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FOREWORD

My friends and I first heard about the I Matter
Leaving Care Campaign in October 2008. More
than one year later, Alma, the advocacy officer

at SOS Children’s Villages Albania, came to our
SOS youth facility to ask us about our life inside
and outside of the centre, about our prospects

for the future, and about a host of other issues.
Later we understood that these questions were
designed to help her understand the concerns and
problems youngsters in care face. This was the
first step of the Leaving Care Project. We soon
learned that its goal was to improve the process of
leaving care.

Frankly, we initially considered this objective nearly unat-
tainable. There were many reasons why, but a few stood
out. First, given our country’s multiple economic and
political problems, we did not believe that our government
would accord greater priority to the issue of leaving care as
valid. Second, the Albanian public is not informed about
the situation of children and youngsters in care. Moreover,
they are very suspicious and do not recognize our issues,
making it very difficult for us to gain their support. Third,
after seeing the results of the situation analysis, we were
shocked: the conditions in which many youngsters in Alba-
nia live once they leave care are wholly deplorable. They
face a multitude of problems, from housing and income to
social concerns. There are so many hurdles that it is dif-
ficult to know where to start.

After the project was launched at the international level

in January 2009, we formed a group to brainstorm and
direct the development of the project. During the first few
meetings, our understanding was vague; we did not know
where to start or how the project should be organized. With
time, however, we agreed that it would be best to structure
the project along different ‘tracks’. The most important of
these parallel tracks is the participation of youths. Through
this track, we aimed to inform public opinion, express
concerns in our own words, and—most importantly —say
what we know to be true.

We created a group of youngsters called the ‘youth group’,
whose members were to organize the youth participation

part of the project. Our responsibility was to brainstorm
about how to maximize youth participation and to deter-
mine how best to implement the ideas. So far, the youth
group has made two important contributions.

First, we established a network of youngsters by col-
laborating with many youth-oriented non-governmental
organizations (NGOs). Indeed, the first organizations to
be interested in this project were Albanian youth NGOs.
Many activities were then organized to enable us to get to
know each other, and many more to introduce the public
to this issue. Events were held in our youth facility, at the
SOS office, in the residence halls where most of our col-
leagues live, and in public places. We expect more NGOs
to become interested in this project in the coming years.

The second great step of the youth participation track
involved getting to know nearly all of our peers in other
forms of alternative care, providing emotional support, and
organizing events and activities together. As a result, we
youngsters in care know each other better and are lobby-
ing side by side for our rights. Moreover, with the help of
NGOs we can spread our word throughout Albania, with
the goal of reaching every young person in the country.

We have already come a long way since the project began
and we were not sure in which direction to go. Today we
are confident about what we are doing and how we are do-
ing it. We feel experienced and prepared to better represent
our claims. Now the topic is better recognized both by

the public and —most importantly —by the government,
enhancing the likelihood of making progress. In addition,
even though much remains to be done, we are managing
to fight social exclusion; youngsters in alternative care feel
interested and powerful enough to raise their voices and
lobby the government. Moreover, many other Albanian
youngsters are interested in participating in this project.
They recognize the issue of leaving care as an important
one, one to which they can make a contribution. Achieve-
ments may not yet be numerous, but among them is the
fact that, compared to just a short while ago, many young-
sters now see opportunities for success and are confident
that there will be more in the future.

ERTION AXHA
Member of the I Matter International Steering
Group and International Youth Council

FOREWORD

Every child has the right to grow up in a loving,
family-type environment. We have learned that
large residential care facilities are not sufficiently
child-friendly, even when the personnel are en-
gaged. In response, we have pleaded for ‘deinsti-
tutionalization’.

There has indeed been some progress in finding solutions
other than unsuitable facilities for children at risk and with
dysfunctional family backgrounds. Yet alternative care in
non-family settings is still a reality for a huge number of
unfortunate children—and will be so for many years to come.
It is crucial that their situation be made as humane and child-
friendly as possible. Part of that approach involves prepar-
ing them for a life after childhood. Every year, thousands of
young people have to leave their ‘homes’ as they age out of
alternative care. The process has received very little attention,
with the result that youths are often forgotten once they have
left care. Thus, sadly, many care-leavers run the risk of soon
finding themselves living on the streets or in very poor condi-
tions in temporary shelters, where they may be vulnerable

to exploitation and abuse. Many governments lack specific
policies and plans of action to address this problem. Allocated
resources are generally minimal and organizations working
in the field of alternative care often have other priorities. A
few European countries have initiated measures to improve
the situation for young people ageing out of care, but further
action is required. In this context, the  Matter campaign
initiated by SOS Children’s Villages International is a very
welcome contribution. International studies have found that
young people who have grown up in care encounter more dif-
ficulties when entering adulthood than their peers who have
lived with their families. Alternative care often fails to prepare
young people for independent life by neglecting to hone the
practical and social skills required for life after care. Never-
theless, care-leavers are expected to behave like independent
persons the day they leave their ‘home’. They may face
insurmountable problems when trying to access their rights
to social protection and health care. They are particularly
vulnerable to abductions, trafficking, and abuse. In particu-
lar, young women and young people with disabilities are at

a high risk of being physically and sexually abused. In the
light of these facts it seems evident that alternative care for
children and young people needs to be improved. Clear and
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well-defined laws and policies must reflect the best interests
of the child, as expressed in the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child. The Council of Europe’s Com-
mittee of Ministers has formulated a series of recommenda-
tions on deinstitutionalization and rights of children living in
residential institutions; the guidelines may serve as invaluable
tools in the development of national standards. Education is
essential. Each young person should have the possibility to
develop professional skills in a stimulating environment, pref-
erably outside alternative care. Individual plans specifying
educational or vocational training needs should be drawn up;
every young person should have access to relevant assistance,
such as guidance when applying to educational institutions,
vocational training, or professional positions.

In addition, these young people need to build their life skills,
such as home economics, planning, and communication
skills. They need support improving their self-esteem and
emotional stability and should receive sex education. The
care provided should focus on the future of these children,
preparing them for participation in society. Life in alternative
care homes and facilities must thus not be secluded from the
rest of society. After-care service is a key element in help-
ing these young people build a life for themselves outside
the childcare setting. They should have access to a contact
person, with whom they should develop an individual plan
covering essentials—such as accommodation, education,
and financial and personal needs. In addition, increased
attention must be paid to the root causes leading children

to be placed in alternative care; similarly, efforts to prevent
such placement should be enhanced. Poverty should never
be a reason to place a child in alternative care and family ties
should be maintained to the greatest extent possible. It is es-
sential that children and young people be properly informed
of their rights. They should be able to participate in deci-
sions that concern them. To this end, they must be informed
about the policies affecting their placement in and exit from
alternative care.

Vulnerable care-leavers should benefit from full support in
order to make the transition into adulthood and independent
life less burdensome. They are part of our society and have
the right to be given the tools to help them shape their future.

THOMAS HAMMARBERG

Council of Europe Commissioner
for Human Rights
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Ageing out of Care provides an unprecedented review
and assessment of the circumstances under which young
people in Europe and Central Asia leave alternative care
to begin an independent life. This volume underscores the
personal, social, legal, and administrative challenges fac-
ing these young people, identifies weaknesses in legisla-
tion and practice, and provides targeted recommendations
for improving the process of leaving care.

Perhaps not surprisingly, recurring themes emerge

across national boundaries, highlighting the importance
of deinstitutionalization efforts, national standards, and
the dissemination of good practice. This study reveals
that in the countries under review the preparation for the
departure from alternative care and the ensuing transition
to self-sufficient adulthood are characterized by chronic,
often debilitating shortcomings, as evidenced by the fol-
lowing findings.

m Preparation. Throughout the surveyed region, young
people are not sufficiently prepared for leaving care. In
Azerbaijan, for example, large, isolated residential care
facilities enforce rigid schedules, limit contact with the
outside world, and keep children from participating in
outside organizations, thus preventing young people
from being properly prepared for social life. In Poland,
preparation for leaving care starts only two months be-
fore young people turn 18, the age at which they must
leave the care system. In Estonia, there are no national
legal provisions regulating the preparation for leaving
care or after-care services.

m Housing. Care leavers encounter disproportionate dif-
ficulties in seeking housing. In the Russian Federation,
care leavers often wait up to ten years for ‘guaranteed’
housing. As indicated by the results of a survey of
Croatian homeless shelters, almost 20 per cent of the
beneficiaries of such shelters are care leavers who were
not able to secure housing. In Kyrgyzstan and Uzbeki-
stan, property grabbing by relatives or employees in the
local administration deprives numerous care leavers of
their rightful homes. In Georgia, there are no housing

services for care leavers who are known to be home-
less. In Albania, where access to residential care ends
once a young people turns 15, most care leavers be-
come homeless—and thus become exposed to violence,
sexual abuse, and trafficking.

Employment. In many countries under review, residen-
tial care facilities do not sufficiently ensure that young
people will be competitive in the job market. Care leav-
ers are often forced to accept illegal work, as a result
of which they earn minimal—and often irregular—pay
and must forgo access to health and social benefits. In
Uzbekistan, selected vocational schools often do not
correspond to a young person’s interests and wishes;

as a result, care leavers are usually limited to becom-
ing a cook, candy-maker, tailor, carpenter, construction
worker, or security officer. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
there is no legal provision for employment benefits for
children without parental care once they turn 18.

Coverage gaps. In some countries, gaps in coverage
prevent young care leavers from accessing jobs and
housing. In Croatia, care leavers who accept scholar-
ships to study no longer qualify for housing. In Albania,
a fatal legal gap affects 14—16-year-olds, as they may
neither work nor stay in state care facilities. Many of
them fail classes on purpose to postpone their exit from
a care facility. In Bulgaria, after-care services are lim-
ited to one year, after which care leavers are forced to
wean themselves off support once again and to continue
without it.

Emotional hardship. In interviews, care leavers speak
of the incapacitating impact of loneliness, emptiness,
and abandonment. Albanian care leavers report having
strong feelings of social, physical, and psychological
isolation—akin to living on ‘an island’ without services
to promote and encourage social integration. In the
words of one Azerbaijani child, ‘half of our life we are
locked away’. In the Russian Federation, where many
children are frequently transferred from one care facility
to another, studies show that emotional attachments are
regularly broken and the rehabilitation process violated,
impeding normal social and emotional development.

Abuse. In Azerbaijan, many children in residential care
suffer various forms of punishment and humiliation,

and girls are at a high risk of being physically and sexu-
ally abused by staff and peers. In the Czech Republic,
where children are often placed a long way from their
parents, the restriction of visits or parental contact is
routinely used as punishment. In Kyrgyzstan, physi-

cal violence is a serious problem in childcare facilities,
whose personnel also rely on prohibitive measures such
as interdictions, punishments, and threats to control
children and young people.

m Inefficiency of the care system. In the Czech Republic,
where every 100th child grows up in a residential care
facility, children may be placed in facilities by three
different ministries. In Albania and Kyrgyzstan, the
child protection systems are also fragmented between a
number of ministries and departments.

These and other concerns—and recommendations for ad-
dressing them—are discussed in the country chapters on
Albania, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria,
Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Kyrgyz-
stan, Poland, the Russian Federation, and Uzbekistan.
Specifically, each of these 12 chapters provides available
information on the target population, the child protection
and care system, the legal and policy framework, prac-
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tices related to preparing young people for leaving care
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of young people ageing out of care, official data sources,
existing research on the target group, and key recommen-
dations for policy and practice.

In addition, the country chapters offer personal insight
through boxes that relate common experiences of care
leavers. The young authors, themselves participants in the
SOS Children’s Villages’ I Matter campaign, based these
accounts on true, often harrowing stories of their peers.

The collection of country chapters is supplemented by a
chapter on recent debates regarding access to benefits for
care leavers in France. A conclusion by Mike Stein, who
is research professor in the social policy research unit at
the University of York and has spent more than 25 years
researching the problems faced by young care leavers,
rounds out the volume.

Ageing out of Care represents the first output of the /
Matter campaign initiated by SOS Children’s Villages
International. It is designed to serve as a practical tool for
improving the process of leaving care and better integrat-
ing care leavers into society.
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Halima Aliyeva, Sylvie Delcroix, Jan Folda, Almandina
Guma, Beata Jasko, Merike Kaev, Gulchekhra Nigmadjano-
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Gulnaz Sairova, Gulmira Shakiralieva, Jasna Sofovic, Nodar
Topuridze, Ljiljana Varga, Jerzy Zabororowski and Svetlana
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The report is dedicated to the young people involved in
the / Matter campaign and especially to the members of
the / Matter International Youth Council who prepared
the individual stories included in the report.
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INTRODUCTION

This report is a product of the / Matter campaign
launched by SOS Children’s Villages at the beginning

0f 2009 and scheduled to continue until 2013. The aim

of this campaign is to ensure that young people grow-

ing up in alternative care in Europe and Central Asia are
provided with appropriate preparation for leaving care
and are able to access continued after-care support. The
campaign is currently underway in 15 countries; addition-
al countries may participate in the coming years.

OBJECTIVES

The objective of this report is to establish a baseline
assessment of each country taking part in the / Matter
campaign and to enhance the visibility of issues affect-
ing children in care and young people leaving care. In
describing the situation of those young people, each of
the 15 country chapters in this volume evaluates rel-
evant aspects of the social protection system, legislation
governing the protection of young people ageing out of
care, and the quality of the relevant services offered. Each
country chapter closes with recommendations for policy
and practice based on the strengths and gaps identified in
this mapping exercise.

This research is only the first step towards reaching a bet-
ter understanding of the needs and rights of young people
ageing out of the care systems in Europe and Central
Asia. This report does not claim to present a complete
picture of the situation. In fact, its findings are limited by
an absence of systematic data collection in numerous con-
texts and its conclusions include a call for further research
and more reliable data. This volume should thus serve as
a preliminary analytical overview of the problems that
young people leaving care encounter.

Rather than offering a comparative analysis of the coun-
tries under review, this study reveals emerging national
trends as well as issues that may have strong resonance in
other countries and thus need to be tackled collectively.

METHODOLOGY

The chapters are mainly based on the situation analyses
done by, or for, SOS Children’s Villages in the countries
taking part in the project. The contributors produced the

country situation analyses using two research methods:

m desk analysis of key legislation and policy, statistical
information, official reports, the reports of non-gov-
ernmental organizations and the United Nations, and
academic research.

= interviews with stakeholders, field visits to some care
institutions, and focus groups with young people with
care experience and persons who work with care leavers.

The country situation analyses were updated with a
cut-off date of December 2009 and summarized for the
purposes of this report.

STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

The report opens with two forewords: one by a member
of the International Youth Council of the / Matter cam-
paign and the other by Thomas Hammarberg, the Council
of Europe’s Commissioner for Human Rights.

The core of the report consists of country chapters that
cover the following points:

m the target population of children in care and young
people ageing out of care;

m a short description of each country’s child protection
and care system;

m the legal and policy framework;

m practices related to preparation for leaving care and
after-care services;

= the main violations of the rights of young people ageing
out of care;

= official data sources;

m research on target groups; and

m key recommendations for policy and practice.

Most of the country chapters cover former Soviet bloc
states, where very little has been written on the issue of
leaving care. In Austria, France, and Germany, the issue
has received more attention, as evidenced by a recent
publication by Mike Stein and Emily Munro and a report
from the Council of Baltic Sea States. This volume does
provide additional information on France, however.

The ‘cases’ presented in boxes throughout the report
are fictionalized stories written by the members of the
International Youth Council of the / Matter campaign

based on their knowledge of the situation and case histo-
ries. The International Youth Council is composed of a
maximum of two young people with care experience per
country; at this writing, it consisted of 26 young people
who were 16 to 26 years old. This council takes an active
part in decisions related to the / Matter campaign.

The concluding chapter, written by Mike Stein, identi-
fies and explores cross-cutting themes touched on in the
country chapters.

CRITERIA FOR INCLUSION

All the countries presented in this report are taking part in
SOS Children’s Villages’ I Matter campaign. Countries
were selected to participate in the campaign based on

(1) the presence of SOS Children’s Villages’ advocacy
staff, and (2) the lack of substantial previous work on

this aspect of the child care system in the country. SOS
Children’s Villages administers leaving care programmes
in all the countries under review.

CHALLENGES

Research for this report was hampered by two main chal-
lenges: a lack of reliable data and the absence of stan-
dardized terminology.

Data

Few of the countries under review have made the issue

of leaving care a priority. One consequence is a lack of
data and statistics on young people ageing out of care and
sometimes even on children in the care system. Where data
is available, it is not necessarily reliable. In Poland, for
instance, three different official sources provide three dif-
ferent figures for the number of children in alternative care.
Another problem relates to the lack of disaggregated data.
Information on young offenders is occasionally included in
data on young people in alternative care, for example.

Since access to figures is the first step in understanding
the problem, this report includes data even if it is contra-
dictory or potentially unreliable. This approach reflects
the conviction that stakeholders will continue to ignore
the problem as long as they lack access to figures: ‘no
statistics, no problem.’

Terminology
Definitions of the same term differ from one country to
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the other. ‘Alternative care’ is used in the Convention

on the Rights of the Child as a synonym for ‘out-of-
home care’. In many countries of the former Soviet bloc,
however, ‘alternative care’ is used to mean ‘alternative to
institutional care’.

Whenever possible, this volume avoids the use of the
terms ‘institutional care’ and ‘institution’ when referring
to the large residential care facilities that still exist in
numerous countries of the former Soviet bloc, where they
continue to have a detrimental impact on the development
of children. The term ‘residential care’ is used for all
forms of non-family-type care, reflecting the position that
quality residential care (such as small-group homes) can
be an appropriate option for some children. In practice,
however, the terms ‘residential care’ and ‘institutional
care’ are used interchangeably in many countries; in some
languages there is no difference between these two terms.

There is no universally agreed definition of the terms
‘residential care’, ‘institutional care’, or ‘family-type care’.
While the newly adopted United Nations Guidelines for the
Alternative Care of Children do not define the terms, they
do provide clear indications regarding the quality of care
and the minimum standards for alternative care.

Each country chapter includes legal definitions of some
key terms of child and youth care. In the absence of a
legal definition, the most common definition is provided.

Several factors—such as the complexity of the
system described, the lack of clear or reliable
data, and the issues surrounding terminology—
make this publication a ‘work in progress’.

For many of the country chapters, available data

is often limited and some information may be
difficult to verify. If you are aware of additional

or more reliable data for any of these countries
(or other countries), or if you would like to com-
ment on any of the issues covered in this volume,
please contact SOS Children’s Villages at
lao@sos-kd.org.
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ALBANIA

1. TARGET POPULATION OF
CHILDREN IN CARE AND YOUNG
PEOPLE LEAVING CARE

The population of children under 18 constitutes 32.6 per
cent of Albania’s total population of 3,170,000 (Bank of
Albania, 2007).

Children and young people in alternative care
Compared to other countries in the region and beyond,
Albania has relatively few children in alternative care.
The family ties are very strong in Albania and many
children grow up in informal kinship care. A recent study
reveals that of the 68 per cent of families that benefit
from economic assistance, only 2.5 per cent reported
that they were forced to place children in residential care
because of extreme poverty (Muca et al., 2009). Another
22 per cent reported a willingness to place their children
in temporary care that offers at least one daily meal. The
Strategy of Social Service estimates that 16,000 children

were in kinship care in 2005 (Maglajlic and Muca, 2007).

Albania’s Social Services report that 689 children

ere in care as of September 2009.2 Of these, 273 chil-
dren were in public facilities and 416 children in private
residential homes. The number of children in formal
care is on the rise. Most children in care are so-called
‘social orphans’, comprising 194 children in public care
and 393 in private care. Of the 416 children in residen-
tial care facilities, 4 were adopted, 14 were reunited
with their families of origin, and 14 were transferred or
left care; about 100 of these young people are

16-25 years old.?

Young people ageing out of care

It is difficult to access accurate information about the
number of care leavers per year or any other informa-
tion about care leavers because of the fragmentation of
services in the hands of different actors— public institu-

'

tions, boarding schools, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), and families—and a lack of reliable data.

Under the provisions of the Law On the Status of Or-
phans, children without parental care may stay in state or
private care facilities until the age of 15 and, in special
cases, until 17, depending on when they finish compulso-
ry education (GoA, 1996, art. 5). There is a fatal gap for
14—16-year-olds in state care as they may neither work
nor stay in state care facilities. Upon a child’s completion
of primary school, the directorate of social care, in coop-
eration with the Ministry of Education and relevant local
government units, arranges for the child to be admitted

to further education according to his/her abilities. Young
people who attend secondary school or pursue higher
education are offered accommodation in boarding schools
and dormitories (GoA, 1996, art. 7). Until a young person
finds employment, their expenses for food and scholar-
ships are covered by the offices of social assistance in
municipalities and communes. For children who do not
wish or are not able to attend secondary school, the state
makes no provision apart from permitting those who have
not yet completed primary education to stay in facilities
until the age of 17 (Al Albania, 1997).

In 2007, public care facilities made 11 requests to transfer
adolescents (15-year-olds) to youth structures managed
by NGOs.* These young people could not complete a
high school education and thus could not access accom-
modation in a konvikt (boarding school).

Data from the National Association of Orphans in Albania
shows that in 2008, 197 young people over 18 without pa-
rental care lived in boarding schools. The limited informa-
tion available—whether official or unofficial —refers only
to children who pursue secondary or higher education.

According to 2008 official statistics from the Ministry
of Labour, Social Affairs, and Equal Opportunities, 128
youths were in private residential facilities.

Paths taken by young people leaving care

The lack of accurate information on young people who
have left care is especially conspicuous with regard to
those who are homeless or do not attend secondary school
or further education. Nevertheless, this study has pro-
duced the following findings:

ALTIN

Altin is 16 years old and lives in a dormitory in Ti-
rana. He attends the high school right next to the
dormitory. The only reason he is still able to live in
the facility is that he must complete compulsory
education; if he were not attending high school,
he would no longer have access to government
support. As a student, he receives some state
money to finance books, clothes, and other needs
for education and everyday life.

The money he receives is just enough to meet his
most essential needs. He cannot afford to live with-
out working part-time after school. As a result, he
goes to school in the morning and works in the after-
noon, and in the evening he studies. Nevertheless,
he is very pleased that he was able to secure a job.
He knows from his cousin—who is the same age—
that she encountered numerous difficulties finding
a job because she is a girl. Altin feels lucky that he
found a job, even if it is only for a few months. For
that time he will have more money.

Altin is very ambitious regarding his future. He
wants to enrol at university once he finishes high
school. Knowing that he needs good grades mo-
tivates together him to sit down every evening to
study. He does not know how long he can contin-
ue at this pace, since it is exhausting and he does
not get enough sleep at night due to studying.

m Care leavers face more hurdles when starting an
independent life than do their peers who live with their
families of origin. Young care leavers receive insuf-
ficient support and services from the responsible public
structures.

m The legal status of children aged 15—18 is not addressed
and there is no structure in place for officially providing
care for children leaving alternative care, particularly
those leaving public residential facilities.

m The model of care lacks focus on the individual needs
of a care leaver.

m Financial resources for care leavers are insufficient and
main policies and strategies do not treat the issue as a
priority.
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m There are problems of coordination and information
sharing between local and national stakeholders.

m There is no monitoring of young people who have left
care, particularly those aged 15—18. No individual plan
or monitoring is provided once youths are out of care.

m Care leavers are discriminated against by social and
cultural attitudes.

The quality of care received while in alternative care has
an impact on the future of young people. Youths who
leave public residential care have a low level of educa-
tion, are unemployed for a long period of time, and are
more at risk. Most are homeless, at a high risk of getting
involved in criminal activities, or of becoming victims
of criminals and traffickers. A large percentage of them
manifest emotional and behavioural problems as well as
mental health problems.’

2. SHORT DESCRIPTION OF
ALBANIA’S CHILD PROTECTION
AND CARE SYSTEM

Main actors of the child protection

and care system

Albania’s Social Services for children without parental
care are part of the programme for poverty reduction and
for social care. The Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs,
and Equal Opportunities collaborates with the Social
Services and other institutions at the executive level in the
implementation of social policies, as well as their moni-
toring. The Social Services are responsible for implemen-
tation, standard monitoring, documenting, and decision-
making for children without parental care.

The Council of the Municipality and Commune is re-
sponsible for the delivery of economic and social family
assistance, the drafting of development plans for com-
munity social services, and the financing of care services.
Under the framework of decentralization that started in
2005, public residential institutions are being transferred to
the local authorities. The process is slow and not finalized
due to a lack of resources and the limited capacity of local
authority structures.

The care system is both formal and informal. The formal care
system is supported by a series of laws, rules, and institu-
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STATEMENT OF A CAREGIVER

IN A TIRANA BOARDING SCHOOL

After the divorce of his parents, E.D. lived for nine
years in the Zyber Halluli facility. At 16 he entered
a vocational school in the construction branch.
Although he is now 18, he is still in the first year
of this vocational school because his progress is
slow. He lives with 11 other boys in the dormitories
of the Boarding School for Tourism. He is a pupil
with behavioural issues. The academic staff of the
school have often punished him for breaking the
rules. He has also been in conflict with the police
for theft and fighting. In collaboration with friends,
he has been involved in different violent situations.

20-YEAR-OLD, LIVES IN A BOARDING SCHOOL

| am 20 years old and live in a dormitory. They say
they are getting me out, but | don’t have anywhere
else to go. To join my father is very difficult and
hopeless. | have been qualified as a dressmaker but
| still haven't started any job. | am in a relationship
and my boyfriend secures support, even financial.
Our life differs from that of the other young people.
Nobody offers any help; | even feel excluded from
society as they say ‘what a pity she comes from the
orphanage’. Even here we are treated and seen dif-
ferently from the other girls who live in the dormito-
ries to attend school. | once went to the civil state of-
fices to obtain a certificate; they told me to pay taxes
if | want a certificate. But where am | supposed to
get the money? Boys get involved in bad activities,
stealing or drug dealing, but | don’t want to take that
path. Shouldn’t | be excluded from taxes?

26-YEAR-OLD IN SHKODER

My employer was always nervous with me. He
insulted me and answered harshly for no appar-
ent reason. | did not have any support, not even
from my colleagues. They gave me harsh looks
and did not let me join them. They do not have a
good opinion of us. | could not face this situation
although | desperately needed to work. | felt tired
and could not endure being insulted, offended, or
pitied. | quit the job before doing anything foolish
(like beating someone).

GIRL, BOARDING SCHOOL OF TOURISM,
TIRANA

| have been living in a care institution for 20 years.
At the beginning | was in a residential care facility
and later here in the dormitory. There was no
option other than to join my father, but | could not
live with him. Everything was difficult and hope-
less, that is why | came back here.

15-YEAR-OLD, ZYBER HALLULLI
RESIDENTIAL CARE FACILITY

| finished high school and now | will study foreign
languages in a vocational school. | am so fright-
ened because | have to do it on my own; | know
life will be difficult for me. | do not know what to
expect. It will be totally different from the life in
this orphanage. Now | am alone and there is no
longer anyone to take care of me.

tions that are derived from the old socialist system, though
these have evolved according to contemporary models. In the
informal care system—Xkinship care—children are cared for
by relatives without a court decision.

Types of care settings
The formal care system for children without parental care
includes the following approaches:

m Family-type care is provided by organizations such as
SOS Children’s Villages and Madonnina del Grappa
Case Famiglia (care for 14—18-year-olds with disabili-
ties in the city of Shkodra).

m Until recently, foster care did not exist in Albania. UNI-
CEF is financing the ‘Strengthening the Child Protec-
tion System in the Context of Social Service Reform’
project and supporting the implementation of a Foster
Care Strategy (2008-10).

m Residential care facilities are provided for children in
the following age groupings: 0-3 years old, 3—6 years
old, 6-14 years old.

m Day care is available in centres for vulnerable children
(such as beggars and street children).

m Repatriation and family reunification services are avail-
able to underage runaway children.

Care services for children are provided by central and
local government, NGOs, and private persons. NGOs and
private providers require a provision licence for running
services such as:

m residential care facilities for children with social problems.
m day care centres for children with social problems.

m psycho-social counselling centres.

m home care services.

m rehabilitation centres.

3. LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORK

Legislation and policy on child and youth care®

m The Constitution of the Republic of Albania (approved
by Act No. 8417 of 21 October 1998 and brought into
effect by presidential decree No. 2260 of 28 November
1998) guides the state’s obligation to provide children
without parental care with care and support.” Several
laws and decisions form the foundation of the social
care policy.

m The Family Code (promulgated by Law No. 9062 of
8 May 2003) specifies the state’s institutional obliga-
tions towards children without parental care, and the
manner in which they are to be met. The Code of Civil
Procedure (approved by Law No. 8116, dated 29 March
1996) regulates the establishment of custody (art. 351);
it also specifies that minors 16 years and older may
themselves ‘exercise the right to address the court about
placement’ (art. 352). This shows that there is a clear
inconsistency in terms of legal ages, which need to be
harmonized.

m Law No. 7650 of 17 December 1992 (amended by Law
No. 9695 of 9 March 2007) regulates adoption proce-
dures. It specifies procedures by which a child can be
declared abandoned, namely when his or her parents
have obviously not taken any interest in the child over
a period of one year preceding the submission of a
request.

m The Foster Care Strategy (DCM No. 80 of 28 January
2008) entered a piloting phase in 2010. Foster care is
part of the Sectional Strategy of Social Protection and
foresees care in a foster family for children without
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parental care. This document extends the alternative
services for children in need to include care within a
family environment.

The Law On the Status of the Orphan (Law No. 8153 of
31 October 1996) sets out the criteria for placing children
in social care institutions. This definition applies to chil-
dren and youths from birth to 25 years of age, irrespec-
tive of whether they have been placed in state or private
social care facilities. The status of ‘orphan’ is granted in
accordance with a decision taken by a specially estab-
lished committee within the Social Services. One of the
committee members is a representative from the National
Association of Orphans. The legislation provides for and
governs the manner in which children without parental
care are cared for in social care facilities.

The Law On Economic Support and Social Services
(Law No. 9355 of 10 March 2005) lays down the
details for providing economic aid and social care to
children without parental care, as well as the function-
ing of the social care system for children defined as
orphans, persons with disabilities, and foster families.
The law was amended and updated in 2009 to include
orphaned children who are cared for by relatives. This
law defines two categories of orphans as being entitled
to economic support:
- 18-25-year-old orphans who are not placed in
care facilities or foster care.
- orphans over 25 or unemployed who are not
placed in facilities or in foster care.

The law On the Organization and Functioning of Local
Government (passed in 2000) creates the necessary con-
ditions for decentralizing social services. According to
the Decision of the Council of Ministers on Social Care
Services (1994), orphaned and abandoned children are
assured of services in residential care facilities.

The Council Decision On the Criteria for the Placement
in Residential Institutions of Social Care and the Neces-
sary Documentation for Acceptance (1997) defines

the rules for entry into institutions for children without
parental care.

m The Council Decision On the Standards of Social Care

Services for Children in Residential Institutions (2005)
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mentions 11 standards for care: adequacy of service;
individual care plans; preparation for independent life;
nutrition; appearance; clothing and material needs;
physical, emotional, and mental health; education; en-
tertainment; reporting; protection from abuse; environ-
ment and housing; staff and management.

Key legal provisions regarding preparation for
leaving care and after-care support

The Council Decision On the Standards of Social Care
Services for Children in Residential Institutions (2005)

stipulates that preparatory plans must be drafted for chil-

dren who leave care or who move into other forms of

care, such as adoption, foster care, independent or semi-

independent living, or a return to the family of origin.

Together with the child, a team of professionals from the
facilities (educators, social workers, and care providers)
and the family of origin draft the ‘pathway plan’ accord-

ing to the needs of the child. Once he or she is out of

public care, however, there are no designated persons or

structures that ensure that the plan is followed up.

According to the Law on Social Housing (2004), orphans

up to 30 years of age may benefit from housing. The
law states that orphans over 18 are entitled to housing
provided by the Ministry of Public Affairs, Transport,

and Telecommunications. Beneficiaries who have priority

are individuals who have left residential care facilities,
are not staying in boarding schools, and have no housing
opportunities, as well as single-parent families or single
mothers who have the status of orphan and are without
accommodation.

The Law On the Status of Orphans specifies that chil-
dren must be at least 14 before leaving care or 17 if they
have not finished the 9th grade. In the family-type home
systems administrated by NGOs, however, youths must
be 19-21 years old before leaving care.

The Social Protection Strategy 2007—13 aims to reform
Albania’s social services. It covers the following areas:

m improvement of cash transfers to poor families
(including orphans and youths out of care).

m decentralization and deinstitutionalization of care
services for children.

m extension of community-based services.

m piloting foster care systems.

m increasing the number of facilities run by NGOs spe-
cialized in care.

The Youth Strategy is a sub-sectional strategy that defines
policies regarding health and social protection, reinforc-
ing the economic situation of youths and enhancing their
representation and participation within the Ministries of
Youth, Culture, and Sports; Education; Labour, Social
Affairs, and Equal Opportunities; Internal Affairs; and
Justice.

Strengths

m Different gate-keeping mechanisms (development of
standards, licensing, and inspection) have been intro-
duced since 2005, based on the Social Service Strategy
and the Law On Social Assistance and Services. They
have not yet been fully implemented, however. Their
development has been supported by the World Bank
Social Service Delivery Project. UNICEF has been
working in the residential care facilities for children to
ensure the newly developed residential care standards
are implemented.

Identified gaps

m Children without parental care are not a high social
priority and the child protection system in Albania is
fragmented between a number of ministries and depart-
ments.

m The process of deinstitutionalization remains to be com-
pleted. It is hampered by a lack of resources, capacities,
and financing, especially at the local level.

m No provision has been made for addressing the
needs of care leavers. Since there is no legislation
regulating the legal status of 15—18-year-old ‘orphans’,
no governmental structures are in place to follow up
and care for children leaving care.

m The Law On the Status of Orphans does not address the
needs of ‘social orphans’. There is a lack of legislation
and poor practices for the social support of children
and youngsters without parental care, especially social
orphans.

m In practice, the Law On the Status of Orphans is rarely
enforced with respect to employment and housing or
free health services.

m There is no coordination between stakeholders at the
local level. Budgeting for the needs of youngsters leav-
ing care is inefficient; that inefficiency has been used to

justify the lack of change to the status quo of laws and
further policies.

m Social services remain largely financed by the central
government despite the increasing municipal responsi-
bility for the delivery of social services. Financial de-
centralization cannot be executed in every unit of local
government because the local resources, capacities, and
financing are limited.

m There is a lack of decision-making for the review and
benefit of financial inheritance for youngsters who aged
out of care from residential facilities, who are still un-
der parental custody, but whose parents are not fulfill-
ing their responsibilities.

m The National Action Plan for Children (2005-10) does
not include specific action for care leavers.

4. PRACTICES RELATED TO
PREPARATION FOR LEAVING CARE
AND AFTER-CARE SERVICES

Preparation services for leaving care

Some private facilities—such as SOS Children’s Vil-
lages, Madonnina del Grappa, Home of Hope, Help of
Weilhem for Albania, and the Tag Center—offer services
for 15-24-year-olds who are leaving care. Yet there is a
lack of public structures providing long-term or short-
term services for young people 15 and older. The ‘staying
time’ in private structures varies from three to six years,
depending on the individual child development plans.

In compliance with national standards, when the child
reaches 15, steps are to be taken to prepare the child for
independent living. Monitoring and support of the child
should continue once the child has left care.

Once children complete the ninth grade, they begin
preparations for secondary school in the individual path-
way plan. Further steps are taken regarding the children’s
education; schools are selected based on students’ wishes
and abilities.

In the pathway plan, consultations between the care leaver,
on the one hand, and the care providers, social workers, and
educators on the other hand prepare youths for leaving care.
The plan covers issues such as education, professional train-
ing, and drug and alcohol risks as well as activities to acquire
skills for independent life. The main skills include household
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chores and budget management. In some cases the facility
helps the child to take courses in vocational or educational
institutions, depending on his or her abilities.

After-care services

For young people who enjoy the status of ‘children
without parental care’ the following public services are
available.

m Education. Youths who attend high school receive
scholarships from the state through the Ministry of Ed-
ucation; books and school items are free. Young people
who enter military service are entitled to a supplemen-
tary sum. Young people without parental care can settle
in a konvikt (boarding school), which offers shelter,
education, nutrition, and the fulfilment of some basic
needs for four to five years. In summer they receive a
supplementary payment as defined by the Decision of
the Council of Ministers and are allowed to stay in the
dormitories during the vacation.

m Housing. Young people who have been granted orphan
status and attend secondary school may benefit from
accommodation in school dormitories and are later
given priority with regard to social housing.

m Financial support. Orphaned youths over 18 receive
up to EUR 22 per month in financial aid after complet-
ing high school or university until they are employed.®
There is no age limit for benefiting from this aid. They
are also entitled to travel free of charge on public trans-
portation.

m Health care. Medical care, dental care, and medication
are free for unemployed orphans.

= Employment. The law defines the employment of
orphans as a priority for employment offices.

Since few public services are available, NGOs aim to fill
the gap. Some state care leavers enter NGO care; some
are given scholarships to continue high school, which
could be a boarding school; others return to their fam-
ily of origin. In the NGO care system, the age by when
youths must leave care is higher and support lasts longer.
SOS Children’s Villages offers Youth Communities for
15-19-year-olds as well as programmes that support
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semi-independence up to the age of 24. Other NGOs offer
several years’ support to care leavers who do not pursue
studies. Religious institutions and local social services
also support youths who have left care. Some focus on
reintegration into the families of origin. The Tag Center
in Tirana, for example, supports 14—18-year-olds coming
out of public residential facilities by providing services
such as life skills, education, and vocational courses.

Identified gaps

m While their peers start to become independent only af-
ter reaching 25 years of age, most of the young people
in alternative care have to become independent and
self-sufficient between the ages of 15 and 19, regardless
of their level of development.

m In contrast to their peers who rely on their families for
financial and emotional support, care leavers usually
do not have strong ties with their families of origin and
thus cannot benefit from such support. Many of them
fail classes on purpose so that they can postpone their
exit from a care facility or graduation from a boarding
school.

m There are few after-care services, except those of
NGOs. NGOs have been managing ‘protected apart-
ments’ and ‘high-autonomy apartments’ for 15-18-
year-olds and abandoned 19-23-year-olds, but these
facilities are closing due to their high running costs.

m Some youngsters who have completed secondary
school remain in boarding school dormitories until the
age of 40 as it is their only option. The living condi-
tions in some dormitories are difficult and especially
unsuitable for 14—18-year-olds. Some of these dormi-
tories are overpopulated and do not meet minimum
hygiene and sanitary standards.

= Youth focus groups have revealed that professional
courses, information sessions, and awareness-raising
efforts are not sufficient to make youngsters under-
stand that certain behaviour could lead to criminal
activities or increase the risk of exploitation. These
young people may commit a crime without knowing
they are committing an act punishable by law.

m Planned public support for care leavers comes in the
form of monthly payments that are very low in com-
parison with needs. The economic assistance of ALL
2,600-3,000° (EUR 19-22) per month is not enough to
cover even basic needs.

m The process of registering children in care for second-

ary school is excessively complicated. The Ministry of
Public Education’s ‘Second Chance’ programme targets
children who work and those who face problems in
connection with ‘blood feuds’, yet no information is
available on whether children in care and those above
school age are included.

= Employment offices are not equipped to be able to help
youngsters find employment. Employment policies do
not yet support care leavers; indeed, none of the young
people interviewed were beneficiaries of the ‘active
employment programme’ through which employment
is fully or partially subsidized by the state and support
is made available for self-employment and business
incubators.

m In 2005 the government adopted a programme to con-
struct 4,000 apartments for low-income and vulnerable
households throughout the country by 2010. So far the
progress in implementing this programme has been slow.

m Care leaving and after-care plans by facilities are not
supported by other service providers that should be en-
gaged in the process, such as the housing authority, the
employment office, the social worker of the dormitory,
or the general practitioner.

5. MAIN VIOLATIONS OF THE RIGHTS
OF YOUNG PEOPLE AGEING OUT OF
CARE

m Right to quality alternative care. Placement in large
residential facilities and frequent changes of care from
one facility to another have a negative impact on a
child’s psycho-social development and education,
making integration into society difficult and inhibiting
friendships and school attendance.

Discharge from residential care facilities at a young age
(15) and the denial of support and follow-up create a
problematic future. The lack of services and coordina-
tion between the social services and the structures of
care, together with the inability of public structures to
address the needs of these children properly, have cre-
ated risks for all children leaving care, including those
leaving family-type care.

m Right not to be discriminated against. All the interviewed
youngsters reported suffering in their daily life due to

social stigma, prejudice, and the concomitant lack of
support. Youths with a history of care also suffer from
stigma in relation to public services. They report feeling
treated as though they were people with vices and weak
morals. They are subjected to prejudice and purposeful
neglect by both employment and housing services. The
stigma includes cultural and social prejudices and per-
ceptions that they are poor, without family, coming from
‘institutions’, not able to integrate themselves, poorly
educated, and have behavioural problems.

Isolation. Young people ageing out of care report
having a strong feeling of social, physical, and psycho-
logical isolation—akin to living on ‘an island’ without
services to promote and encourage social integration.

Right to education. Children in care experience learning
difficulties. As a result, the majority have a low level

of education and cannot complete more than a compul-
sory education. Some children in care are repeaters or
have dropped out of school for some time; they are thus
older than the children in their grade. As a result, it is
very difficult for them to register for secondary schools,
which is usually done at the age of 15. Those who
suffer most are the children of Roma ethnicity. Some
care leavers do not attend school as they take on early
parental responsibilities in their own families. This de-
ficiency in protecting the right to education is addressed
neither by schools nor by care facilities. Care facility
staff lacks the qualitfication to support this group.

Right to employment. Children in care often receive
vocational training courses without any job orienta-
tion, which responds neither to their interests nor to the
labour market demand. Care leavers often have jobs
that are informal, underpaid, and for which few skills
are required (as in factories). Employers in the informal
sector do not pay social insurance. The low educational
level of many care leavers has a profound impact on
their prospects for employment.

Right to adequate housing. Many care leavers cannot af-
ford housing when they become independent. Many are
forced to rely on accommodation in state facilities, while
others cannot pay rent and have no shelter at all. There is
a lack of a serious governmental engagement in protect-
ing the right to adequate housing for care leavers.
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m Right to protection from violence and abuse. Care
structures and the community are generally indifferent
towards the problems and risks encountered by care
leavers, who, in turn, exhibit a low level of trust in
authorities and local police departments. This dynamic
results in a higher risk of abuse and violence.

m Right to health care. Care leavers do not have access
to adequate social or health care. Being unemployed
or informally employed, young people are not insured
and cannot benefit from the free health services of the
public health care system. Nor can they benefit from
support, information, or advice on reproductive health.

m Right to participation. While young people do take part
in designing their plan for leaving care, children in state
residential facilities are generally less involved and in
some cases decisions are not taken in compliance with
their wishes. Specifically, many are forced to attend
vocational schools in fields that do not interest them.

6. OFFICIAL DATA SOURCES

Official data related to children in alternative care and
young people leaving care is scarce. Most of the official
data is collected by the Social Services. The rest of the
information used in this chapter comes from unofficial
data sources such as the National Association of Orphans
in Albania, Amnesty International, and observations made
during field work for this study. This dearth of informa-
tion highlights the lack of structures in place to collect
and analyse data related to children in alternative care.

7. RESEARCH ON TARGET GROUPS

No research has been undertaken on young people ageing
out of care in Albania.

8. KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

Improving the legal and policy framework
m Policy should be improved and existing legislation
enforced to increase the obligation of local stakeholders
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and their support for education in compliance with the
needs of care leavers, including the choice of durable
housing and the real possibility of formal employment
with sufficient income.

m A ‘Leaving Care Act’ should be drafted along with
by-laws that authorize different governmental actors to
take action in accordance with care leavers’ needs.

m Young people without parental care should be in-
cluded in the National Strategy for Children and in the
National Action Plan for Children, which ensures that
the National Strategy is implemented.

m Relevant governmental structures should be developed
to support care leavers during the transition from care
to independent life; these should be based on existing
NGO structures.

m Institutional capacities should be developed to allow for
systematic monitoring and follow-up of young people
leaving care.

m Representation of care leavers should be structured and
monitored in public statistics and data banks.

m The municipal duty to distribute economic and social
housing aid to beneficiaries should be extended to
those with the status of orphans. Capacities must be
developed to monitor and grant orphan status to ensure
that orphans are accorded priority for employment and
housing.

m By-laws must be drafted to meet the requirements
of ratified conventions (such as the European Social
Charter).

= An NGO network and coalition should be established
to defend and protect care leavers’ rights.

m NGO advocacy should be undertaken to promote the
enforcement of existing laws and to design new initia-
tives to improve practices.

Improving the services and practice

m Supportive programmes are needed for 15—18-year-
olds and continuous monitoring for youngsters after 18.
Steps should be taken to set up after-care services and
structures and programmes for care leavers (such as day
centres with service delivery).

m NGOs should create youth facilities to support young-
sters leaving residential care and improve existing
services.

m Vocational courses should be developed in accordance
with the potential and desires of the children; these should
reflect the demands of the labour market.

m Care should be extended until high school graduation
or the end of university studies; this extension should
be designed to encourage young people to do well in
school and graduate (rather than failing in order to stay
in care). Education and related NGO experience is es-
sential.

m Steps should be taken to introduce regular, system-
atic training and psychological counselling for youth
development (targeting the building of self-esteem, and
psychological and emotional development).

= More opportunities should be made available for ac-
cessing information, educational support, and engage-
ment, especially for children with developmental
problems in special centres.

m Professional community support services such as youth
clubs and psycho-social centres should be made acces-
sible to care leavers.

KEY CHILD AND YOUTH CARE TERMS

Children without parental care (fémijé pa kujdes
prindéror). The Family Code (Law No. 9062 of 8
May 2003) introduces new, contemporary terminol-
ogy. The term ‘orphan’ is replaced by ‘child without
parental care’. This definition enlarges the benefi-
ciary group to include children whose parents are
alive, but who have been denied parental care.

Boarding school (konviki).

Orphan (jetim). Article 1 of the Law On the Status
of Orphans (Law No. 8153 of 31 October 1996)
grants the status of ‘orphan’ to anyone who is
0-25 years old, has or has not been placed in
state or private care facilities, and meets at least
one of the following criteria:
= was born out of wedlock.
m has lost both parents.
m has parents whose parental rights have
been revoked by final court decisions or
one deceased parent and another whose
parental rights have been revoked.
m has been abandoned by both parents,
whose identities are unknown.

m Residential facility staff should be trained on how to
comply with quality standards (such as Quality4Chil-
dren and the UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of
Children).

m Quality standards should be implemented throughout
the process of care.

m Clubs and centres should be established to encourage
interaction among youths, families, and care leavers,
enhance social cohesion, and combat discrimination
against care leavers, thereby increasing opportunities
for them to be involved in society.

Identifying new research studies
It is important to gather qualitative and quantitative infor-
mation on young people who have left care.

This chapter is based on a situation analysis prepared by Mirela Muca
and Vilma Kolpeja of the National Albanian Centre for Social Studies
and by Almandina Guma, Alketa Berzani, and Elsa Osmani of SOS
Children’s Villages Albania. This situation analysis was done for SOS
Children’s Villages Albania and published in December 2008. See
Muca et al. (2008).

Official data provided by the Social Services, September 2009.
Estimate based on interviews conducted during field visits.
Information based on interviews conducted during field visits.

Based on interviews with professional staff in care institutions and
information on the low academic performance of children in care,
particularly in public residential institutions and boarding schools.

¢ See Legal Clinic for Minors (2007).

7 Article 59(e) of the Constitution stipulates that the state is required

to provide care for children without parental care during their
development and education.

This financial aid continues to be distributed as long as the
beneficiaries have not secured accommodation or founded a

family, even if they are 25 or older.

®  The Albanian lek (ALL) is the national currency.
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AZERBAIJAN'

1. TARGET POPULATION OF CHILDREN
IN CARE AND YOUNG PEOPLE AGEING
OUT OF CARE

Out of an estimated total population of 9 million, 2.8
million are children under the age of 18, which represents
31 per cent of the population of Azerbaijan (RoA, 2009).
Despite economic growth, one-third of the child popula-
tion lives below the poverty line (UN, 2002, citing World
Bank, 2006).

Children and young people in alternative care
The absence of a unified database and fluctuating data
on the number of children make it difficult to determine
exact figures. As a result of the assessment done for the
State Programme on Deinstitutionalization and Alterna-
tive Care, a database of children in care has been created
within the Ministry of Education. The Child Protection
Network is preparing a special computer programme for
that database.

There are about 13,000 children (including children with
disabilities) in 55 residential care facilities, of which
4,055 have been placed permanently (MoE, 2009). The
remaining 10,334 spend the night or weekend at home
(RoA and UNICEEF, 2006). About 3,000 to 6,000 children
with disabilities are in residential care, most of them with
mental disabilities or with a hearing or speech impair-
ment. Children under guardianship and in other forms of
care, such as that provided by SOS Children’s Villages
(currently 160 children), are not included in these figures.

Most children are currently placed in residential care and
boarding schools. The reasons for admission include the
breakdown of the family and social ties due to poverty
(35 per cent) and the inability of single mothers to keep
their children. Many children stay in these facilities for
more than four years, due to a lack of periodic placement
review or reunification efforts (UAFA, 2004; NGOACR,

Ay

2007; HRC, 2007). A recent decrease in the number of
children in residential care might be due to more frequent
monitoring visits and fewer admissions in the context of
the Deinstitutionalization Programme.

A large percentage of children without parental care are
placed with their relatives in informal kinship arrange-
ments or under guardianship and trusteeship. Around
6,700 children live in guardianship families (UNICEF,
n.d.). Placement with grandparents is usually the favou-
rite option. The adoption rate is low as it is not encour-
aged and benefits mainly children under five without
disabilities.

Young people ageing out of care

In Azerbaijan, young people must leave their care facility
when they reach 20 or 22 years of age depending on the ob-
ligations of that care facility. Every year, hundreds of young
people leave residential care without proper access to sup-
port services, financial assistance, or other guidance. There
is no official data regarding the number of young people
ageing out of care every year. Studies and reports describe
the general situation of children in alternative care, but there
is no monitoring or analysis of the situation of care leavers.
Hence no detailed or disaggregated data is available. An as-
sessment conducted by the Ministry of Education’s Deinsti-
tutionalization Working Group resulted in the adoption of the
Law on Education in June 2009.

Profiles of young people ageing out of care
Research shows that young people leaving care are vul-
nerable and have difficulties leading an independent life >
The care facilities fail to prepare them for independent
life—children live in seclusion and have little information
about or understanding of the outside world. They lack
the life skills needed to live outside a care facility.

Young people ageing out of large residential care set-
tings and boarding schools have low educational levels
and lack the skills necessary for securing employment.

It is much more difficult for them to start a new life or
continue their studies than it is for young people who live
with their family of origin.

Paths taken by young people ageing out of care
The hundreds of young people who leave residential care
and boarding schools each year are thrown into adult

GULAR

Gular is 21 years old. One year ago, after nine
years in a residential care facility, she found a
small flat in the outskirts of Baku and got a job in
a supermarket right next to her flat.

Her younger brother still lives in the care facility.
To visit him, she has to travel for an hour and
incur additional costs for bus tickets.

Gular does not earn enough money to visit him
every week, even though she would like to do

so. She thinks that it is important to meet him
regularly and to tell him more about the obstacles
inherent in transitioning to an independent life.
She wants to prepare him for his own departure
from the care facility two years’ time. She did not
undergo any skills training herself and encoun-
tered numerous difficulties finding a job. She
wants to do what she can so that her brother may
avoid facing the problems she did.

life without adequate preparation. Consequently, many
become unemployed or homeless. Being vulnerable and
having no means to earn money for a living, many youths
are forced to commit crimes. Vulnerability also leads to
prostitution and suicide, unfortunately common among
young people who have left residential care. Care leavers
are often found living and working on the streets. They
are vulnerable to abduction, trafficking, and sexual and
other forms of violence and abuse.

A poll conducted among young people who aged out of
residential care in the Baku, Gyandja, Mingechaur, and Sheki
regions from 2002 to 2005 reveals that 15 per cent of them
were accepted into institutions of higher learning, yet only 20
per cent found employment, while 35 per cent got married.
Only 30 per cent had a place to live and 10 per cent of the girls
were already single mothers (NGOACR, 2005a; 2005b).

The whereabouts of many recent care leavers are not
known. No services are available, no actions are taken to
find these young people and assess their situation; nor are
efforts underway to improve policies or develop better
programmes to address their vulnerability.

AZERBAIJAN

2. SHORT DESCRIPTION OF
AZERBAIJAN’S CHILD PROTECTION
AND CARE SYSTEM

Main actors of the child protection

and care system

In Azerbaijan the social protection of children without
parental care is the responsibility of the state. The govern-
ment develops and adopts different state programmes and
national plans of action related to children.

The key government structure involved in the protection
of child rights is the National Commission on Minors’
Affairs and Protection of Their Rights. It is charged with
coordinating the work of key state agencies and provides
a standardized set of measures for providing care, protec-
tion, and social well-being to children in Azerbaijan. This
includes monitoring the National Plan of Action adopted
in 1998. The Human Rights Commissioner is responsible
for complaints concerning violations of children’s rights.

Established in 2006, the State Committee for Family,
‘Women, and Children’s Affairs aims to improve the sys-
tem of development and implementation of child-oriented
policies and legislation to target the needs of children and
youth.

Three ministries share the management of childcare. The
Ministry of Education is the leading ministry responsible
for childcare, with more than 90 per cent of children in
alternative care under its responsibility; this ministry has a
lead role in implementing inclusive education and deinsti-
tutionalization programmes. The Ministry of Labour and
Social Protection and the Ministry of Health are respon-
sible for promoting and protecting children’s rights and
well-being and for monitoring particular issues. Ten per
cent of the children in alternative care are under the respon-
sibility of the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection and
the Ministry of Health. The latter is responsible for care
facilities for children with severe disabilities and rehabilita-
tion centres. It is also responsible for children under three
(infant homes), sanatoriums for children, and polyclinics.

At the local level, the main childcare agencies are the
Commissions on Minors’ Affairs and Protection of Their
Rights. They are entitled to oversee, supervise, and moni-
tor the placement of children in residential care, support
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children in crisis, and protect children’s rights. Commis-
sions are composed of two paid staff (a psychologist and
a secretary) and nine unpaid volunteer members from the
police; the departments of health, education, labour and
social protection, and youth and sport; and a lawyer.

The state runs residential care facilities and regulates the
adoption and guardianship system. The number of large
residential care facilities has been declining in recent years
as a result of orders to turn several boarding schools and
other institutions into primary and secondary schools or
lyceums. Azerbaijan has 55 public institutions. Although the
legislation recognizes the existence of private care providers
and authorizes family-like care facilities, there are only two
private care providers: SOS Children’s Villages and Place of
Hope. SOS Children’s Villages runs two private care facili-
ties. Place of Hope is an NGO providing care for 3—18-year-
olds in small group homes. There are no special regulations
on family-like small group homes.

International NGOs support the system through technical
and financial assistance, policy and strategy development,
capacity building, monitoring and evaluation, data col-
lection and analysis, advocacy, research, and monitoring.
Children without parental care and at risk of separation are
a major focus of UNICEF’s Child Protection Programme;
UNICEEF also provides significant support and expertise on
deinstitutionalization.

Types of care settings

There are 55 residential care facilities (mainly large insti-
tutions) caring for 13,000 children. Boarding schools also
house children.

Family-style care includes kinship care, guardianship and
trusteeship, patronage, foster care, and SOS families.

3. LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORK

Legislation and policy on child and youth care
Several laws govern Azerbaijan’s policy to protect the
rights of children without parental care:

= the Law on the Rights of the Child (1998).
m the Law on Social Protection of Children without
Parental Care and Those Who Lost Their Parents (‘Law

on Social Protection of Children’) (1999) and the Fami-
ly Code (1999). This legislation describes and regulates
the different forms of alternative care provided and the
criteria for children being accepted into care, includ-
ing children under 18 without parental care or having
lost their parents, children deprived of parental care by
court decision, children with disabilities with or without
parents (recognizing special educational care needs),
and children under the age of 14 who have committed
a crime, unlawful actions, or so-called ‘misbehaviour’.
The children can be placed in facilities based on an
official request from their parents, decisions of the
Commission on Minors’ Affairs, or by the courts.

m Law on the Statute of Commissions on Minors’ Affairs
and Protection of Their Rights (2002). This law identifies
the Commission on Minors’ Affairs as the key local gov-
ernment agency responsible for the protection of the rights
of Azerbaijan’s children, including those in state residen-
tial and alternative care and those about to leave care.

= Law on Youth Policy (2002). This law provides basic
provisions for government support to young people,
young families, and youth employment; as such, it
also concerns young people leaving boarding schools
and residential care. A 2007 amendment to this law
increased the age of young people to be covered from
14 to 16 years, expanding services to more children,
including those in need of care.

= Law on Education (2009).

Children without parental care may defend their own
rights by appealing to the relevant local government
agencies, including courts and Ombudsman institu-

tions. Their guardians or adoptive parents, relevant local
authorities (such as Commissions on Minors’ Affairs or
the police), and courts may also defend the rights of these
children.

In 2005-06 the Cabinet of Ministers of Azerbaijan, with
support from UNICEF and the involvement of several
local and international NGOs, developed the State Pro-
gramme on Deinstitutionalization and Alternative Care
(2006-15). The implementation of this state programme
is supported by a Master Plan for the Transformation of
Child Care Institutions, adopted in 2006. The Ministry of
Education is responsible for the coordination of its imple-
mentation. The Ombudsman’s Office monitors the reform
process.? This state programme covers all areas of the de-

institutionalization, including prevention (‘gate-keeping’)
and the provision of community-based care and after-care
support to young people leaving care. This programme
has helped to initiate discussions on after-care services;

it foresees the development of after-care services and
might facilitate more strategic and long-term partnerships
between NGOs (currently the only providers of after-care
services) and the government.

In January 2010, Azerbaijan’s Council of Ministers
signed a resolution to establish the Child Protection and
Deinstitutionalization Department within the Ministry of
Education (RoA, 2010). This department is responsible
for child protection issues, including the implementation
of the State Programme on Deinstitutionalization and
Alternative Care.

Key legal provisions regarding preparation for
leaving care and after-care support

There are no legal provisions targeting 18—24-year-olds
who age out of care.

The 1999 Law on Social Protection of Children requires
local government agencies to assess a child’s situation
and develop a comprehensive plan three months before
he or she leaves care. During care the relevant local
authorities must take the necessary steps to provide the
children with vocational training and future employ-
ment prospects. This plan should map out a clear route
to independence. The law also directs local authorities to
provide financial support to children and youth in care,
and care leavers within three months after leaving, based
on official minimum standards. The allocation of financial
resources comes from the state budget as well as extra-
budgetary funds, such as grants and financial aid.

Children without parental care retain their rights to prop-
erty or accommodation in their previous place of resi-
dence. Care leavers who do not have a previous residence
are entitled to accommodation, without having to be
placed on a general waiting list for housing. Young people
who leave residential care are entitled to accommodation
provided by the relevant local authority. Those authorities
must find the appropriate accommodation or alternative
temporary placement three months before a youth leaves
care, in student hostels, educational facilities, or in the
military (if they are recruited to military service).

AZERBAIJAN

The State Programme on Deinstitutionalization and
Alternative Care should help tackle problems of young
people leaving care. It specifically recognizes the need for
government agencies to start preparing the children for an
independent life as soon as possible, but no later than at
14 years of age. The document also sets forth minimum
services that the government should provide to children
ageing out of care, including vocational training and
practice, financial support, provision of accommodation,
assistance with employment, social and psychological
counselling, and rehabilitation.

Identified gaps

m The Government of Azerbaijan does not have any spe-
cific policy, programme, or plan of action to acknowl-
edge and solve the problems of children and young
people ageing out of care.

m Local government agencies fail to tackle the problems
these children face after leaving residential care.

= Although laws provide solid ground for recognizing the
special needs of care leavers, most of the provisions are
not implemented due to the inefficiencies of local child
protection agencies and the absence of a strong child
protection system or children’s rights protection body
(ombudsman).

= Monitoring of the regional Commissions on Minors’ Af-
fairs has revealed that they do not effectively perform their
duties. This underperformance is due to reasons such as
understaffing, a lack of resources, and failure to under-
stand their duties and responsibilities. Unpaid volunteers
rarely participate. The Commissions also fail to review
children‘s placement in residential care periodically and
to participate in local-level policy development. At the
national level, the Commission has not convened for a
long time and fails to shape government policy.

= Most of the adopted state programmes and national plans
of action targeting children face implementation difficul-
ties due to a lack of coordination between governmental
structures and insufficient research, assessment, and
piloting.

m The State Committee for Family, Women, and Children’s
Affairs has not become a lead agency due to a lack of exper-
tise, inadequate human resources, and insufficient coordina-
tion with other government agencies and ministries.

m The 1999 Law on Social Protection of Children, which
has been amended four times since its adoption, has not
been implemented successfully.
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m The Commissions on Minors’ Affairs and other relevant
government agencies do not recognize the specific needs
and vulnerability of care leavers. They do not administer
any specific programmes to protect these children from
violence or trafficking, or to protect their rights, such as
the restoration of a care leaver’s right to property.

m Current legislation does not cover continuing assistance
for care leavers aged 18-21, with implications for the
provision of education and employment.

m The property rights of children in care and the provi-
sion of housing for care leavers have been among the
most discussed and criticized areas of government
performance. The local administrations do not help such
children find housing. In 2007, children’s rights orga-
nizations filed appeals and complaints to several local
government agencies to provide housing for children
leaving care and to restore their property rights, as their
flats were sold by relatives while they were in care. In
most cases, local authorities claimed that they did not
have flats in their possession to provide to these children.
The property rights clause of the current law stems from
the Soviet Union’s housing system, under which employ-
ers contributed to a special local-level housing fund to
prevent people from waiting for flats. Today, municipali-
ties lack funds and do not provide the children and young
people leaving care with accommodation.

m Although the Programme on Deinstitutionalization and
Alternative Care entered into effect in 2006, no major
related activities have taken place. In 2006, the Ministry
of Education established the Coordination Council to
implement the de-institutionalization programme, but
the Council ceased its activities in 2007. Key areas of
intervention and minimum guidelines have been set, but
the details of after-care services remain to be developed.

m The Law on Youth Policy seems to lack binding regu-
lations. The law does not specifically mention young
people ageing out of residential care, nor does it mention
special care measures to which they should be entitled.
There is a lack of coordination between ministries and a
lack of strategic targeting of children’s issues.

m There is a lack of professional supervision and follow-up
regarding placement in the extended family due to insuf-
ficient regulations, assessment, training, staff capacity,
and financial support or remuneration to guardians and
foster families. The law does not recognize fostering as
a profession; instead, it is treated as a form of volunteer
guardianship.

m Courts entrusted with the termination of parental rights
and placement decisions exhibit procedural delays, an
inefficient administration, and a lack of specialized pro-
fessionals.

4. PRACTICES RELATED TO
PREPARATION FOR LEAVING CARE
AND AFTER-CARE SERVICES

Preparation services for leaving care

Azerbaijan has developed special programmes and plans

of action to promote the reintegration and rehabilitation of
children and to provide access to education, health care, and
accommodation. In January 2010, for example, the govern-
ment signed a resolution to establish the Child Protection
and Deinstitutionalization Department within the Ministry of
Education. This department is tasked with child protection,
including the imlementation of the State Programme on De-
institutionalization and Alternative Care (RoA, 2010). The
life skills education concept adopted by the Ministry of Edu-
cation in 2006 for schoolchildren is an integral part of the
school curricula and offers lessons in primary and secondary
education settings. Children in residential care institutions
are also entitled to benefit from this programme..

After-care services

There are no alternative care settings or other types of ac-
commodation for 18-24-year-olds. Only SOS Children’s
Villages runs youth facilities and semi-independent pro-
grammes for young people up to 24 years of age. Differ-
ent residential care facilities have varying obligations to
accommodate youths until they are either 20 or 22 years
of age.! as the young people do not have a place to live or
any funds to start independent life. The state does not pro-
vide financial or other resources to residential care facili-
ties to care for children over 18. In order to prevent these
young people from becoming homeless, facilities must
therefore reallocate state funds, diminishing resources for
younger children in their care. Some principals provide
older youths with permanent jobs in their facilities, pay-
ing unofficial salaries. Once they turn 22, however, many
are forced to leave the facility and are found living and
working on the streets or in other precarious conditions.

Care leavers who are 15-18 years old are entitled to apply
for vocational training with the purpose of future employ-

ment. The relevant local authority provides them with
vocational training opportunities; they also provide indi-
vidual career counselling and support in finding employ-
ment or accessing unemployment benefits. During the
first employment of the young people, the state provides
one-off financial aid five times the average salary as well
as clothing and pair of shoes. Employers are not required
to hire youths without parental care or children with
disabilities; however, several laws provide incentives to
those who employ them.’

The law requires local authorities and residential care
facilities to provide certain support and services to
children who are preparing to leave care. These services
include vocational training in residential care facilities
and financial support and assistance with employment
after graduation from those facilities. In practice, how-
ever, only a small number do so and the services are not
efficient and do not reflect the children’s needs or the
realities of the market economy. In 2007 the president
signed into law a state programme on the development
of professional vocational education covering the period
2007-13; this programme is expected to have a posi-
tive impact on the future employment and independent
living of children leaving care. But the government has
yet to develop criteria and guidelines, especially for the
admission of children with disabilities and young people
leaving care. In this context, vocational training is a key
element of support.

In 2008, Save the Children USA started a new pro-
gramme in cooperation with the Ministry of Education
and Open Society Institute—Azerbaijan Foundation to
develop vocational training opportunities for children in
selected residential care facilities. It includes further em-
ployment assistance. This pilot project will be carried out
in a facility for children with disabilities in Baku.

In 2008, the NGO Alliance for Children’s Rights and
UNICEF conducted interviews and surveys among chil-
dren who had left the residential care system during the
period 2005-08 (CRLC, 2008). In 2008, SOS Children’s
Villages supported the establishment of a network of
young people ageing out of care, the Youth Reliance
Bridge. Their first gathering was organized with the par-
ticipation of government agencies and international and
local NGOs.

AZERBAIJAN

The NGO Place of Hope offered services for street
children and children without parental care as a tempo-
rary shelter for street children or children in transition.
Funds for the programme were discontinued in 2008 and
redirected to pilot foster care. The Heydar Aliyev Founda-
tion recently built 50 flats for young girls leaving care in
2008, but they are still empty as the policies necessary to
offer services and training for girls leaving care are not
yet in place.

Identified gaps

m There are no government programmes to provide sup-
port or special services for young people leaving care.

m There is a lack of cooperation and coordination be-
tween government agencies and international and local
NGOs, which often leads to a duplication of efforts.
The absence of government funding for services now
provided by NGOs is a major barrier to the develop-
ment and expansion of alternative services in different
parts of the country —except the flourishing capital,
Baku, which has easy access to donors, including in the
corporate sector. Government agencies see international
NGOs more as ‘cash-cows’ than experts. This view is
a result of past experience, when the state budget was
low and international organizations provided funds
without demanding supervision or accountability.

m The isolated living context of children in care fails to
prepare them for social life outside the residential care
facility. Children and students in residential care do not
participate regularly in national or regional sport cham-
pionships, in subject-based educational and art contests,
or in scientific fairs or contests. Only NGOs promote
such activities to a limited extent.

m The Employment Department in the Ministry of Social
Protection and Labour promotes access to employment
opportunities, but there are no specific provisions or
regulations to support access to jobs for young people
leaving care.

= Although incentives for businesses to hire young
people ageing out of care exist in the Labour Code, the
tax benefits have not yet been introduced to stimulate
employers to take advantage of those incentives.

m Since the collapse of the Soviet Union and due to the
global financial crisis, the government has neglected
vocational training centres (known as ‘professional
education institutions’ or ‘colleges’). The resulting lack
of funding has caused many centres to close or to con-
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tinue without modern equipment, material resources,
or funding. Many care leavers who would have been
redirected to vocational training during Soviet times

now remain without support.

m A theoretical approach to life skills education with no
access or links to real life practice has little benefit for
care leavers, who live in an isolated environment.

m Studies have shown that young people ageing out of
large residential institutions are not supported by the
administrations of their residences or by local authori-
ties (CRLC, 2008; NGOACR, 2005b).

m State boarding schools lack the resources needed to
provide quality vocational training and education for
children leaving care.

m The laws and regulations governing targeted social aid
do not recognize the specific needs of children leaving
care. Moreover, corruption within this system prevents
youths from receiving this financial aid. The health
system is also underfinanced and corrupt, thus prevent-
ing the rightful free access of care leavers. There is a
serious under-investment in social services.

5. MAIN VIOLATIONS OF THE
RIGHTS OF YOUNG PEOPLE
AGEING OUT OF CARE

Care leavers face discrimination in all spheres of life,
including access 