foster care;

clarify the competencies of social workers in competence guardianship processes;

introduce multi-annual financing of social services with a 3-year view, so that the
new financing takes into account the needs of the regions;

use concrete measures, we will support the development of at-home social and
health care, field services and the creation of services for families and households;

work towards systemic changes to integrate and link social and health services in
long term care;

support the availability of the necessary tools and supporting technologies,

State financed psychosocial support, information and education, including direct
financial support. The aim is to develop a network of relief services and services for
persons with special needs;

prepare an amendment to the Act on Social Services, which will eliminate the
administrative and bureaucratic burden in the provision of social services with an
emphasis on the quality of services;

ensure the indexation of financial resources for social services and the care
allowance;

ensure fair remuneration for social workers;

ensure the interconnectedness of ministerial authorities, online submission of
applications and publication of information regarding the system of assistance and
the availability of services, support and benefits;
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simplify and speed up the process of granting financial assistance to persons with
disabilities, in particular care allowances and disability pensions;

make changes to the assessment by the Medical Assessment Service and the social
investigation by social workers;

remove “breakpoints” from benefit and tax systems so that people do not remain
trapped in poverty and have more incentive to work;

speed up digitisation and simplify administration, including its online form and
rigorous control thereof;

consider introducing a system of indexation where there is a need to ensure
greater predictability, such as in the area of parental allowance or subsistence
minimum.

Education
We will;

support teachers in individualising teaching, working with diverse groups of
children and students, developing the potential of students with social and other
disadvantages. We will pay special attention to the development of talent and work
with exceptionally gifted students; and

actively address regional differences in the quality of education. We will support
schools in regions with below-average educational outcomes through intervention
programmes. We will also promote work with the families of children from socially
disadvantaged environments and children with different first language. We will
maintain the system of inclusive education and carefully revise it so that it truly
reflects the pupils’ needs the schools’ possibilities.

Legislation
We will:

will improve the quality of our legislation. We will carefully consider each new
regulation based on an analysis of its expected impacts. The legislative proposals
required to implement this Policy Statement will be submitted through the
standard legislative procedure and will be subject to the opinion of experts within
the Government Legislative Council before they are submitted to the government;
and

introduce Family Impact Assessment and Territorial Impact Assessment.

Where a policy statement is an aspiration, a national strategy turns that ambition into
policy. Therefore, it is important to consider the core points of the recommendations in
the National Strategy on Protecting Children’s Rights 2021-2029.2%® These reiterate the
commitment to prioritizing unification of the child protection system, preventative services
and family-based care. The core points can be found in Box 2.
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Box 2:2%° The core points of the recommendations of the National Strategy on Protecting
Children’s Rights 2021-2029

We will:
increase general awareness of children’s rights among the public;

continue activities aimed at unifying the system of child protection and care for
vulnerable children, coordination of activities and interdisciplinary cooperation;

strengthen preventive assistance and services so that the number of children
forced to grow up away from their families can be reduced;

support the offer of educational, leisure and other activities increasing the quality
of life of children and families, inclusively;

reduce the time of court proceedings and improving decision-making processes of
public and judicial protection of children;

develop and strengthen substitute family care as a suitable solution for situations
where a child cannot grow up temporarily or permanently in their own family; and

implement reforms in the area of institutional childcare aimed at greater openness
of the system, interconnection of individual specialisations, integration of
residential services into the normal social environment.

The National Strategy also acknowledges that many of the points and goals in the boxes
above have been included in previous national strategies and that so far progress on
implementation has been slow and limited.?® This means that while the end goals are
clear, setting the reform process in motion is still a challenge. To accomplish reform or
system'’s change and get beyond discussing it three critical elements need to be present.
First, there must be clear awareness of the need for change and what to change. Second,
there must be a willingness to bring about change. Finally, concrete action must be taken
to set the movement towards change into motion.

Czech governments over the past two decades have demonstrated that the first two
elements are present and strong. It is on the third element that the process seems stalled.
Reforming the child protection system is a big undertaking and intervening crises make

it seem like ‘'now is not the moment' to start. Since the concrete plans for child protection
reform started in 2006, there have been the financial crisis of 2008-2009, the refugee
crisis’ of 2014-2015, the COVID-19 pandemic from 2020, and the influx of refugees from
Ukraine from 2022. There will always be more of these unforeseen circumstances, as well
as election cycles and national crises.?"!

Despite ongoing challenges, action must proceed, as new crises will always emerge.
Reform should not be viewed as one single, overwhelming task but rather as a series of
manageable action steps. Significant progress becomes possible by completing smaller
actions before the next government takes office or the next emergency takes precedence.
Furthermore, these incremental actions build momentum toward a tipping point where the
process becomes self-sustaining despite new challenges.

This report's overarching recommendation, applicable across all seven steps, is to prioritize
implementation of the current national action plans and strategies, which already contain
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much of what needs to be accomplished. The development of future action plans and
strategies should incorporate any unaccomplished recommendations as concrete, clearly
defined steps.

Throughout the process of reform of the child protection system, it is essential to involve
and consider the perspectives of all stakeholders, including both service users, especially
children, and professionals who are affected by the reform.?°2 Additionally, the concluding
observations from the Committees on the CRC and CRPD are useful as guidance.
Particularly, their reminder that all the rights enshrined in the Convention are indivisible
and interdependent, meaning that upholding one of a child’s right should never come at
the expense of their other rights.?%

Step 1: Unifying the child protection system

Unifying the child protection system aims to remove the confusion, work burden and
bureaucracy created by the current fragmented system. Placing responsibility for
monitoring and regulating the child protection system under one ministry can achieve this
goal. Developing a unified child protection system, requires a unified legislative framework
to enable and support it. Legislative reform (covered in Step 7) must be informed by
agreements and decisions about what the new unified system should look like and how its
elements are defined, which are covered in the intervening steps.

The government’s 2022 Policy Statement and various recommendations from other
sources, proposes to unify the child protection system under MoLSA.2 This is a logical and
efficient choice, because currently most of child protection already falls under this ministry,
in the form of social and legal protection of children, social services and the responsibility
to monitor the implementation of the CRC. To achieve this unification, it might be helpful to
move the entire relevant departments - such as the ones in charge of institutions at MoH
and MoEYS - over to MoLSA, so that institutional knowledge and experience is preserved.
Slovakia's 1998 unification of social work and institutional and family-based alternative

care under one ministry simplified many processes and provided more clarity.?® Poland is
another example of a country with a somewhat comparable history over the past century
to have unified their child protection system in 1999.3%

For several decades, the child protection system has been adjusted through amendments
layered on top of each other - a common practice for adapting to evolving knowledge,
societal changes and international requirements. While initial changes improve the
system, in the long run, the collective burden of accumulated amendments can make it
ungainly and complicated, requiring a lot of bureaucracy, or red tape’, to keep the system
functioning.>*” To avoid adding to this burden, it is essential that the current reform leads
to a new system with fresh legislation. This should build on the current system’s existing
strengths without carrying forward its known bureaucratic burdens and other weaknesses.
It should also include an embedded monitoring framework.3%

Figure 2 illustrates how a unified system could place all the child protection system and
some of the child welfare system under one ministry: MoLSA. While MoLSA would not be
responsible for providing the universal services of health care, education, early childhood
education and care and housing, it should play a role in monitoring whether these
universal services are available to all children, as part of prevention of the need for more
intensive support. This monitoring can be done by collecting data on indicators on users
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of child protection and alternative care services disaggregated by the reason for needing
those services. If data shows significant numbers of children requiring more intensive
support or alternative care due to lack of access to universal services, MOLSA has a role

in coordinating policy and action plans with the ministries responsible for providing these
services to address this.

In turn, providers of health care, education, justice for children and support for child
migrants and refugees should support MoLSA by identifying and referring children at

risk of or suffering from neglect, abuse or other circumstances that threaten their safety
and development. Strong collaboration with MoJ remains essential for strengthening
cooperation in court cases in situations involving children’s removal from their families for
their protection and placement in an alternative setting. Similarly, coordination is needed
with the Mol to ensure that their coordination of public administration strengthens the
child protection system and to collaborate on the reception of refugee children. Around
the responsible authorities in green, are some of the conditions that should be embedded
in the system and all legislation and policy: inclusivity, ongoing monitoring and evaluation
and collection and use of data and input from those involved in and affected by it to inform
system, law, policy and change designs.

Figure 2:3% How the unified support and protection system for children would look:

System is inclusive, accessible,
integrated & transparent

Support from Support from
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Unifying the child protection system involves more than consolidating responsibility under
one ministry. Figure 3 essentially summarizes the 2022 Policy Statement. To effectively
unify the child protection system the new system must incorporate these components that
must also be clearly defined and standardized in legislation, policy and guidelines.
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Figure 3:3'° The foundational components of a functioning child protection system requiring
definition for the national context

Governance (under MoLSA) Coordinated Partnerships Child Welfare

Clear structure of levels Between ministries Inclusive universal services

Defined roles Different levels of government Prevention & gatekeeping

Budget & funding mechanisms With civil society Link child protection/migration
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Research for evidence base Implementing accountability Refugee/migrant children

Capacity Building Family-Based Approach Participation

Staff levels Concrete strategy Case management

Budgets Commitment away from Design of services/policy
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The first step towards unification requires genuine commitment to unify and reform the
system, ensuring broad consensus and ownership of the efforts towards reform at the
national level, as well as with the OSPODs at different levels and the municipalities and
social service stakeholders. Without broad buy-in, reform will remain ineffective, and
progress made will lack sustainability.?" To ensure the buy-in, a communication strategy
is required, which may also be needed to build trust in the possibility of successful
reform. Building buy-in will require earning the trust of those who have lost hope, not
just through promises, but by demonstrating commitment through continuous, gradual
progress towards the aim set. Scotland provides a useful example of this with the Centre
for Excellence for Children’s Care and Protection (CELCIS) which supports people and
organizations to drive long-lasting change in services and protection for children. The
CELCIS successfully generated buy-in from the local authorities that were to implement
the new Permanence and Care Excellence (PACE) programme, aimed at attaining better
outcomes for children in care through prioritizing permanence planning by using elaborate
communication and participation strategies.®'?

Ireland offers an example of a fully unified child protection system under one ministry.
Tusla - the Child and Family Agency - was established in 2013. It is accountable to

the Department of Children and Youth Affairs and the Minister for Children, Equality,
Disability, Integration and Youth. Tusla is an ‘independent legal public service body’ with
responsibility for child protection policies and actions across all 26 counties. The Minister
sets the Performance Framework of the agency’s three-year corporate plan, as well as
the Annual Performance Statement. The Department of Children and Youth Affairs has a
‘Child Policy and Tusla Governance Division’ and is also responsible for parenting support,
prevention and early intervention. In addition to this, the Department leads on cross-
cutting innovations to improve outcomes for children, youth, families and communities.®™
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STEP 1: Unifying the Child Protection System

Key actions:

Ensure that unification occurs through creating a new system built around the
strengths of the current system, rather than through continuous small adjustments
of legislation and practice.

Create an overview of requirements for moving the responsibility of everything
involved in the social support and protection of children and their families to MoLSA.
This mapping needs to include the necessary logistics, legislative support and
infrastructure involved in moving responsibilities currently under other ministries to
MOoLSA.

Use this mapping to inform the creation of a practical action plan breaking down the
unification process into small, assigned steps and actions.

Actively plan and work towards creating broad buy-in and ownership of the child
protection reform process by developing consensus between all relevant ministries
and consulting with decision-makers and professionals at all levels of the system.
Develop a communication strategy to inform the public and different actors in the
child protection system.

If there is a reluctance to make the full move towards unification ahead of the
elections, proceed with the mapping and development of the action plan and make
a start with implementing the relatively low-impact aspects or preparatory phases,
leaving the major changes until after the change of government.

STEP 2: Defining national standards and roles

The situation analysis shows that a lack of clear definitions stands in the way of optimizing
the system. Therefore, an important early step towards child protection reform involves
defining terms, standards, responsibilities and procedures.?'* All relevant government
departments and levels involved in different aspects of providing support and protection to
children and their families need to collaborate to establish clear national definitions.>'>

These definitions should emerge through workshops where representatives of the relevant
ministries, government departments, and regional and municipal authorities with decision-
making mandates come together to debate and reach agreement on these points. These
workshops should be supported by technical experts who prepare recommendations,

in consultation with the social workforce and service users from diverse backgrounds -
including children. Once definitions and protocols have been established, they should

be validated by the social workforce and by service users from diverse backgrounds. This
can be facilitated by the technical experts involved. In the ‘Useful resources’ in Annex IV
the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE)s Commissioner’s Guide can be found. The
guide gives information about ‘user-led organizations’ that exist in the UK, with practical
information about good practices and limitations for participatory decision-making and
design. Although the guide focuses on the organizational level, these principles apply at
government level as well '

The United Nations (UN) and EU conventions can be used to guide the development of
all these definitions, as can the UN Guidelines on Alternative Care for Children and other
UNICEF guideline documents in the area child protection, which are aligned with the CRC.
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Defining terms

Developing consensus about approach and purpose begins with clear national definitions
for what ‘child welfare’, ‘child protection’, ‘alternative care’, ‘institutional care’, ‘family-based
care’, residential care’, ‘foster care’, ‘kinship care’ etc. mean. While international standards
can inform these definitions to achieve alignment and comparability, they must suit and
possibly be adapted to the Czech context. Deciding on definitions is also an excellent
opportunity to move away from some of the language and terms that are still left over from
the communist era. This includes moving away from the focus on pathologizing behaviours
or on ‘social and legal protection’ rather than on support and prevention.?”

Once those basic pillars of the child protection system are defined, all of the regularly

used terms around them need definition too. For example, what - in Czech legislation - is
considered a ‘vulnerable child’, or ‘the best interests of the child’ or what is the definition of an
‘unaccompanied’ or ‘separated child’ or of disability’3'® The CRC Committee’s General Comment
14 provides guidance on how to view and implement the best interests of a child, which may
be helpful in developing a definition for the Czech context. In general, General Comment 14 is
also an example of clearly defining terms, concepts and responsibilities, in this case related to
the best interests of the child 2" Another example of a definition that might be useful to adopt,
is the definition given in the glossary of this report for ‘child vulnerability’.

There is a tendency for governments to try to narrow definitions related to eligibility for
support down, as is done in Section 6 of the Protection Act No. 359/1999, to limit the
scope of responsibility. However, in order to uphold the CRC, the definition of vulnerability
and of the right to support should be broad to ensure that there is room to act in the
best interests of all children.32° When it comes to the eligibility to support and services,
this should be defined as broadly as possible, while when it comes to defining when
invasive intervention - particularly concerning removal of a child - is required there need
to be a very clear limitations. In both cases, this is to ensure equal access and to avoid
inadvertently encouraging social exclusion.

Defining governance, coordination and partnerships

Under a unified system, child welfare and child protection must still collaborate closely
and coordinate their work to prevent unnecessary separation of children by providing a
continuity of care and services. All services and ministries involved in children’s lives must
participate to ensure that children’s rights are upheld.®?' This requires a clear governance
and coordination framework outlining how the child protection system under MoLSA
connects to other systems that provide services to children - such as education and health
care - and how these systems coordinate their mutual interactions and support.

This framework must include clear coordination and collaboration structures and
protocols, as well as transparently defined rights and requirements for solid partnerships
both within government and between the government and civil society. It may be
necessary to appoint a specific entity to monitor and guide the coordination between
different parties.??? Interview respondents and focus groups emphasized that any
coordination authority needs a clearly defined role with a strong mandate and the power
to enforce it. This authority would also require adequate resources to enable them to act
effectively. A good example of a clearly defined coordination framework is the common
directive of MoJ, Mol, MoH, MoEYS and MoLSA on the procedures for enforcing court
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decisions on the upbringing of children, in force since 2007. This can be used as a template
for other coordination frameworks.?#

The newly defined governance and coordination framework should have a clearly
designed hierarchical structure from the legislative, enforcement and funding role of the
national government to the supervisory and managing role of the regional authorities to
executive role of the municipalities with extended and basic powers. This framework will be
supported by clear definitions of roles and responsibilities - discussed in the next section

- and by determining the nature of funding streams, accountability mechanisms, and data
collection discussed in Step 7.3

Civil society plays a crucial role in providing preventative services, as acknowledged in many
government publications and strongly emphasized by the interview respondents. Ensuring
sustainable continuation, strengthening and expansion of these preventative services, requires
clear rules for transparent partnerships.?> Additionally, partnerships enabling effective
monitoring and evaluation frameworks include those with academia and research institutions,
as well as with the national statistics office. These partnership frameworks need to cover
adequate, long term and transparent funding systems, as well as collaboration on decision-
making on and monitoring of the relevant policies and plans.??

Moldova's experience demonstrates how building services around children and families
required rethinking how organizations operate within the system. This involved complex
negotiations between different ministries involved in different aspects of children’s lives, as
well as between different levels of government.?’

Defining roles and responsibilities

Clear definitions of the specific roles and responsibilities of different authorities and
professionals involved at various levels and in different areas in the support and protection
of children and their families are essential.*?® Currently, these definitions are by and large
absent in legislation and policy. Something else to protect against are loopholes enabling
avoidance of providing services. If there are exceptions under which non-provision of
services is deemed acceptable, these need to be clearly defined and accompanied by
requirements for referral or for the development of the services that are lacking. In
developing definitions of roles and responsibilities, examples of existing good definitions
in legislation can be used as inspiration or a template. These can be found in Section 4a,
37,50 and 61 of the Protection Act No. 359/1999 and & 3 and 25 (1) of the Act on Social
Services No. 108/2006.

Once responsibilities and roles have been defined, the requirements and standards for
recruitments to fill these positions should be addressed. This includes standardized job
descriptions and terms of reference for managers and staff, with standard requirements for
specific qualifications for positions. The National Strategy on Protection of Children’s Rights
2021-2029 supports this necessity by stating as a condition for ensuring and promoting the
best interests of the child: “Uniform qualification and personality requirements for persons
working with vulnerable children and families are defined and laid down in legislation.”
Technical expertise may be required to support defining terms of reference and required
qualifications that ensure the necessary competence of staff at all levels.
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Scotland’s PACE programme demonstrates effective multi-agency coordination, involving
“local authority social work and legal teams, health, education, Scottish Children’s Reporter
Administration, Children’s Hearings Scotland, the Scottish Courts and Tribunals Service, and
this may also involve third sector and other organisations, depending on local models of
service delivery.” Their experience shows the essential nature of clear definitions on roles
and responsibilities and the strong coordination and planning needed to make this work.3?

Defining minimum standards and protocols

When defining roles and responsibilities, these should be linked to clearly defined
minimum standards for the full range of services and for service providers individually.
Minimum standards should include a definition of the minimum range of services that
are to be provided under each municipality, each municipality with extended powers,

and in each region. There is also a need for protocols for decision-making, handling of a
range of commonly encountered situations, as well as for emergency situations to ensure
a standardized and equitable approach to the support and protection of children and
their families. Though standardized, these protocols should provide enough space to
make decisions based on the best interests of the individual child, they should not seek
to provide ‘one-size-fits-all' solutions. The registration conditions for provision of social
services in subdivision 1 of Chapter II of the Act on Social Services No. 108/2006, provides
an example of good definitions and descriptions of minimum standards.

Minimum requirements suggested by UNICEF's guidelines to strengthening the social
service workforce are:3°

* clearly defined programmes and service outcomes;

* client safequarding policies;

* documentation and data requirements;

* regular and sufficient supervision;

e access to adequate supervision and professional development;
* information management systems; and

* monitoring and evaluation capacity.

In Italy, the ‘Handbook for Operators and Families’ on foster care was created as an
operational guide for professionals in fostering centres, social services, education

and health care, as well as for families and foster carers. The handbook makes the
recommendations in the National Guidelines for Foster Care more concrete through
sharing work tools, paths, experiences and dissemination materials. For example, the
handbook provides guidance on the annual 30 hours of training that must be provided to
foster carers.?’
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STEP 2: Defining national standards and roles

Key actions:

Engage technical experts to hold consultations and do preparatory work for
interministerial workshops to establish standards and definitions.

Hold workshops where relevant representatives with decision-making authority of all
levels of government involved in the social support and protection of children and
their families come together to reach agreement on:

defining terms;

defining governance, coordination and partnerships;
defining roles and responsibilities; and

defining minimum standards and protocols.

Use good practices in Czech legislation and international guidance, such as the CRC,
CRPD, General Comments from Committees on the CRC and CRPD and UN Guidelines
on the Alternative Care for Children, as inspiration for definitions.

Ensure that guidance and regulation for the child protection system is standardized
nationally and that it is coordinated and aligned with the guidance and regulation
used in other sectors involved in the lives of children.

STEP 3: Prioritizin%prevention of unnecessary separation and
promoting family-based care

Currently, institutional care forms the core of the Czech system to support and protect
children, with smaller areas of family-based care and social services surrounding it.
Alternative care has become almost synonymous with child protection and occasionally
even with ‘child welfare’. The complete overhaul of the child protection system offers the
opportunity to ensure that, using the strongest elements from the existing system, it can
be designed to be integrated, equitable, inclusive and accessible to all from the start.

This presents a major advantage, as it is far easier and more cost effective to do this at the
outset than it is to add on and remove features to an existing structure to try to accomplish
this later.?® While crisis response often demands immediate attention, prevention offers
greater long-term cost-effectiveness.?* Systems fully and effectively integrating the

CRC in legislation and budgeting maintain interconnected but clearly demarcated areas

of alternative care, child protection and child welfare, each with their own earmarked
budgets. This means that the funding for universal services, preventative services and
alternative care cannot compete with each other, as they currently do in the Czech
Republic.

The Childonomics Framework was developed by Eurochild and is shown in Figure 4.334 It
categorizes the range of services that should be available to all children and families who
need them. The categories are universal and targeted services, which fall within child
welfare and outside child protection, specialized and highly specialized services, which are
preventative child protection and finally, if all of that is not sufficient to enable the child to
safely stay in their family, alternative care. Looking at these different categories, the higher
up a category is the lower the cost per child and the more children will need the service.
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For each of the service categories, if it is well resourced and effectively used, this will mean
that fewer children and families will require the services in the block below it, which are
more expensive per child. This means that good resourcing of each of the blocks leads to
increased cost-effectiveness of the entire system.

Figure 435: The Childonomics Framework indicating the advantage of investing in universal
and preventative services
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Universal and preventative services

Under the current system where Section 6 of the Protection Act No. 359/1999 determines
who is eligible for support and protection, the definition of ‘child vulnerability” is
problematic. This is because it is used to determine who does and does not have a right

to support, with support generally being seen as invasive intervention. Viewing support
provided to a child and their family as a continuum with different levels eliminates this
problem, as everything from universal services to alternative care represent different
gradients. All children have the right to all services, though some children and families may
not need some of the more intensive support or may need it only temporarily. Figure 5
provides an image of what this continuum looks like.

Figure 5:3%¢ The integration of child welfare and child protection

Universal
Services

Child
Welfare

Alternative
Care

To be effective, services for children and their families need to be easily accessible in

the local community and interconnected.®*” There needs to be a minimum range of at
least universal and targeted, and some specialized, services available within reasonably
travelable distance for all families. Of course, it is not feasible to have offices for specialized
support services in every small village. However, it is entirely possible to ensure that a
certain level of services are found within certain groups of small communities within

easy reach, or to have mobile outreach services covering certain areas so that they are
present periodically in each community.®*® It is also possible to provide transportation and
if needed accommodation, covered by insurance, for families to access services that are
highly specialized and only available in the major cities at a greater distance.

To make these services accessible, it is helpful to develop greater cooperation with the
environments where families and children spend time anyway, such as pre-schools, schools
and community centres. It is essential to develop and finance community-based services

- and to provide training to professionals who are in regular contact with children and
families through their job - to identify families in situations of vulnerability.>*® Through
connecting services with or embedding them in familiar places in the community the
threshold for seeking and receiving support is lowered. Providing screening services and
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support in familiar environments may also reduce the risk of stigma attached to using the
services.? In addition, providing support and monitoring the situation can take place in

a more casual way over a longer period of time in these settings and there are already
established relationships and support networks that can be mobilized.?*' The length of
time for which a family can receive assistance should not be arbitrarily limited by law, it
needs to be flexible and based on the needs of the child and the family.>*?

Technical expertise can be called in to map the current network of services available
country-wide, as SocioFactor did in 2014. This expert should also identify the gaps and
barriers that stand in the way of providing the minimum range of services that is required.
This mapping and gap analysis will inform the actions needed to remove barriers and fill
gaps.

Communication strategies play a key role in enabling families to care for their children in
their own environment and in bringing about behavioural changes.?*® Specific strategies
should address how communication:

* breaks down stigma and prejudice against groups facing social exclusion;

* raises public awareness of the support and services that are available;

* informs the public on who is eligible for what types of support and how they can
access it;

* educates the public on the harmful effects of institutionalization and the benefits of
growing up in families;

* ensures that the public is informed of any changes to the child welfare or child
protection system;

e ensures that both families and children know about complaint mechanisms; and

* informs families and children about their rights, including their right to have a say in
decisions made about them.

An example of effective targeted services is found in Brno. The City Authority of Brno
initiated the Housing First project, in which housing was provided to 50 families, two-thirds
of which were Roma families from Roma communities, in unsegregated municipal flats in
2016. Research showed that with stable housing and adequate support families were able
to get back on their feet and maintain their housing. There were also improvements in
school attendance, performance of children, sense of security and well-being and a higher
rate of reunification of families who were separated due to housing needs.?*

Working with families and children

The system must clearly define at what level of risk to a child the provision of preventative
or supportive services should become mandatory rather than voluntary and how to
enforce such measures. When enforcing mandatory support, it's crucial to remember that
although the parents are reluctant to cooperate, in almost all cases it is in the child’s best
interest to do whatever possible to maintain a positive relationship with the family and not
to approach the situation in an adversarial manner.

There is a tendency, set in legislation and policy language and through that conveyed

to the social service workforce, to see and approach families who are struggling to
provide their child with the needed care as adversaries and to see them as culpable of
‘wrongdoing'. This approach is both an inaccurate assessment of the situation in almost
all cases and never helpful in ensuring cooperation and improvement. A trauma-informed
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approach focusing on building trust and addressing the root causes of the problems
achieves far greater and longer lasting changes. Therefore, ensuring that the social service
workforce receives training to recognize trauma and use trauma-informed practice is
essential to enabling them to work effectively with families in crisis situations.?*

Working as partners with families involves working together to map and recognize
strengths to build on as well as weaknesses that require support. Additionally, the

whole process should take place as an ongoing conversation, where all partners - the
social workers, counsellors, parents, children and any other people with different types

of expertise involved as part of the multi-disciplinary team - share their opinions and
experiences and decide together what will be the most beneficial solution to the situation
at hand. This shared ownership of the process tends to encourage much greater
cooperation and investment. When done well, the participation of both parents and
children is not just a tick box exercise, or an additional task or burden, but rather a tool that
leads to more effective social work and more pleasant working conditions for everyone 2
There is a need to provide awareness raising and training for all professionals who work
directly with children on how to effectively communicate with them and to support them

in expressing their opinion.*” The guidelines and protocols developed to standardize
procedures should embed child participation as standard practice. In Australia, the
government has produced guidelines for ‘collaborative competence’ (which can be found in
Annex IV) on how staff from family support services and from child protection services can
work together effectively. Their guidelines also offer good practice examples of how social
workers can work together with families and encourage their cooperation.>#

Children and families should be given a say in and be provided with information about all
situations and decisions that affect their lives.?* This includes opportunities to express
their opinions about policies and services that are designed to support them, because they
have the greatest insight into what would or would not in fact benefit them in practice.
Involving the people for whom policies and services are developed in their design avoids

a lot of extra costs in developing and funding something that is of limited to no use and
only finding out it is a failed investment some time down the line. In consulting with service
users, it is important to include people with all different backgrounds, particularly those
that are often excluded, such as persons with disabilities, and people from Roma, refugee,
migrant and other minority communities. This also includes young children, because
children with these backgrounds may have different needs and experiences that are

not necessarily taken into consideration by others.?>® For the same reason these service
users should also be involved in the monitoring and evaluation of the system, as their
experiences define the outcomes of the work done.

Strong gatekeeping to alternative care

In line with the CRC, a gatekeeping system should be present to prevent unnecessary
separation of a child from their family.?>" In the Czech Repubilic, lack of official definitions
and standards currently hinders robust gatekeeping. While gatekeeping sounds like a
simple check point, in reality it is a complex system. It encompasses the child welfare and
child protection services that remove the need to proceed with more invasive interventions
or removal of the child. It also includes the authority with technical expertise who makes
the decision and/or gives the order on whether a child should be removed and if so, where
they should be placed.

Strengthening child protection systems:
a comprehensive approach to addressing the needs of
refugee and marginalized children in the Czech Republic

65



Although gatekeeping in the context of child protection is generally seen as just the
prevention of unnecessary removal of a child from their family, in countries where
residential, and particularly institutional, care is part of the alternative care system, there
are two levels of gatekeeping. The second level of gatekeeping is to ensure residential and
institutional care is only used if all family-based options have been considered or tried and
found not to be in the child’s best interests.?>? The Czech Republic currently lacks effective
gatekeeping at either level.

Another consideration in relation to gatekeeping is whether it is necessary for all
placements in alternative care to be through court orders, as is the case in many countries.
In some countries different mechanisms or authorities are used. In deciding how to shape
a gatekeeping mechanism in the Czech context, it is worth considering introducing a form
of a multidisciplinary gatekeeping panels as are used, for example, in Moldova. These
panels include representatives from local authority, health, education, child protection

and social protection departments, together with NGO representatives, organizations

for people with disabilities and other community actors. The panels could serve the dual
purpose of determining whether placement of a child in alternative care - and if relevant
in institutional care - is truly the only and best option for the child, and identifying what
services or support need to be developed in the community as they see many children
enter alternative care due to the absence of such resources.®? In Germany, parents

can place children in alternative care based on their right to assistance in upbringing,
without necessarily involving the courts.®* In other places, decisions are made by state
guardianship councils or other non-judiciary state entities. In these cases, court orders are
only needed if the child's parents want to appeal the decision made.®>

To prevent unnecessary separation of children from their family and to move away from
institutionalization, a clearly signposted referral system needs to be set up enabling parents to
receive information - in a low threshold way - on the support available to help them overcome
the challenges that lead them to consider placing their child in an institution.

Moving from institutional care to family-based solutions
The EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child calls on Member States to:

“oromote national strategies and programmes to speed up de-institutionalisation and
the transition towards quality, family- and community-based care services including with
an adequate focus on preparing children to leave care, including for unaccompanied
migrant children.”*¢

To enable moving away from institutional care and making alternative care predominantly
family-based, the types of foster care available need to be expanded. Currently, certain
groups of children are considered (almost) impossible to place in family-based care

and tend to end up in institutions. This is because family-based care is not sufficiently
developed in the Czech Republic to accommodate children with more complex needs.

Many countries successfully support children with complex care needs, challenging
behaviour, severe trauma, different ethnic or cultural background, and with siblings - in
their own family or in family-based care. In alternative care, this is often accomplished
through use of professional, specialized foster care, where foster carers receive specialized
training and support to enable them to care for children with certain challenges or are
required to have special qualifications already.®’ These special qualifications may mean
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that one of the foster parents is, for example, a qualified nurse, psychologist or a special
educator. It might also mean that one or both foster carers are fluent in the national

sign language or share a similar cultural or religious background as the child placed with
them. These foster carers may receive a salary that enables them to stay at home with the
children and focus on their care. Table 5 lists examples of some general and specialized
family-based care options that exist elsewhere and could be introduced in the Czech
Republic. Having multiple options would enable a full continuum of family-based care
without requiring institutional care as a backup. Steps should be taken to develop the types
of general and specialized family-based services that are needed to provide placements for
children with backgrounds for which currently institutions are the only option.

Table 5:3% Variety of types of family-based care

General family-based care Specialized family-based care
Kinship care Complex health care
Emergency foster care Disability care

Short term foster care Trauma informed care

Long term foster care Mental health care

Respite foster care Foreign national care

Shared care Infant care

Pre-adoption foster care Minor mother and baby
Supported independent living Sibling groups

Remand foster care

Supported independent living should be available as part of the continuum of care for
older teenagers of both Czech and foreign backgrounds. While not family-based, it is
community-based. This support goes beyond providing a child of 16 years or older
with accommodation and an income. It involves reqgular supervision and support by a
designated social worker who provides counselling, mentoring and general support.
The young person should know that they can contact their social worker when they
have questions or when they are struggling with practical or psychological issues. Fully
supported independent living should be developed, by adding support to the current
system of providing accommodation in half-way houses and asylums.

Research shows that unaccompanied children have better outcomes when placed in foster
care than when placed in other forms of alternative care. Germany, Italy, Sweden, the UK
and Turkiye have extensive experience with placing unaccompanied children in foster care.
Experience has shown that successfully placing an unaccompanied child in foster care
depends on several critical support mechanisms. Foster carers need to be supported and
trained to understand the asylum process. It is most effective when children are placed
with families of similar background. Essential support also includes language assistance
and help with integrating into mainstream education. Additionally, when necessary,
specialized services and counselling can help children process everything they have
experienced,*? providing emotional and psychological support during their transition.
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To retain foster carers, it is essential to provide them with ongoing support before, during
and after the placement of a child. If recruitment, including screening, selecting and
preparing new foster carers, is not done properly, this can lead to placement breakdowns
or other harmful experiences for the children in their care.?® In Slovakia, people interested
in becoming foster carers receive preparatory training based on the Parent Resources for
Information, Development and Education (PRIDE) programme, and children also receive
preparation for placement in family-based care.®"

Whether it is family-based or residential, alternative care should always be used as a
temporary solution. The placement of the child, and the ability of their family to care for
the child, should be reviewed regularly by social workers to see whether this placement is
still in the child's best interest or whether it is possible for the child to return to their own
family. Work to support the family to overcome the challenges that led to the removal of
the child needs to happen in parallel with the placement of the child to work towards the
safe reintegration of the child into their original family. In parallel, plans for permanent
family solutions must be developed to switch to if at any point it becomes clear that even
with intensive support, it will not be possible to safely reintegrate the child into their
family.%? Standards and protocols need to uphold the right of the child to stay in contact
with their family as is enshrined in legislation.

Alternative care guidelines must include procedures for a process of preparation for
independent living that starts several years before the child reaches adulthood and
support that continues after that moment. Research shows significantly better outcomes
for young people who receive ongoing supervision from the child welfare system than
those who have to leave alternative care abruptly when they reach the age of 18. In
Georgia, Romania and Turkiye there is a possibility for young people to continue to live
with their foster family as they transition into adulthood, bringing their situation more in
line with that of young people growing up in their own family.?¢3

STEP 3: Prioritizing prevention of unnecessary
separation and promoting family-based care

Key actions:

Align standards, guidelines, and protocols across all service segments to ensure
that the core principle of keeping children with their families—or in family-based
care when most appropriate—becomes a practical reality in all social service and
child protection work. This commitment, already embedded in legislation and policy,
requires comprehensive implementation across all service segments. Particularly
regarding:

+ universal and preventative services;
« strong gatekeeping to alternative care; and
- moving from institutionalization to family-based solutions.

Raise public awareness on why this shift needs to take place, making use of the
many examples of successful awareness raising available. Aiming, at the same time,
to prevent unnecessary separation of children and to recruit foster carers through
creating understanding of the benefits of growing up in a family.
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STEP 4: Attaining social inclusion

Social exclusion significantly increases children'’s risk of poverty, violence and being
separated from their family. Since these are all critical child protection concerns, ensuring
social inclusion for all children plays an essential role in prevention.

The situation analysis shows substantial effort is put into combatting social exclusion.
However, it reveals that the core issues of stigma and prejudice against groups facing social
exclusion remain inadequately addressed. Directly addressing stigma is essential, because
it underpins conscious and unconscious biases held by authorities and professionals.?®*
These biases lead to these authorities and professionals finding ‘other’ reasons not to
deem members of groups facing stigmatization eligible for services, support and inclusion,
despite the guidance provided in the social inclusion strategies.®® As long as stigma exists,
people being stigmatized will be considered ‘unworthy’ or ‘discounted’.*¢® This makes it
essential to develop strategies and campaigns to raise awareness and break down stigma
aimed at the public, but also specifically targeting professionals working with people from
the wider community, as well as those working at all levels of government.?®” One of the
aims of this strategy should be to put an end to segregation - and overrepresentation in
institutions, which is also a form of segregation - because it is much harder to maintain
prejudice and stigma when someone interacts on a daily basis with people about whom
they have such ideas. From a distance, it is easy to dehumanize people from certain groups
and uphold extreme ideas, up close their humanity becomes too obvious to allow this.

Here as in other areas, the fragmented response to social inclusion reduces its effectiveness.
Therefore, developing coordination and cooperation structures across all sectors is the starting
point of enabling a more effective approach.® The European Commission commissioned a
study, identifying effective practices to achieve equality and inclusion, which include:*°

* providing structural support to improve starting conditions rather than later
compensatory measures;

* using legislation to influence cultural and moral norms, when properly enforced;

» fostering collaboration between people from the minority and majority groups
around shared goals;

» preferential treatment or quotas for underrepresented groups, so long as they are
clear in their aims and time-bound to avoid building resentment;

* using neutral framing of measures (e.g. socioeconomic rather than ethnic or
disability criteria);

* identifying shared interests and win-win outcomes to help people feel a
redistribution would have a potential gain for ‘their’ group through conscious
narrative framing; and

» offering universal social protection schemes instead of those targeting specific groups.

These practices should be considered in developing the standards, protocols, partnerships
and services under the previous and following steps, as well as be embedded in the design
of policy, strategies, action plans, and less formal initiatives where possible.

The Committees on the CRC and the CRPD have given many recommendations on social
inclusions in their concluding observations,?”® as have representatives of the Council of
Europe in their reports. By and large these recommendations have been acknowledged in
the various strategies, so what is mainly needed is to prioritize the implementation of these
strategies through minimum standards and standardized protocols to ensure:
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* providing truly inclusive non-residential education (including early childhood
education and care), with full support for children’s individual needs and ensuring a
safe environment;?”!

* providing training and support for all pedagogical professions involved in education
of children and young people with disabilities and those with different ethnicities
and languages;*”?

* addressing the causes of a greater risk of poverty for groups facing social
exclusion;®”3

e ensuring that children from backgrounds facing social exclusion have access to all
universal, targeted and specialized services in inclusive settings;*’*

* guaranteeing the right to family life by addressing the causes for increased removal
of children from groups facing social exclusion and increased institutionalization
compared to the general population;®’

* prohibiting the placement of children in institutions for adults;?’®

* developing professional, specialized foster care with the capacity to care for
children with complex care needs or different ethnicity or language;*”’

* recognizing and addressing the fact that children with backgrounds that often lead
to social exclusion suffer from higher levels of mental health problems3’® - and that
this may be caused or exacerbated by the ongoing stress caused by experiencing
marginalization;?”

* recognizing that there may be intersectional issues (e.g. a Ukrainian Roma refugee
with disabilities) that lead to a variety of needs that can only be adequately met by a
multidisciplinary team and strong coordination and collaboration between different
sectors;38°

* ensuring that emergency strategies specifically take into account and make
provisions for the specific needs of the various groups facing social exclusion;®!

e supporting and encouraging the participation of children with disabilities, Roma
children and refugee and migrant children, providing sign language interpretation,
foreign language interpretation or other language support if needed;**

e creating a communication and behavioural change strategy to systematically
combat racism and prejudice against disability with specific approaches for various
target audiences, including within government and the social services workforce;*?

* monitoring and enforcing adherence to anti-discrimination legislation;?#* and

» collecting data disaggregated by different factors underlying social exclusion to ensure
there is available information on over- and underrepresentation to inform policy and
strategies, particularly ensuring inclusion of data on violence experienced.*®

Attaining social inclusion may require earmarked budget lines. This is to prevent funds
meant for excluded groups from being diverted elsewhere. It is important to recognize
that inclusion is more cost-effective than segregation. Operating two or more parallel
systems is very expensive. For example, the World Bank estimates that building schools
that are accessible for children with disabilities would add around 1 per cent in building
costs, while it can reduce overall education costs by as much as 41 per cent.*® Another
advantage of ensuring full inclusivity and accessibility is that when a child has not been
identified and diagnosed yet, or when an accident or something similar causes additional
needs temporarily or chronically, everything is already in place to provide the support
needed. Norway's approach to inclusion provides an interesting example. They have a
‘National Strategy 2021-2025 on a universally designed Norway'. Universal design means
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that all aspects of public life: infrastructure, buildings, logistics and communication are
required to be accessible to all. This includes persons with disabilities, children, older
people, people with a foreign background etc. In their legislation there is very little specific
mention of issues like disability, because everything is required to be accessible or come
with additional support anyway.*®’

The Graficka primary school in the Prague 5-Smichov district is an example of good
practice. It transformed from a segregated Roma school in danger of closure to
becoming fully inclusive, integrating Roma and non-Roma pupils, children with disabilities
and children with other nationalities. This was achieved through the school director’s
determined leadership.#®

Children with disabilities

The public needs support to shift from the medical model approach to children with
disability to the social model, following the government’s policies. The most effective way
to break down stigma around disabilities is to enable children and adults with disabilities
to live as fully supported members of their communities. The National Policy for Protection
of Children’s Rights 2021-2029 mandates that: “Within the minimum network of services,
the necessary capacities are allocated for support and assistance to children and families
with disabilities.” This is a crucial aim. The measures needed for social inclusion in general,
mentioned above, are all relevant for children with disabilities. In addition, to enable
children with disabilities to grow up in their own family or, when necessary, in family-
based care - thereby upholding their right to family life under the CRC and the CRPD - the
following requirements must be met:

* providing assistive devices, medical equipment and training in the special care
needed by the child to parents or other caregivers;*°

* providing various forms of respite care (e.qg. respite foster care where the child
can spend one or more days or nights per week or per month, specialized care
assistance in the child’s home, inclusive day care facilities able to provide specialized
personal care) to give parents breaks from the constant care for their child and/or
to enable them to go to work;3%°

* providing and/or covering the cost of adaptations to the home and vehicle to make
them accessible to the family member with a disability;**"

* providing community-based rehabilitation and early intervention services
specialized in supporting children with disabilities, including therapeutic services;**

* making all benefits and provisions for children with disabilities available for children
under one year old and ensure that benefits and insurance cover all additional
costs associated with disability;**3

* providing training for all professionals working with children in identification and
referral for diagnosis for disability, including recognizing neurodiversity;*** and

e ensuring accessibility of services, buildings, public transport, communication, etc.3%*

In Moldova, they found that providing community services and inclusive education was
cheaper, had better outcomes and supported more families than boarding schools (their
term for residential care) for children with special needs. Montenegro is closing their
special schools or turning them into resource centres that support teachers teaching
children with special education needs in mainstream schools.3%
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Roma children

Despite extensive work to address the pervasive social exclusion of the Roma people in
the Czech Republic, success has been limited. In large part this is because, as mentioned
above, if prejudice and conscious or unconscious bias are not addressed, other measures
are unlikely to be successful. This is true in the child protection sector as well as across
other sectors.

To make meaningful progress on the social inclusion of people from Roma communities,
a comprehensive and systemic approach is necessary that extends beyond traditional
child protection boundaries. Roma culture should be included and celebrated in school
curriculums to facilitate a more positive awareness and understanding.?®” Efforts

should focus on increasing Roma children’s participation in non-mandatory pre-school
education by combining it with coordinated family care support to increase the chance of
attendance.?*® Professionals working with children must receive training on how they can
handle instances of bullying or discrimination against people from Roma communities,
with a clear emphasis on their professional responsibility to intervene and address such
incidents.?* The adoption of a strategy or action plan to combat racism and hate crimes

- including those aimed at people from Roma communities - can also play a critical
role.*® While not all actions described above fall solely within the child protection system’s
mandate and will require coordination across numerous stakeholders, the child protection
system in particular plays a crucial role in determining the success of these strategies to
promote genuine social integration.

STEP 4: Attaining social inclusion

Key actions:

Build the capacity of all professionals working within the child protection system to
work effectively with children from groups facing social exclusion.

Strengthen gatekeeping mechanisms to double check that removal and/or
institutionalization of a child from a group facing social exclusion is based on their
best interests and not on conscious or unconscious bias on the part of the decision
maker.

Ensure that services and provisions needed mostly or exclusively by children from
groups facing social exclusions are part of the minimum range of services provided
and accessible within reasonable travel distance of all communities.

Create a requirement for full inclusivity of all services and monitor and enforce this
requirement.

Set up targeted and ongoing campaigns to break down the stigma and prejudice
against those who face social exclusion to address the conscious and unconscious
biases not just of the public, but also of people working in all levels of government,
and those in professions working with children and families who face social exclusion.
These campaigns must be a joint, coordinated endeavour across all government
sectors, including MoLSA and the child protection system.

Monitor and enforce the adherence to non-discrimination legislation.
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STEP 5: Making the child protection system responsible for all refugee
children

Refugee children, by definition, are in a situation of extreme vulnerability. This is due to
having had to flee situations of extreme danger, having faced uncertainty and possibly peril
on their journey to the Czech Republic and either being accompanied by adults who have
themselves experienced extreme stress and/or trauma, or being unaccompanied.*’ Due
to the trauma and stress experienced by the adults around them - whether or not those
adults have a care duty to them - the children are significantly more likely to witness or be
personally affected by violence than the general child population.“©? Moreover, parents may
have a reduced ability to care for their children or cope with their situation due to their
circumstances.

This level of risk and vulnerability exists even if it is not evident during the brief moment
of contact at a refugee reception or registration point. Therefore, all refugee children -
unaccompanied, separated and accompanied - must be referred to the child protection
system immediately after registration.*®®* At a minimum, the system should provide a full
assessment of the child’s situation and needs, as well as of that of the adults accompanying
them. The decision on whether support interventions are needed or whether monitoring
of the child will suffice should be based on that assessment.“** This requirement for a full
assessment does not question refugee parents’' competence. Rather, it acknowledges that
both parents and children are in situations of extreme vulnerability and increased risk. An
assessment is needed to determine whether OSPOD needs to take action to protect the
children’s rights and best interests. A change in legislation will be needed to enable this.
The successful steps taken to ensure that OSPOD was allowed to reach out to separated
children from Ukraine to assess their need for protection demonstrate that this is feasible.

Figure 7 is a model created by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) on how UASC should fit under the child protection system. It requires best
interest assessment early on, best interest determination and planning based on these
assessments, including whether the child wishes to apply for asylum (which is not relevant
for children from Ukraine who fall under temporary protection, nor is transfer within

the EU under Dublin III Regulation). The recommendation here is to not limit this to
unaccompanied or separated children, but to ensure that all refugee children at the very
least have a best interest assessment done when they arrive in the country.
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Figure 7:%> UNHCR model on the procedure for UASC adapted for the Czech Republic
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The CRC states that all the rights of all children found on the territory of a given Member State
should be upheld.“® Legislation and policy need to clearly define the roles and responsibilities
of all stakeholders involved in the reception of refugee children. Child protection services
should always be involved in either assessing or supporting the assessment of risk
experienced by all refugee children on arrival. This is the only way to establish whether the
situation of vulnerability puts the individual child at significant risk. Unaccompanied children
should be referred or handed over to the child protection system immediately. In Moldova,
children arriving from Ukraine were recognized as ‘being in a situation of risk’ without
discrimination due to migration status. This was possible because of a law that covered
both Ukrainian and Moldovan children enabling them to provide both with the same child
protection.“®’

In Austria, unaccompanied minors under the age of 14 are immediately taken into the care
of the youth welfare office. In Germany, the youth welfare office takes unaccompanied
children into custody, provides them with accommodation and supports them through all
official procedures. In Ireland, unaccompanied children are immediately referred to Tusla
(the child and family agency) who, aside from providing accommodation and support, apply
for asylum on the child's behalf and appeal the decision if the application is rejected. In
Sweden, municipalities are responsible for the reception of unaccompanied minors and for
assigning them a guardian.*®

Strengthening protection of migrant and refugee children, including those from Ukraine

Based on the information gathered about both Ukrainian and non-Ukrainian foreign
national children in the Czech Republic, several key provisions related to the protection
of migrant and refugee children require strengthening. Mental health support requires
significant improvement, as higher numbers of refugee children experience mental
health problems or trauma than in the general child population. Robust mechanisms
and protocols are needed to enable early identification and access to mental health and
psychosocial support services, with language support, must be provided.*%

Front line workers who encounter migrant and refugee children need established
protocols and training to conduct rapid vulnerability and best interest assessments for

all children arriving in a reception centre or at a registration point. This training should
cover child protection in humanitarian settings.#’® Age assessment procedures also need
improvement to ensure all individuals under 18 are treated as children, with the benefit of
doubt given to those claiming to be under 18 even if they decline age testing.*"

Coordination with the MoEYS and the MoH must be strengthened to guarantee access

to health care, health insurance and all levels of mainstream education regardless of

the child’s or their parents’ asylum status or residence permits.*'? Refugee families with
children with disabilities require adequate social and cash assistance, along with access to
specialized services, mirroring the benefits available to Czech children. All actors involved
in the support of migrant and refugee children also need to take decisive action against
nationally or ethnically motivated discrimination and intolerance when encountered.*'

For unaccompanied and separated children, the system needs stronger identification
procedures as well as registration/guardianship processes, and enhanced family and
community-based care. Guidelines and operational procedures for the protection of UASC
should be developed in line with the Inter-agency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied
and Separated Children.*'* Unaccompanied children should be placed in family-based care,
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not in institutions, with foster families receiving appropriate training and support to care for
these children. Segregation based on understanding of the Czech language should be strictly
avoided.*’> Family reunification should be prioritized, including with active efforts to trace
family members in other countries and assessments of best interest.#'® Finally, the reception
process must include standardized human trafficking risk assessments, particularly for children
accompanied by someone who is not a family member, and professionals involved must
receive specific training to enable them to conduct these assessments.*"’

The child protection system must also address gender-based violence (GBV) through
comprehensive prevention, mitigation and response mechanisms, including by developing
and disseminating referral pathways for all regions and integrating GBV risk mitigation into
all protection and support services for refugees. This should be supported by investments
in quality, coordinated, survivor-centred and age-appropriate response services that are
timely, available and used by survivors of GBY, including refugees.

Significant capacity is required for the child protection system to handle sudden influxes
of refugee children and families. This requires a detailed emergency strategy with an
accompanying budget that can be activated to quickly upscale the capacity of the child
protection system to handle an influx of child refugees adequately at very short notice.
UNHCR has developed guidelines on preparedness for refugee emergencies that can
inform the development of the emergency strategy (included in the useful resources in
Annex V). Additionally, every region should have at least one designated OSPOD staff
member who is trained in dealing with refugee children - whether unaccompanied or not
- and rolling out the emergency protocol. This ensures basic capacity and local availability
of the necessary expertise when it is needed.*'® The emergency strategy budget will not
be used year on year, only when there is an influx, or the country is still dealing with the
aftermath of one. It could be established as an earmarked reserve fund. In any year where
there was no need to activate or continue to enact the emergency strategy for social and
legal protection of refugee children, the reserve funds can either carry over to the next
financial year or be used for capital investment in an area of the child welfare or child
protection system that requires strengthening at the end of the financial year.

The system of support and protection for children and their families requires standards and
protocols for supporting refugee children and families. This support should involve preventative
and psychological support services, but also, for example, help with navigating the Czech social
protection and education system to ensure that the family is supported to integrate.*"” This
must be done in close cooperation with migration authorities at all levels of government, for
which coordination frameworks should be developed in the emergency strategy.

Strengthening the social service workforce to enable them to work with refugee children
includes providing the external resources needed to help them support children and
families, such as qualified interpreters and intercultural workers.*?® Training on emergency
humanitarian response also needs to be provided.

Making the child protection system responsible for assessing all refugee children, not

only unaccompanied minors, will require adapting systems, cooperation and collaboration
frameworks across sectors and developing new ones where needed. However, ultimately
integrating the support and protection for refugee children and their families into the
general child welfare and child protection system will be more efficient, more cost effective
and have better outcomes for children. This is preferable to only involving child protection
services where harmful situations are easily identifiable or where children are recognized
as being unaccompanied.

Strengthening child protection systems:
a comprehensive approach to addressing the needs of
refugee and marginalized children in the Czech Republic

76



STEP 5: Making the child protection system
responsible for all refugee children

Key actions:

Support legislative change and protocol development to ensure children registered as
refugees - unaccompanied, separated, or accompanied - are automatically referred
to the child protection system and given a full assessment to determine whether they
require intervention or monitoring.

Ensure capacity building of the social service workforce to enable them to support
refugee children competently, without having to choose between supporting refugee
children or supporting Czech children, through providing training, sufficient staff and
material and financial resources.

Develop an emergency strategy that lays out how the system’s capacity to deal with
refugee children and the services they need for support can be scaled up rapidly during
refugee influxes, including a protocol for when and how to scale down again.

Consider the establishment of a reserve budget for the rapid scaling up and support
of the social service capacity to deal with refugee children in the case of a sudden
influx.

If a reserve budget is established, lay down transparent rules about how and when it
can be used. Including in the case of the reserve not being used in a given financial
year, whether it is to be carried over to the next financial year or whether (and how)
it can be used to cover capital investment for strengthening of the system of social
support and protection for children and their families.

STEP 6: Building capacity

Capacity building to ensure the social service workforce can effectively support and protect
children and their families is a requirement for the implementation of policies and strategies
into actionable and effective practices.**' Without adequate resources, even the most
determined efforts to drive reform forward will not translate into practical results. Capacity
extends beyond having the right number of social service workers, it encompasses the
necessary tools, support systems, and infrastructure to effectively implement and sustain
change, including financial, human and knowledge resources. This means having an adequate
budget, a supported and equipped workforce, and training.** The financial resources will be
addressed in the section on ‘Budget and funding streams’ under Step 7 to avoid duplication.

Social service workforce

Providing support and protection to children and their families happens through social
work. This requires a strong, well-supported social service workforce.*?* The Global Social
Service Workforce Association (GSSWA) defines its responsibilities as follows:

“The social service workforce focuses on preventative, responsive and promotive programmes
that support families and children in communities by alleviating poverty, reducing
discrimination, facilitating access to services, promoting social justice and preventing and
responding to violence, abuse, exploitation, neglect and family separation.™?*
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For the social service workforce to operate effectively, it should not work in isolation.
Strong and well-coordinated partnerships should be built with other community-based
workers such as nurses who make home visits, staff at community centres and with
teachers and other staff at kindergartens and schools. These partners should receive
training to help identify children who may need support or protection. They need a clearly
outlined referral system that these professionals are familiar with and understand well.
Working together with expert social workers, these professionals working with children and
families may also play a role in multi-disciplinary assessments or interventions. For these
partnerships to benefit all stakeholders, there must be transparent, well-defined agreements
on roles, responsibilities, minimum standards and procedures, as discussed in Step 2.

The UNICEF guidelines on strengthening the social service workforce give the following list
of requirements that should be addressed:#?>

» definitions of the various categories of social service workers

e establishment of governing and regulatory bodies

* registration and licensing requirements for social service workers

e standardization of qualifications and the certification process through national
examinations

» development and enforcement of a code of ethics and professional standards of
practice

e actions for the professional development and continuing education opportunities
for workers

* equal opportunity considerations, working conditions, remunerations, and career
progression

For the social service workforce to function adequately, it needs to be properly resourced
and supported. Only then can high staff turnover, difficulty recruiting competent staff, staff
burnout and poor outcomes for children and families due to staff not having the time to
provide the necessary support and interventions be prevented. Moving away from these
identified challenges requires prioritization of and investment in:#?

* clearly defined job profiles, working conditions and salaries in line with the high
level of responsibility that comes with the job and opportunities for advancement;

* aclear strategy to ensure competent staff is recruited and retained;

* provision of a good work/life balance and space for self-care; and

* provision of high-quality professional supervision, to help staff deal with the high
psychological and emotional toll of working with children and families at risk or in
crisis, enabling them to process their experiences and learn from them, while at the
same time avoiding compassion fatigue and burnout.

It is essential to ensure a manageable workload, with a maximum caseload that considers
the time required to provide effective support to families, travel, administrative duties, case
conferences, court cases and training. There is no standard formula for this balance. This
must be determined through dialogue with the social service workforce.*” Few countries
regulate social worker caseloads. Poland's regulations state that one full-time professional
involved in foster care can work with a maximum of 30 families and 45 children. However,
in the Netherlands the average caseload is 27 to 29 families and foster carers there
complain that if their social worker has more than 19 families, they are unable to provide
the necessary support. Overburdened social workers is one of the reasons foster carers
give for no longer wanting to foster in the Netherlands.*?® The GSSWA has developed
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guidelines on developing minimum social service workforce ratios, which can be found in
Annex V.42

Continuing education and training

Having staff in positions is not enough. The social service workforce must have the
qualifications and competencies required to handle the complex cases. Investment in the
training of the social workforce yields returns through increased likelihood of successful
outcomes for families, prevention of their needing more expensive interventions, and
enhanced ability of families to generate their own income.

Ensuring high competence of the social service workforce requires setting minimum levels
of skills and knowledge training for qualification as a social worker.** This goes beyond
requiring a diploma from an accredited educational facility. There must be a definition of
what the curriculum has to cover at a minimum to consider a graduate qualified. After the
qualification training, there needs to be meaningful continuous professional development
training, which genuinely helps staff expand their knowledge and skills. As mentioned in
Part 1 in the ‘Capacity and resources’ section, currently continuous professional training lacks
sufficient evidence base and breadth to be considered beneficial by those receiving it.**'

The ongoing professional development should involve refresher courses for professional
standards, courses to update staff on changes in legislation and policy, courses to expand
or deepen existing competences and training for specialization in working with particular
groups or challenges. These courses will ensure that the entire social service workforce

is upskilled and kept abreast of new insights and changing requirements. The workforce
should be consulted about what training and education they feel would benefit their
performance.**

Table 4 provides some suggestions of topics recommended internationally for competence
building of the social service workforce. These could be covered at gradually more
advanced levels over time, in both qualification training and continuous professional
development. While every social worker need not receive training in all of the specialist
topics, each should receive training in some areas. Any given team should collectively cover
most of these competences to ensure there are always trained professionals available to
deal with the specific issues that arise.
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Table 4: Suggested topics for competence building of the social service workforce*>

Core Topics

Legislation and Policy

Human rights,
child rights, rights
of persons with
disabilities**

Child development

Best interest
determination**®

Attachment and
relationships

Participation of
families and children,
particularly those
usually excluded*®
Prioritizing

and facilitating
permanency

Positive parenting

Impact of stigma and
systemic discrimination

Data collection - use
of and role in

Operational Topics Soft Skills

Case management

Comprehensive
assessment

Developing a case/
care plan

Recruiting, selecting,
preparing foster
families

Facilitating contact
with family

Working with whole
family

Facilitating
reintegration

Crisis/emergency
planning

Recognizing and
mitigating risks for
exploitation/trafficking

Effective organization
of case conferences

Reflective practice

Understanding
unconscious bias

Building a relationship
of trust

Working in multi-
disciplinary teams
De-escalation and

conflict resolution

Cultural competence®’

Understanding
accessibility and
inclusivity

Specialist Topics

Handling substance
abuse (adult & child)

Handling international
child protection cases

Handling mental health
issues (adult & child)

Trauma awareness
(impact on child and
parents)

Awareness of
LGBTQIA+ issues

Parents with
intellectual
disabilities*38

Humanitarian
situations

Persons with
disabilities*?

Neurodivergence®?

Online safety
for children

Providing professional
supervision (for
managers)
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STEP 6: Building capacity

Key actions:

MoLSA should map, or commission the mapping of, workforce capacity and support
requirements for the system to function as intended, based on the definitions and
standards established in Step 2, addressing staffing needs, training requirements, and
financial planning.

Evaluate staffing requirements through assessment of position types and numbers
needed at each level and location, establishment of appropriate caseload limits,
development of professional standards, and creation of comprehensive staff support
systems including supervision framewaorks to prevent burnout and career pathways to
retain staff.

Design and implement structured training programmes that encompass entry
qualifications, continuous professional development, and specialized competencies
with clear evaluation mechanisms to ensure effectiveness.

Develop detailed financial projections covering staffing costs, training programmes,
support systems, and service delivery, including unit pricing for interventions.

Compare current capacity against identified needs to map existing resources, identify
gaps, and locate areas where resources could be better utilized across the system, and
develop a concrete plan to fill gaps and move toward a sustainably resourced system.

STEP 7: Developing the framework to support the reform decisions

It might seem counterintuitive to leave the development of a support framework and
legislation until after all the previous steps. However, it is necessary to have all aspects

of the new system clarified, defined and agreed on to enable the development of the
legislation, policy, guidance, budgets, monitoring and administrative data systems required
to regulate and support them.

Legislation

The National Strategy on Protection of Children’s Rights 2021-2029 states as a condition
for ensuring and promoting the best interests of the child:

“There is a uniform legal environment governing the performance of public protection of
children and the provision of services to vulnerable children and families.”

Legislation enabling the support and protection of children and their families should be
consolidated, aligned and coordinated with other legislation affecting their lives in a way
that integrates the CRC and CRPD.*#' Macela's 2023 Child Protection and Family Support Bill
Legislative and Analytical Report provides practical suggestions for achieving this. In this
process it is essential to ensure that:

* the definitions and standards agreed upon under Step 2 are embedded in
legislation, policy or sectoral guidelines, as appropriate to ensure minimum
standards and provisions are adhered to nationally;

* thereis a clearly defined mandate for the provision of a wide range of supportive
and preventative services, with room but also conditions for introducing new
services. This includes how they are resourced and monitored;*?
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* accessibility and inclusivity are embedded in all areas of legislation and policy, with
enforcement and accountability mechanisms as part of them;

e child impact assessment of any legislation or policy is done and used to inform
decision-making;*

* monitoring and evaluation frameworks are embedded in legislation and policy in a
standardized way, with independent oversight provided by a designated entity with
a strong mandate;*>

* periodic review of standards and guidance on future amendments are regulated
to prevent legislation becoming weighed down and overly complex again due to
endless incremental adjustments;*4¢

» formal complaint mechanisms for service users and for the social service workforce
are regulated;*’” and

* routine data collection that does not create an additional workload for the social
service workforce is requlated in legislation, through enabling anonymized data
extraction from a digital, interlinked database system used for case management.*

Croatia provides an example of thorough foster care legislation. The Foster Care Act covers
different types of foster care and is supported by laws on social welfare, education, health
care and justice. Various ordinances and manuals regulate different aspects of foster
care.** In Austria, the 'Youth Check’ was introduced, requiring ministries to review new
legislation and policy that is being drafted to assess their impact on children and youth
before passing it. A handbook was developed to guide this assessment, among other
things it points out particular areas of concern to be mindful of in doing the check.**

Budget and funding streams

Addressing the fragmentation and complexity of the funding of the child protection
system has the potential to lead to a far greater cost-efficiency.*' Reform will initially
always require investment, with the National Strategy on Protection of Children’s Rights
2021-2029 projecting that its implementation would have an estimated total cost of CZK

3 billion. However, when the system shifts from relying predominantly on alternative care

- particularly institutional care, the most expensive option - to prioritizing preventative
services, the same budget will be able to serve far more children and families.*>? In
addition, decades of research shows that strong preventative services lead to fewer
children being separated from their families and generally better outcomes for children.
While compared to placement in family-based care, institutionalizing children increases the
chances of poor outcomes that have a high risk of leading to long-term unemployment,
physical and mental health issues, difficulties in parenting own children and contact

with the justice system. These outcomes come at a high cost to society for the lifetime

of the person who was separated and/or institutionalized during childhood. This is why
investment in a strong child welfare and child protection system can lead to very significant
savings across government spending over the long term.*>3

To ensure the proper functioning and sustainability of the system of support and
protection for children and their families in a cost-effective way, several key financial
mechanisms must be established. First, it is necessary to establish transparent funding
mechanisms with clear regulations governing eligibility, requirements, application
processes and monitoring and accountability measures.** The budget must prioritize
preventative and specialized community-based support services,** with designated budget
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lines covering national, regional and local levels. These budget lines should specifically
address preventative services, specialized community-based support services, social
inclusion, and alternative care.*®

The social service workforce requires adequate resourcing and remuneration to deliver
quality services.*” Additionally, preventative and specialized community-based support
services need sustainable, multi-annual funding commitments to ensure continuity and
effectiveness.*® The funding structure should also enable and encourage innovative
practices through funding to continue to improve the service provision.*?°

Data collection and use

The availability of disaggregated data is essential for informed child protection policy
and decision-making.#® Without data, certain groups, particularly those who are socially
excluded, risk becoming invisible.*’ To overcome the current challenges regarding
administrative data collection, the fragmentation of data collection, collation, analysis and
dissemination needs to be addressed and considered throughout all the previous steps.

For preventative services to be effective, it is important to know who needs them. It is also
essential to identify the types and scale of preventative services needed. This requires
collecting data on various factors, including the number of children with disabilities - and
the types of disabilities - the extent of child abuse and neglect, the extent of domestic
violence, the extent of harmful practices, etc.#%?

UNICEF has developed a draft toolkit enabling countries to self-assess their administrative
data systems on children in alternative care and adoption. Doing this self-assessment and
comparing the results to the toolkit's maturity model may be helpful to determine what
parts of the Czech data collection system for child protection require strengthening and in
what way. Although the finalization of the toolkit has been delayed until the development of
an international core set of indicators on alternative care, UNICEF's Europe and Central Asia
Regional Office (ECARO) supports testing the draft toolkit in some of their projects. More
information is available on the possibility of conducting a self-assessment at UNICEF ECARO.

To establish effective and useful administrative data collection, clarity on what data are
needed for decision-making and monitoring and evaluation is essential. The following key
questions must be carefully considered:

* What needs to be measured and for what purpose?

* What data sources will be used?

* What are the child protection targets for which progress is to be monitored?

* How can this be measured? What indicators and variables should be used to do so
effectively?

It is helpful to develop a logical framework that includes the impact and outcomes - for
both the system and the service users - that the child protection system works to achieve.
From this, targets and effective indicators can be developed to guide data collection.

To ensure that indicators are truly useful for monitoring and evaluation, they should be
SMART: specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound.

Ideally, a digital, interlinked data system would be used by the social service workforce
for case management. At minimum, this system should connect all actors within the
child protection system, and ideally enable the sharing of data and information between
sectors. A digital data system would also allow case file transfers between departments,
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following clearly outlined data protection regulation, if this is in the best interests of the
child. Combining data collection and case management in one system ensures that data
gathering is not an additional item on the to-do list of the social service workforce but is
taken care of through their daily case work. Such a system can allow authorized entities to
extract anonymized real-time data that are taken from the case files.*%?

Buying, installing and switching over to a new data system like this is a significant
investment. However, once established, the rewards are great in terms of improving the
quality of data collection, reducing the workload of the social workforce and providing
greater continuity of care and services to children and their families. An example of such
a system is Primero, which is an open-source platform designed to support protection
data management.“* Research should be done - with consultation of the stakeholders
who will be using the system - of which system would be most suitable to support the
case management and data collection needs of the Czech child protection system. Once
the system is selected, preparation for use should include staff training, putting in place
technical support and ensuring the presence of the necessary hardware and software.

Eurochild and UNICEF's technical report of the DataCare project provides information
about good practices across Europe on data collection on children in alternative care.*®> It
states that effective and useful administrative data collection on support and protection of
children and their families requires:

* data using the individual child as the statistical unit - using individual age rather than
age groups etc. - to enable aggregation and disaggregation and long-term tracking;*®

* aclearly defined and agreed set of national and subnational indicators for
monitoring and evaluating progress in policy implementation, adherence to
minimum standards and outcomes for children. The indicators should be
disaggregated by relevant variables to get a clear sense of background of children,
reasons for service use and what services are accessed by whom;*’

* data collection on children facing increased risk or vulnerability, such as children in
socially excluded households, children experiencing violence, rural children, migrant
and refugee children, children with disabilities, children in alternative care, children
deprived of their liberty, children at risk of family separation and children from other
minority groups. These data are important for monitoring nationally, but also for
monitoring progress on the implementation of the National Action Plan for the
European Child Guarantee in the bi-annual reports;#68

» data collected on intersectional vulnerability or discrimination through intersectoral
coordination, for example, a child refugee, with special education needs who is
experiencing domestic abuse, to get a clear understanding of such situations data
need to be disaggregated and brought together by Mol, MoEYS and MoLSA;#?

* standardized protocols and manuals to guide administrative data collection and
data quality management;

» child protection statistics are regularly published and widely disseminated;*”°

* data protection regulation that is clearly defined and any exceptions to prohibitions
on sharing data come with defined safety checks;

* data are used to inform policy making, planning and programming and to support
stakeholders, also in emergency responses;*’! and

* use of administrative data in research and making use of incidental data generated
through research.
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Ireland demonstrates a strong administrative data system for child protection through
Tusla, their child and family agency. Tusla Hub, their website, provides data on child
protection, alternative care and adoption, prevention, partnership and family support,
Tusla education support service, and regulatory services. These data are collected through
digital data management systems in all these sectors, analyzed and continuously updated
on the website.*”

Monitoring and evaluation

Monitoring and evaluation serve multiple functions. The child protection system needs
monitoring through data collection and participatory evaluation involving service users to
ensure it functions and that outcomes are as intended. Compliance monitoring through
inspections ensure that minimum standards and requirements are met. The reform
process itself requires monitoring and evaluation to investigate whether implementation is,
in fact, taking place and progress and outcomes are as intended.

Lack of monitoring and evaluation combined with lack of clear indicators for data collection
and standardized minimum standards for inspection make it impossible to guarantee
equitable provision of services across the country. To be effective, monitoring or inspection
cannot limit itself to looking at whether required procedures are followed, and facilities

are in order. It must examine the quality of the services provided through evaluation of

the outcomes and evaluation of the overall improvement of the situation of children and
families and through feedback and complaint mechanisms and safe reporting channels.*’?

To be effective the monitoring system needs to:

* involve the social workforce and the service users - both adults and children of all
backgrounds - in the monitoring and evaluation process. This can be through easily
accessible feedback and complaint mechanisms, as well as through surveys and
focus groups;*’

* have clearly defined standard benchmarks that follow the principles of objectivity,
consistency and consensus;*®

* look at the effectiveness and efficiency of the funds spent, particularly whether they
are spent according to the best interests of the child;*’®

* include evaluation of the public administration and coordination at the national
level of the system for support and protection of children and their families;*”’

* pay particular attention to the effectiveness of social inclusion measures and to
whether any measures (inadvertently) encourage social exclusion;*’®

* pay particular attention to changes made to the system and indicate needs for
revision if the outcomes are not as intended;*”®

* be executed by an independent inspection body, with a clearly defined mandate.*°
Here the Committee on the Rights of the Child could play an important role, if given
a strong mandate;

* be accompanied by capacity building for those in charge of monitoring and
evaluation;*" and

* have clearly defined and enforced sanctions for those who fail to meet minimum
standards, fail to implement policies and guidelines, or are in violation of anti-
discrimination legislation.*®
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In Moldova, standardized indicators for monitoring foster care service provisions align
with the relevant legislation and the minimum standards. These indicators are outlined in
the Social Assistance Automatic Informational System, which also provides the required
disaggregation variables. The responsibility for gathering these data lies with the Ministry
of Labour and Social Protection.*®

STEP 7: Develop the framework to support the reform decisions

Key actions:

Through legislation, budgets, data collection and monitoring and evaluation systems,
the implementation of all the decisions, strategies, action plans and transitions that
came out of the previous steps of Part 2 must be enabled and supported.

Legislation should enshrine definitions, governance and coordination structures,
responsibilities, minimum standards and protocols, prioritization of prevention,
inclusivity and family-based care alongside what is outlined under the following
headings.

Budget and funding streams must be designed to be transparent, long-term and
consolidated; prioritize preventative services and family-based care; be outlined in
designated budget lines; allow for innovative services and practices.

Data collection must be based on a clear understanding of what needs measuring,
with child protection targets and effective indicators including groups of children with
increased vulnerabilities. There need to be standardized protocols, manuals and data
quality management systems supporting a digitized interconnected administrative
data system.

Monitoring and evaluation systems need to be developed to inspect adherence to
minimum standards and regulation, to monitor progress and to evaluate outcomes
and lead to course adjustments and/or enforcement of rules if outcomes are not as
required.

The determination to reform and strengthen the Czech child protection system has been
strong for years. Significant progress has been made over the last two decades, although
slower than hoped for. A major obstacle to faster progress is the fragmentation and lack
of standardization of the child protection system. This means that unifying the system and
reaching agreement on definitions and standards are essential to prepare and smooth the
ground for easier progress going forward.

By using the insights and recommendations from this report as a roadmap, starting with
laying the groundwork in small steps and gradually building momentum, the primary
objective stated in the National Strategy for Protection of Children’s Rights 2021-2029
comes within reach. The vision stated there is:

“Children and young people in the Czech Republic live a quality life, grow up in a safe
family environment and have equal opportunities, which they use to fully develop their
potential.”

Something everyone aspires to.
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Annex I: Initial
Assessment Framework

Goal of consultancy: To use an assessment of the situation of Ukrainian children
in the Czech Republic to provide an overview of the main components of the Czech
Republic’s child protection system and ‘big picture’ insights into how this system could be
strengthened to better support vulnerable Czech children, migrant and refugee children,
including Ukrainian refugees.

Key questions

1. What are the

main components of
the country’s child
protection system for
Czech children and
migrant / refugee
children, including
Ukrainian refugees?

2. How effective is the
Czech Republic’s child
protection system,
including during the
Ukrainian refugee
crisis?

3. How can the Czech
Republic’s child
protection system

be strengthened

to better support
migrant and refugee
children and families,
including Ukrainian
refugees?

4. How can the Czech
Republic’s child
protection system

be strengthened

to better support
vulnerable Czech
children and families?

Sub-questions

1.1 What is the Czech Republic’s legislative and regulatory
framework for Czech children and families?

1.2 What is the Czech Republic’s legislative and regulatory
framework for migrant and refugee children and families, including
Ukrainian refugees?

1.3 What are the official mandates of the key Ministries, agencies,
statutory bodies, social service workers and NGOs in the country’'s
child protection system?

1.4 What humanitarian benefits, social insurance and social services
from the state are available to migrant and refugee children and
families, including Ukrainian refugees?

1.5 What roles do NGOs and community groups play in the Czech
Republic’s child protection system in supporting and providing
services to Ukrainian refugees?

2.1 To what extent does the social service workforce have the
capacity they need for working effectively with vulnerable Czech
children and families, and migrant and refugee children and
families, including Ukrainian refugees?

2.2 To what extent can vulnerable Czech children and families,
migrant and refugee children and families, including Ukrainian
refugees, access the benefits, insurance and services available in
the Czech Republic?

2.3 What mechanisms are in place for monitoring the quality of the
child protection system for Czech, migrant and refugee children and
families, including Ukrainian refugees?

2.4 What coordination mechanisms exist within the child protection
system, including for the Ukrainian refugee crisis?

3.1 From ‘a big picture’ perspective, what are the challenges to
strengthening the Czech child protection system in order to better
support migrant and refugee children and families, including
Ukrainian refugees?

3.2 From ‘a big picture’ perspective, what are the opportunities

for strengthening the Czech child protection system in order to
better support migrant and refugee children and families, including
Ukrainian refugees?

4.1 From ‘a big picture’ perspective, what are the challenges to
strengthening the Czech child protection system in order to better
support vulnerable Czech children and families?

4.2 From ‘a big picture’ perspective, what are the opportunities for
strengthening the Czech child protection system in order to better
support vulnerable Czech children and families?

Data collection
methods
Literature Review

Inception Trip
Interviews

Interviews

Focus Group
Discussions

Observations of
SocioFactor and
Child Frontiers team

Interviews

Focus Group
Discussions

Observations of
SocioFactor and
Child Frontiers team

Interviews

Focus Group
Discussions

Observations of
SocioFactor and
Child Frontiers team

Interviews

Focus Group
Discussions

Observations of
SocioFactor and
Child Frontiers team
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Annex II: Protocol for interview
or focus group discussion

Introductory script - to be read out before asking any questions:

Thank you for agreeing to speak with me. I am here today to discuss with you the situation
of Ukrainian refugees in the Czech Republic - specifically the protection and quality of life
of children and their families.

Information you provide will be used for an assessment for UNICEF and the Czech
Government about Ukrainian refugees and the broader Czech system of support for
vulnerable children and children and families at risk (also known as child protection). I am
interested in hearing your views and opinions. There are no right or wrong answers.

Your participation is voluntary, and you may choose not to participate or not to answer any
questions at any time. What you say will be kept confidential. The information you give us
will be anonymised.

During our meeting if you say anything that concerns me about the safety a child, then I
will stop the meeting. We can then decide what needs to happen next to ensure the child is
kept safe and appropriate support given.

[ want to remember everything you tell me, so with your permission I would like to take
notes and record our conversation. The notes and recording will not be shown to anyone
and will only be used to help us write our report.

You will not be paid or given any reward for taking part. We will not be able to report back
to you about the report's conclusions or the changes that result from it. However, please
be assured that your opinions will be anonymously represented to UNICEF and the Czech
Government.

Depending on how much time you have, the interview will take up to 60 minutes.
Are you happy to conduct this interview and do you have any questions? [YES / NO]

Do you mind if [ record our interview? The recording will be deleted once our report is
completed.

Date of interview:

Interviewer name:
Respondent name:

Name of Department:

Role:

Length of time in current role:
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Questions (probing questions to be asked depending on answers given).

1.

What is your role?
a. Do you work with vulnerable Czech children and Ukrainian refugee children?
(omit questions below if not working with both groups of children)

What role does your organisation play in supporting:

a. Vulnerable Czech children and families?

b. Ukrainian refugee children and families?
What problems are Ukrainian refugee children and their families experiencing in
this municipality?
What child protection specific problems are children experiencing in this
municipality?

Clarification: Child Protection is the prevention and response to violence, exploitation,
abuse and neglect of girls and boys.

5.

[s your organisation interacting with unaccompanied and separated children,
working children (with or without contracts), children who have experienced
domestic violence, trafficked children, children with mental health issues and/or
children with disabilities? If yes, what are their specific challenges and how are you
supporting these children?

Czech children and Ukrainian children:

6.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

To what extent can Ukrainian refugees in municipality (insert name) access benefits,
such as the humanitarian benefit, and social services (education / health care) to
which they are entitled under the Lex Ukraine Laws?
To what extent do you feel equipped to work effectively with:

a. Vulnerable Czech children and families?

b. Ukrainian refugee children and families?
What type of training or education would best support your development as
municipal staff supporting children?
What mechanisms are in place for monitoring the quality of the child protection system
for Czech, migrant and refugee children and families, including Ukrainian refugees?
Do you participate in any coordination meetings within your organisation or with
other partners relating to your role supporting:

a. Czech children and families?

b. Ukrainian refugee children and families?
What is working well in the Czech child protection system to support and provide
services to:

a. Czech children and families?

b. Ukrainian refugee children and families?
What do you believe are the biggest challenges in the Prague municipality in
providing better support and services to Ukrainian refugees?
What changes should be made to the Czech system of support for vulnerable Czech
children and children and families at risk?
[s there anything else you would like to say to me? Anything you wish I had asked
you today?

Conclusion
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Annex III: Assessment interview
respondents

Respondent
Number

Respondent 1

Respondent 2

Respondent 3
Respondent 4
Respondent 5
Respondent 6

Respondent 7

Respondent 8

Respondent 9

Respondent 10
Respondent 11
Respondent 12
Respondent 13
Respondent 14
Respondent 15
Respondent 16
Respondent 17
Respondent 18
Respondent 19
Respondent 20
Respondent 21
Respondent 22
Respondent 23
Respondent 24
Respondent 25
Respondent 26
Respondent 27
Respondent 28

Region

Prague

Prague

Prague
Prague
Prague

Prague

Prague

South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
South Moravia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia
Moravia-Silesia

Vysocina

Type
NGO

Ministry of Labour and
Social Affairs

Foundation
Municipality
NGO

The Ministry of Education,
Youth and Sports

UN agency

NGO

OSPOD

Regional office OSPOD
NGO

NGO

Municipality
Municipality OSPOD
NGO

NGO

NGO

Municipality

NGO

Municipality OSPOD
Regional Office OSPOD
NGO

Municipality

NGO

NGO

Municipality

Ministry of the Interior

NGO

Job Description

Head of an NGO
Official for guardianship

Head of a foundation
Coordinator

Social worker

Department of facilities for children of

foreign nationals
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Social worker
Head of department
Social worker
Director

Social worker
Social worker

Social worker

Director department + social worker

Director

Director
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Respondent 29 Moravia-Silesia Regional office Social worker
Respondent 30 Olomouc Municipality Director
Respondent 31 Moravia-Silesia  Municipality Head of department
Respondent 32 Central Bohemia Regional office Methodologist
Respondent 33 Central Bohemia Regional office Social workers
Respondent 34 Prague NGO Social worker
Respondent 35 Olomouc Ministry of Education, Director
Youth and Sports
Respondent 36 Olomouc Municipality Councillor
Respondent 37 Ustecky Municipality Social workers
Respondent 38 Olomouc KACPU Ukrainian interpreter
Respondent 39 South Moravia NGO Social worker
Respondent 40 Karlovy Vary Ministry of the Interior Social worker
Respondent 41 Olomouc Municipality Coordinator
Respondent 42 Prague Office of the Government Child protection expert
of the Czech Republic
Respondent 43 Prague NGO Director
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Annex IV: Useful resources

Centre for Excellence for Children’s Care and Protection (CELCIS) (2020). The Permanence
and Care Excellence (PACE) programme: Improvement in practice: leading positive change for
children’s services.

Commonwealth of Australia (2020). Working together to keep children and families safe:
Strategies for developing collaborative competence.

GSSWA (2022). Proposed Guidance on Developing Social Service Workforce Ratios: Desk
review findings and a step-by-step guide.

International Organization for Migration (IOM), United Nations Children’'s Fund (UNICEF)
(2024). Technical Note. Inclusion of Children in the Context of Migration into National Child
Protection Systems. IOM, Geneva; UNICEF, New York.

Koenderink, F. (2023). Understanding the Trauma of Children from Institutions. A training
manual for case workers. Family-Based Solutions, Hoeilaart.

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (2019). Caring for
Volunteers: A Psychosocial Support Toolkit. (Not only relevant for working with volunteers,
also for professionals)

Save the Children (2016). From participation to empowerment - Including feedback from
children in evaluating and improving services.

Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE) (2013). A commissioner’s quide to developing and
sustaining user-led organisations.

UNHCR (2008) Guidelines on Determining the Best Interests of the Child.
UNICEF (2019). Guidelines to Strengthen the Social Service Workforce for Child Protection.

UNICEF (2020). Engaged and Heard: Guidelines on adolescent participation and civic
engagement.

UNICEF (2021). Child Protection Systems Strengthening.

UNICEF (2022). Measuring the Maturity of Child Protection Systems: A Guide on How to Use
the CPSS Benchmarks.

UNICEF (2024). White Paper: Development of Foster Care in the Europe and Central Asia
Region.
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