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FOREWORD 

As President of Eurochild I am pleased to introduce our latest publication which originates from the work of 
one of our thematic working groups – ‘Children in Alternative Care’.   

Eurochild - the network which brings together over 80 children’s organisations from 32 European countries 
- finds its strength in the commitment and engagement of its members. This collection of national surveys 
on children in alternative care is testament to that commitment.  In early 2009 the first action of the newly 
created thematic working group on children in alternative care was to examine the links between children in 
care, poverty and social exclusion.  The first step was to gain a better understanding of the situation of 
children in alternative care in each Member State. The results of the  survey, first published in June 2009 
and now updated to cover all EU Member States (plus Moldova), provide a unique resource for 
practitioners, campaigners and policy makers as regards the situation of children who are among the most 
vulnerable section of society in Europe today.  I would like to thank all those who contributed to such a 
valuable piece of work. 

Eurochild campaigns for the realisation of children’s rights across Europe.  We focus particularly on those 
children at risk of poverty, social exclusion and marginalisation.  Our members are working directly with 
children and families or are campaigning on their behalf. Thematic working groups give members a range 
of forums in which to exchange knowledge and practice in specific areas and include groups on children’s 
participation, family and parenting support, early years education and care, and children in alternative care. 

I cannot emphasise enough how valuable it is for those of us working at both national and regional levels to 
exchange and learn from across Europe.  Through Eurochild we have access to a wealth of knowledge and 
experience which enables us to compare and contrast the reality of children’s lives across different Member 
States.  However far advanced we think our systems may be there is always something for us to learn and 
this collection of surveys is just one example of how this can be achieved. 

I congratulate the work of the thematic working group on children in alternative care and trust that their on-
going work and commitment will lead to positive changes at national and regional level to ensure that the 
rights of every child are respected. 

 

Catriona Williams 

Eurochild President 
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WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION 

Corina Cretu, MEP and Vice-Chairwoman of Committee on Development,  hosted the event. Eurochild 
will briefly present some of the key findings of the survey on children in alternative care carried out by the 
network. This will be followed by a round table debate with speakers who will bring different perspectives 
on the issue of children deprived of parental care. Ms Cretu highlighted that there is already evidence that 
the global economic crisis is impacting on the lives of children and young people in Europe. In particular, 
there are hundreds of thousands of children who are unable to grow up with their biological parents – these 
are the most vulnerable to abuse, neglect and exploitation. Despite efforts to increase provision of family- 
and community-based care solutions, the number of children in residential care settings remains steady – if 
not increasing. Taking actions at EU level to prevent child abandonment is therefore crucial.  

Roberta Angelilli, MEP and Vice-President of the Eu ropean Parliament , co-hosted the event. She 
acknowledged the work of Eurochild and its strong commitment to children’s rights. Ms Angelilli was herself 
involved in these issues, in the past legislation she was the European Parliament’s rapporteur on the rights 
of the child and she is currently the vice-president of the European Parliament with special responsibility for 
children’ rights. She thanked Eurochild for organizing this round table and she unacknowledged the 
importance of the report of the ad-hoc expert group on the transition from institutional to family- and 
community-based care. The problem of child abandonment is very serious in Europe, and what is 
especially serious is that many of these children live in institutions. These types of institutions may prevent 
children from growing up in a balanced and loving environment. In Europe there are still many children – 
including those with mental disabilities – who live in institutions, there are still too many special schools and 
homes for mentally disabled or children with behavioral problems. It is for this reason, Ms Angelilli stated, 
that concrete actions are urgently needed, to implement the process of de-institutionalization and ensure a 
real transition from institutional to family- and community-based care facilities. She also acknowledged the 
importance of implementing the European Commission’s recommendations to Member States and the 
need to ensure the continuity of the work done by the previous Commission within the mandate of the new 
Commission. It is also critical to ensure an effective use of EU funds and build a system to monitor the 
quality of life of people living in care facilities. She stressed the importance of working together as it is a 
shared responsibility. The adoption of the Lisbon Treaty offers a new window of opportunity to move 
forward and implement concrete actions in the field of children’s rights.  

Catriona Williams, Eurochild President , acknowledged the two hosting MEPs for giving Eurochild the 
opportunity to bring to the European Institutions the key messages from one of its working groups - the 
thematic working group on children in alternative care - and emphasised her hopes that the messages will 
bring focus to tension on this particular large group of children and young people. She stressed the 
importance to have the support of MEPs in the subjects of children’s rights.  

Jana Hainsworth, Eurochild Secretary General , acknowledged the two hosting MEPs’ commitment to 
the issue of children in alternative care in Europe, which is a very pressing issue. It is the first time that 
such a comprehensive survey on children in alternative care has been compiled, covering 30 countries in 
Europe, 26 Member States (including the 4 nations of the UK) and Moldova. This piece of work was 
already initiated by Eurochild at the beginning of last year, under the thematic working group on children in 
alternative care, and this new publication is the second edition, the first edition was prepared for our 
Member’s Exchange Seminar in June of last year. Jana explained that this survey was carried out 
predominantly through the Eurochild membership, on a voluntary basis, and provides very comprehensive 
data and statistics on the numbers of children in alternative care but also information on the outcomes of 
children. The conclusions of the UNCRC Committee and the National Action Plans (NAPs) on social 
inclusion, with regard to the situation of children in alternative care, were also taken into account. The hope 
is that this compilation of surveys would be a useful resource, not just for the work of Eurochild but also for 
policy makers and practitioners.  

Jana presented the key messages emerging from the analysis of this survey.  

·  A first consideration is that while countries clearly offer very comprehensive data, it is by no means 
universal across the European Union. Some of our members found it very difficult to access 
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information, and whether there is information it is by no means consistent or coherent across EU 
Member States making it very difficult for any kind of benchmarking or comprehension across the 
EU Member States. Eurochild is calling for EU leadership to adopt common definitions and improve 
the collection of comparable data on this area.  

·  Although there is growing emphasis on family- and community-based care, there are still far too 
many children living in institutions and there are still baby homes for infants under the age of 3, 
which is unacceptable. Eurochild feels that there could be very strong leadership from the EU to 
make a ban on the placement of children under 3 in institutions.  

·  The link between poverty, social exclusion and discrimination was clear throughout all the surveys 
that we gathered through the Member States. And what is important is that within our analysis of 
the National Action Plans on social inclusion and social protection, there are data, information and 
analysis missing around this target group. Therefore, it is clearly a priority we need to focus on, 
Jana stated. Looking at the outcomes for children who have experience in alternative care 
systems, there is a lack of research, but the available information provide clear evidence that 
children who have been in care - and in particular in residential care settings - are more likely to 
end up homeless, to commit crimes, to have children themselves before the age of 20, and to have 
their own children taken into care. Talking about breaking intergenerational inheritance of 
disadvantage, we have found that although some countries have standards, implementation is 
weak and in some countries standards do just not exist.  

·  A key area of what Eurochild stands for is the participation, involvement and engagement of 
children and young people themselves. Jana thanked Power4Youth’s representative - Rinske 
Mansens - who will speak in the panel debate, for showing how actually the potential for 
involvement of children themselves can change the outcomes for them. Some countries reported 
very positive examples of peer-led groups of children and young people who are living, or have 
lived in alternative care, but they are still too few in Europe and they are usually set up and 
supported by NGOs, as in the case of Austria, Denmark, Finland, Slovakia and Sweden. Lastly 
there are some innovative examples where there are peer support groups for the families of 
children who have been taken into care.  

Jana highlighted that, armed with this statistical resource, Eurochild is calling for:  

·  EU leadership to adopt common definitions and improve the collection of comparable data on 
children in alternative care; 

·  Immediate action to support the de-institutionalisation of children; 

·  A ban on the institutionalisation of babies (0-3 years); 

·  Greater emphasis on training and recognition of the children’s workforce; 

·  Political commitment to end child poverty; 

·  Support for the application of the UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children across all EU 
member states; 

·  Direct involvement of children, young people and their families, both in decision-making processes 
that affect them directly and in the development of alternative care policies and services. 

Eurochild’s priority in 2010 is to get high-level political commitment to put all the resources and political 
energy towards ending child poverty. Within the European Year 2010 to combat poverty and social 
exclusion, Eurochild has launched a campaign to end child poverty and Jana encouraged everybody to 
sign up to our www.endchildpoverty.eu petition and bring their examples and messages to the campaign. 
This will be presented to EU leaders in January 2011 to mobilize actors throughout the EU. We want to 
ensure a strong political legacy for this year and we will ask EU decision makers to make child poverty a 
top political priority. Together we can make a difference.  

Jana hoped that the key messages and recommendations emerging from Eurochild survey will inform the 
debate and contribute to discussions.  
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ROUND TABLE DISCUSSION 

Co-chairs: Chris Gardiner & Emmanuel Sherwin , Chairs of Eurochild Thematic Working Group on 
Children in Alternative Care  

·  Jan Jarab , Regional Representative of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights  

·  Jan Pfeiffer , Children’s High Level Group, Chair of ad-hoc working group on de-institutionalisation  

·  Bragi Gudbrandsson , General Director of the Government Agency for Child Protection, Iceland. 
Author of “Rights of Children in Institutions: Report on the implementation of the Council of Europe 
Recommendation Rec (2005)5 on the rights of children living in residential institutions”   

·  Annemarie Schlack , SOS Children’s Villages International. UN Guidelines on the Alternative Care 
of Children   

·  Rinske Mansens , Power4Youth, Young people with a care background 

Chris Gardiner, co-chair of Eurochild Thematic Work ing Group on Children in Alternative Care , 
highlighted that the group has now changed its name from thematic working group on children without 
parental care into thematic working group on children in alternative care. Most of the children in institutions 
or in alternative family care in Europe do actually have parental care, and we are holding them in our care 
or state care on a temporary basis. The word orphanage is very often used for children who have at least 
one parent alive and this should never be forgotten. Only 4 percent of the children in “orphanages” are 
orphans.  

Emmanuel Sherwin, co-chair of Eurochild Thematic Wo rking Group on Children in Alternative Care , 
acknowledged the high level of experts who will take part in the round table debate and introduced the first 
speaker. 

Jan Jarab, Regional Representative of the UN High C ommissioner for Human Rights , congratulated 
Eurochild for the excellent survey which is being presented to the public today. This survey is extremely 
valuable because it provides both an estimation of the numbers of children in various forms of alternative 
care – which, as the survey clearly demonstrates, vary dramatically from one country to another – and it 
allows some insights into the underlying dynamics.  

In particular, it shows that in several Member States which joined the European Union in the last waves of 
enlargement, the numbers of children in institutional care remain quite high, similar - or even higher - to 
those at the end of Communist era which had relied heavily on institutional care due to the lack/absence of 
other alternatives. It also indicates how this worrying heritage is compounded by poverty and ethnicity, 
particularly Roma ethnicity, as important factors of institutionalization.  

The issue of human rights of children in institutional care is one of the biggest concerns – in the light of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child as well as in the light of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities. The latter is also highly relevant here because a large proportion of children in institutional care 
are disabled, and because the Convention stipulates, in its Article 19, that States Parties recognize the 
equal right of all persons with disabilities to live in the community. The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child dates from 1989 while the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is the most recent 
addition to the international human rights framework, dating from 2006. As these dates indicate, the need 
for special protection of the rights of the child and particularly of the rights of persons with disabilities 
gained recognition (in the form of new pillars of international human rights law) considerably later than 
many other categories of rights. We might see this development as the result of a gradually growing 
sensibility to the rights of those who are different; who are easily overlooked; who may have difficulties in 
making their voice heard. 

If any general trend can be discerned in the development of new human rights instruments (both the 
international ones and those of the Council of Europe, such as the Convention on Human Rights and 
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Biomedicine), it is the growing emphasis on the right to be treated as an active subject rather than a mere 
object of care. 

Let us be frank: this is not some kind of academic legal issue, it has a tremendous impact on the life of 
people concerned. Recent research has shown that individuals who have spent their childhood in 
institutional care suffer from very high rates of social exclusion, delinquency, psychological problems and 
indeed suicide. 

Also, there are contemporary research studies which demonstrate that very small children under three 
years of age who are kept in institutions suffer irreversible damage to their brain development. This occurs 
because even if their nutrition is provided properly and the hygienic norms are met with uttermost scientific 
precision, their more important needs – i.e. to develop profound affective links to other human beings – can 
hardly be met in the institutional setting. Yet as the survey presented by Eurochild clearly shows, in several 
EU Member States there are still considerable numbers of children under three years of age in institutional 
care. And it is equally concerning to find out from the survey that even in a Member State where institutions 
for children of this age cohort have formally been abolished, in fact there are many children aged 0-3 who 
linger indefinitely in hospitals, even if some of them are (at least initially) neither sick nor disabled. 

In this context, Mr Jarab draw attention to the United Nations Secretary General's Study on Violence 
against Children, which clearly recommends that Governments should ensure that family-based care 
options are favoured in all cases, and are the only option for babies and small children [Recommendation 
12, page 218]. The study concluded that benefits of keeping children with their families are inarguable in 
terms of their health and happiness, and are the best interests of the child. Furthermore, the study on 
Violence against Children also highlighted that the cost of supporting families to maintain their children at 
home is substantially lower than institutionalizing these children. Several concrete and convincing case 
studies and examples of best practices by, for instance, NGOs and Governments are provided in the study. 

On 18 December 2009 the United Nations General Assembly addressed the issue, when it adopted a 
resolution on the Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children. These guidelines set out desirable 
orientations for policy and practice with the intention of enhancing the implementation of the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (and of the relevant provisions of other international instruments regarding the 
protection and well-being of children deprived of parental care or who are at risk of being deprived of such 
care).  

Mr Jarab highlighted a few key elements which can be derived from the UN Guidelines: 

Point 13 of the Guidelines stresses that removal of a child from the care of the family should be seen as a 
measure of last resort, while point 14 emphasizes that financial and material poverty, or conditions directly 
and uniquely imputable to such poverty, should never be the only justification for the removal of a child 
from parental care… but they should be seen as a signal for the need to provide appropriate support to the 
family.  

The Guidelines also use very clear language in point 21, where they refer to the predominant opinion of 
experts that alternative care for young children, especially those under the age of three years, should be 
provided in family-based settings, not institutions. It is the most unambiguous statement on this issue from 
such an authoritative source so far.  

Moreover, it is followed by point 22 which states that where large residential care facilities (institutions) 
remain, alternatives should be developed in the context of an overall deinstitutionalization strategy, with 
precise goals and objectives, which will allow for their progressive elimination, in favour of individualized 
and small-group care. 

It is beyond reasonable doubt that these new Guidelines can be seen as a landmark in the implementation 
of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and that they also represent a major challenge to a number of 
European Union’s Member States.  

What can the EU contribute to address this challenge? It seems fairly obvious that altough the Member 
States (including, of course, those where institutional forms of alternative care predominate) have the 
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primary responsibility for the delivery of such services, the European Union , which is now equipped with a 
Charter of Fundamental Rights, can – and in Mr Jarab’s view, should  – address the problem of children 
in institutional care as a serious human rights iss ue, providing both policy guidance and financial 
assistance to the Member States concerned . In fact, the financial assistance is already foreseen, in the 
form of the Structural Funds. Yet without clear policy guidance based on the need to conform to the 
development of international standards, there is a serious risk that such financial assistance will be used by 
some of the Member States to further strengthen the crumbling system of large residential institutions, 
rather than to replace it by individualized care which the aforementioned Guidelines prescribe. The Office 
of the  High Commissioner for Human Rights, and in particul ar its Regional Office for Europe, 
stands ready to provide support to the Member State s and to the European Commission in their 
efforts , for instance while strengthening the capacities of officials dealing with these issues. 

In the context of the new development of international standards (both of the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities and of the Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children), it is to be expected that 
the European Union will provide political leadership to its Member States, encouraging them to overhaul 
anachronistic systems which are so obviously at odds with the best interest of the children concerned.  

Although last year’s December event on the European Day of People with Disabilities was dedicated to the 
issue of independent living, we have not witnessed systematic attention to the rights of the child (disabled 
as well as non-disabled) in the context of institutional care. Indeed, while the European Commission has 
devoted itself significantly to issues involving the protection of children from various forms of criminal abuse 
by non-state actors, the issue of children in institutional care has so far received far less attention. 

He concluded by hoping that this event - and the excellent survey carried out by Eurochild - will have the 
desired awareness-raising effect.  

Jan Pfeiffer, Children’s High Level Group, Chair of  ad-hoc working group on de-institutionalisation,  
welcomed the opportunity to participate in the debate and share with participants the knowledge and 
experience got from the work on the report of the ad-hoc expert group on the transition from institutional 
care to community-based care, which was set up by Commissioner Spidla last year. The network is 
currently in charge of supporting the implementation of the recommendations presented in the report. He 
proceeded by providing an overview of the main results of the report.  

Essentially, the report clearly brings the arguments and gives the evidence base to defend the statement 
that the institutional care as such is not the way care should be provided in the 21st century. When we talk 
about institutional care we are talking about all types of clients including children, adults, disabled, and not 
disabled. The report also brings together practical examples - both good and bad practices - on different 
ways to reform institutional system into community care.  

Furthermore, the report provides an overview of the key aspects of this process, such as for instance the 
need to involve children themselves in the policy-making and decision-making process. It is also crucial 
that resources are not misused to reform old types of institutions, which will need then another generation 
to be closed down. Invest in alternative community care and in services which are tailored to the needs of 
the clients should be the priority. Human resources recognition is also crucially important, and Mr Pfeiffer 
pointed out the key aspect of developing massive training or retraining the staff but also to give support to 
the non-professional carers, meaning families and informal carers. A clear and permanent monitoring 
system informing all stakeholders about the quality of the process and a proper coordination system at all 
levels is fundamental.  

This is a core part of the report and the 8 recommendations to Member States are made on those lines. 
Countries have to be sure that there are clear mechanisms and the users are involved - which is not always 
the case, especially when we are talking about children. They need to look at legislation, what kind of 
pieces in the legislation support institutional care, because for example payment of institutions by number 
of beds is clearly a mechanism supporting the institutionalisation process. They need to look as well at any 
pieces of legislation which may block the development of community care and change it. Countries must 
also have a clear action plan. It is often the case that some countries have policies but they do not have 
real action plans, including clear responsibilities and time-table. The use of money as previously mentioned 
is crucial as resources should not support ongoing institutions but rather the development of the 



 

10 ROUND TABLE DISCUSSION REPORT: EUROPE’S CHILDREN IN CARE: WHAT ROLE FOR THE EU?    

community-based care. There has to be a clear monitoring of the quality which has to be independent and 
objective, it has to be very clear to support carers, professional carers, non-professional carers and then 
there should be a clear coordination of that process.  

Then there are recommendations to the European Commission. The first recommendation is that there is a 
need of having a Communication on the transition from institutional care to community care and building 
the Common Basic Principles into all the relevant EU policies, such as the EU disability strategy, the OMC 
on social protection and social inclusion, the EU health policy, etc.. Another recommendation highlights the 
need to provide Guidelines on the use of the structural funds and other EU funding instruments for 
deinstitutionalization. There has to be a clear coordination between social funds and regional funds, and 
ideally there should be some kind of coordination body in charge of monitoring both funds and ensuring 
that they are not competing. This coordination is currently missing. Mutual learning and exchange of good 
practices may be useful to learn more with regard to successful use of EU funds for creating community 
living schemes. There has to be a clear awareness across the various Directorates General and across the 
relevant geographical units dealing with the structural funds about the right to live independently in the 
community, by a number of means such as trainings, workshops, publications. The report also 
recommends establishing a pool of independent experts on deinstitutionalisation which could provide 
technical assistance to the Commission and to Member States when allocating resources from the 
structural funds. There is a clear need to improve the data collection and the knowledge base on the 
transition from institutions to community-based services. Lastly it is recommended to address the issue of 
institutional care and its reform in the context of enlargement, neighbourhood and development policies.  

Mr Pfeiffer concluded by hoping that the report of the ad-hoc expert group will become really official, and he 
called for the support of all participants, and especially of policy makers. 

Bragi Gudbrandsson, General Director of the Governm ent Agency for Child Protection in Iceland , 
thanked Eurochild for inviting him to this distinguished gathering. He started by introducing himself. He is 
working in Iceland, but for the last decade or more he has been involved in international projects related to 
this field: he worked on the “Quality for Children” project; he has been very active in the collaboration of the 
Council of the Baltic Sea States “Children at Risk”, where the priorities have basically been on the sexual 
exploitation and trafficking of children, but also on children living in residential institutions.  

In most part of his professional work, Mr Gudbrandsson has been working within the framework of the 
Council of Europe, and he was in the expert group who drafted the recommendation on the rights of 
children living in residential institutions that was submitted in 2005. He explained that the aim of that 
recommendation was to translate and operationalize the Convention on the Rights of the Child into this 
institutional context, to make the rights in the Convention more relevant to children who actually find 
themselves within the institutional framework. It consists of three basic chapters: the general principles (like 
familysupport, etc.), the elaboration of specific rights that children should enjoy living in residential 
institutions, and finally the chapter on quality standards and monitoring mechanisms.  

In relation to that work, he was asked to write a report on the situation in Europe, with regard to children in 
institutions. This report was published in 2006, “Rights for children in residential care”. In that work he 
experienced the same sort of problems that Jana Hainsworth was commenting on earlier, about the 
frustrating situation with regard to lack of data and statistics. Therefore, he emphasised that this is an area 
that we certainly need to prioritize if we are going to make progress in understanding the real life 
experiences of children in institutions in Europe. It is really amazing and it is a scandal that we do not have 
any idea in fact of how many children are living in residential institutions. That tells a lot about the work 
ahead and it tells a sad story on the political priorities in Europe.  

One of the aspects Mr Gudbrandsson has looked at when he was working on the evolution of institutions in 
Europe was the sort of trend that can be identified.  If we looking back in history, first we can possibly say 
that maybe a hundred or two hundred years ago, there were institutions based on a sort of specialization 
paradigm, where the problem itself, its categorization and the institutional structure was the main focus. 
Fifty years ago, we can see that institutions move into a different context and we can identify this sort of 
normalisation paradigm taking over, where the emphasis and the focus were more on the organisational 
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context, involving mainstreaming and the physical and social environment that was supposed to be similar 
to that of other children. This was a very significant development.  

But Bragi noted that his perception is that we are now on the birth of a third paradigm: the child rights’ 
paradigm, that is emphasizing children as holders of rights, emphasizing participation and non-
discrimination. The UN Guidelines on Alternative Care, the Council of Europe Recommendation on the 
Rights of Children Living in Residential Institutions, the Quality for Children’s standards, are all 
manifestations of this new paradigm. He congratulated Eurochild network for its magnificent piece of work 
and he also acknowledged the work done by other NGOs and institutions, including Unicef and Save the 
Children.  

He stressed the importance of bearing in mind that we are making progress although it is a very slow 
progress. He acknowledged the positive developments which have been made in the last decade with 
regard to literature, data, and statistics on children living in residential care in Europe. Today there is as 
well an increasing political interest in these topics, and that gives us hope that we can make move forward 
and continue to make progress. Nevertheless he pointed out that if we want to succeed in our work we 
need a more comprehensive approach which goes beyond the institutional framework.  

He referred then to the report he authored on the follow up of the implementation of the 2005 Council of 
Europe Recommendation on the Rights of Children Living in Residential Institutions. This report was 
published last year and it addresses a number of issues that the recommendation deals with. Three of the 
areas and observations that the Council of Europe made with regard to the present situation were 
particularly important.  

The first one was the general lack of standards of care, including participatory rights and rights to raise 
complaints for children in Europe. Although there are notable exceptions from this, in general, this is a very 
serious problem that we are facing. In relation to that, even if standards are in place, officially, they do not 
seem to be implemented. And that is another aspect which deserves to be mentioned. We have a great 
number of documents on quality standards that we can apply, so there is no problem in terms of designing 
it and even in terms of making it politically visible. The real concern is implementation.  

The second is the lack of independent monitoring structures in Europe: in most of the Member States of the 
Council of Europe, for example, the actual monitoring role is the responsibility of the very ministries that 
operate the same institutions, and that is a reality that needs to be changed and addressed.  

And the third observation Bragi focused on is the lack of emphasis on post-placement support and the 
designing of individual pathways in the transition from residential care into society. Concerning this last 
point, he referred to an interesting conference he attended in Vilnius last October, where a number of 
young people who participated in the event stressed the importance of dealing with this crucial issue. They 
emphasised the importance of giving support to children leaving residential institutions in terms of human 
resources, but also of course housing, education and employment. But what he found the most impressive 
aspect was the emphasis given to the need of personal guidance, personal support, human support. He 
feels that this is something that we have not looked at as we should.  

In his final remarks regarding the role of the European Union, he stressed that the European Union can 
enhance the political awareness on this great human issue. The European Union is a powerful political 
force in Europe. Particularly, we should point to the role of the European Parliament, as an important 
catalyst in raising children’s issues in general, and issues related to the situation of children living in 
residential care in particular. He also suggested a greater and closer collaboration with the Council of 
Europe in fulfilling these aims.  

There are important policy areas in which the European Union is doing a great work but a lot more could be 
done – and should be done – with regard to children in institutions. He mentioned, for instance, the EU 
regional policies which have the aim to transfer resources to poorer areas and to help certain 
disadvantaged regions to catch up with the rest of the Union, by providing financial and technical support, 
allocating resources to research, etc. But we could also think about the EU policy on education, training 
and youth, since it should always bear in mind that education, including vocational training of children 
during institutional placement and in the transition to independence play a crucial role. Research has 
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demonstrated that possibly there is no single aspect that has more value with regard to positive outcomes 
for children than education. He expressed the opinion that the European Union should particularly focus on 
this and also on the actual staff training, professionals, substitute care givers, volunteer workers working 
with children. Another aspect that research has taught us is that the outcome is very strongly related to the 
quality of relationship that can be established within the institutional framework between children and the 
staff.  

Mr Gudbrandsson concluded by welcoming Eurochild’s report and supporting its recommendations. 

Annemarie Schlack, Liaison Advocacy Office of SOS C hildren’s Villages International , first of all 
presented the apologies of his colleague, Mr Alan Kikuchi-White who could not attend the event. She 
expressed her appreciation to the previous panellists for the references they did to the UN Guidelines for 
the Alternative Care of Children. A lot of people already referred to this document and this makes it very 
obvious why this document was so urgently needed. We have now a milestone in all our efforts towards 
raising awareness on children without parental care and children in alternative care. She acknowledged 
that this is a great joint achievement of the international community and the civil society. She proceeded by 
providing a short historical overview of the most important steps in this area and the progress done over 
the last years. SOS Children's Villages, IFCO and FICE developed a set of quality standards for out-of-
home child and youth care in Europe. The Quality4Children Standards were developed through a 
participatory approach and this was probably one of the first documents in the European context providing 
a reference framework for children in alternative care. The 2005 Council of Europe Recommendation on 
children living in residential institutions was also a huge step forward which strengthened and raised 
awareness on this issue. She then welcomed the civil society and particularly the work done by Eurochild 
and its member organisations on this topic, and she acknowledged the importance of having a thematic 
working group specifically dedicated to children in alternative care.  

Ms Schlack came back to the UN Guidelines and focused on two basic principles. The first one is the 
principle of necessity, and this means that a decision to separate a child from his or her own family is the 
last resort and should only happen when it is absolutely necessary. She reiterated the importance to bear 
in mind that the family of origin is usually the best place for a child to stay, and the guidelines exhaustively 
explain what this means and what should be actually done to encourage families to stay together, to 
prevent family separation and to encourage family reunifications and reintegration. Secondly, assuming 
that the decision to place a child in alternative care is deemed necessary, the guidelines are very clear that 
the setting chosen to provide alternative care should suit the particular needs of that child. So it is about 
meeting the variant case-to-case requirements, and she believes that it is particularly significant that the 
guidelines define various formal and informal care environments, for example kinship care, foster care, 
family-based care settings, but they do not establish a hierarchy of care options, because each child is 
different and each child has different needs. She believes this is the right approach to follow.  

She ended her speech by encouraging Member States to align their national care legislation to the UN 
Guidelines on Alternative Care and calling for proper systems of monitoring implementation. Last but not 
least, she referred to the urgent need of integrating these UN guidelines in all EU policies and strategies 
that can have an impact on the life on children and their families.  

SOS Children’s Villages is firmly committed to implement the Guidelines in all its programmes, and she 
praised the collaboration with other relevant actors, including Eurochild. 

Rinske Mansens, Power4Youth , brought in the debate the voice of young people in and from the care 
system. Rinske, who is a board member of Power4Youth, explained that Power4Youth is a platform of 
youth in and from alternative care. All the people who are in this platform are in or being through the whole 
process of alternative care, or are very closely attached to this process, because they were a foster sister 
like she was. Rinske grew up with her own parents, but they have had several foster children in their home, 
who lived there and shared a little of their lives with them.  

Power4Youth vision is that young people with alternative care experience have equal opportunities to 
develop their full potential, to be listened and to make a change through involvement, empowerment and 
support. She emphasised the crucial importance of involving young people. It is not only important because 
of the outcomes – for instance, to produce a better report, make a better guideline or understand more 
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what children and youth need – but it is above all important for young people themselves to know that their 
voice is heard. Their ambition is to build a voice for young people all over Europe because they believe that 
young people are life experts. Rinske pointed out as well the importance of peer to peer support and 
learning. Power4Youth provides training and they want to develop further this aspect and trainee more 
people and organisations in how to involve young people. Advocacy, empowerment, information, 
membership, a European platform, all these words stand for their mission.  

Rinske continued by asking people in the public who knows a young person who experienced alternative 
care to raise their hands. She asked if they knew their names, their birthday, their favourite food, their 
expectations for future and what they need the most. She stated that in her opinion that they need the most 
is to be heard.  

Power4Youth and the youth committee of IFCO jointly wrote the preface for Eurochild survey and Rinske 
acknowledged the great value of this piece of work and the importance to have data and statistics on the 
situation of children deprived of parental care. But she also expressed her concern about the follow up of 
this work and concrete actions.  

Rinske told also the traumatic story of a girl who was taken away from her mother when she was 3 years 
old in the middle of the night, without notice. She could only take one pair of shoes with her, her teddy bear 
and her school books. These were the only things she got from her mother. All her relations were broke, 
nobody explained what was happening, nobody listened to her, nobody asked her opinion. This girl – as 
many children with experience of care – carries psycho-social problems into childhood. This is what 
Power4Youth fights for: to support, to listen, to make a difference, to work together.  
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QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Before opening the floor for the discussion Chris Gardiner  drew attention to particularly one of the 
recommendations emerging from Eurochild survey concerning the children’s workforce. The children’s 
workforce needs not only high levels of training but also continuing training, and foster care is a part of the 
children’s workforce, Chris emphasised. In too many countries, he said, foster care is initially trained quite 
briefly and then ignored, and not offered proper support, proper supervision and proper opportunities for 
growth. Eurochild’s recommendation for the children’s workforce being a highly-professionalised and well-
trained, well-supervised and well-supported workforce is indeed very important, including foster care.  

Kevin Brown , Professor at the University of Nottingham and a Board member of the Children’s High-Level 
Group for Romania, emphasized the role played by the European Union already. It was a European Union 
Daphne project - Georgette Mulheir and Maria Herczog were also involved - that provided the evidence and 
the cut-off point at three years. And then, that developed with another EU Daphne project, a ten-step model 
with Georgette Mulheir leading from her work on Hope & Homes for Children, a ten-step model for 
deinstitutionalising children. And all this evidence was put forward to the UN General Assembly by Unicef, 
as well as Save the Children had contributed to the development of these guidelines. Kevin wanted to flag 
up that the EU has actually been putting some real thinking and some money in the development of 
evidence to get where we are today.  

And then to take on the guideline itself, which states that children under 3 should not be in institutional 
care. Children under 3 do not have a voice, they cannot speak for themselves, and the damage to their 
brains are profound and this is a very urgent matter. This is not something we can think about in five years’ 
time. This is something we have to deal with today. Going back to the EU Daphne programme, the way we 
can fast track this guideline of no child under 3 in institutional care is to understand child abandonment. 
And we haven’t even got a definition that equates across countries, let alone practice. Kevin said that he is 
now involved in another Daphne Programme, where they are going to look at the definition extent and 
prevention of child abandonment in ten countries in Europe, so that they can really then come back with 
very sound guidelines, in a similar way they did with the ten-step model for deistitutionalisation, to prevent 
the abandonment of children. And therefore we can then make powerful laws to ban the institutionalisation 
of children under 3, but we need that initial work which is going to take at least two years. Unfortunately, as 
of today, it has to remain a guideline. 

Richard Howitt , MEP, expressed his strong support to Eurochild and to those who contributed to this 
survey. He is involved in the disability intergroup in the European Parliament, during the previous 
legislation he was the chair and now he is one of the vice chairs. He said that they have been trying to work 
very hard on the deinstitutionalisation issue although it is not enough. He congratulated Eurochild for this 
survey which gives us the evidence and incentive to go on with our involvement and commitment to the 
issue. Clearly a wider number of people engaged with this issue is needed both in the Parliament and 
amongst the NGOs. It is much easier to say Europeans to install institutions of care for children and 
disabled children than it is actually to convince them to close them down. He stressed some of the barriers. 
First of all, people are very institutionalized when they have lived for many years in institutions.  

It is a very sensitive and intensive work to get them ready and have a very different life, and there is 
resistance both from them and their families who might be quite content with the status quo. And secondly 
there is an issue regarding money: we have discovered that one cannot provide care services in a 
community on the cheap, and sometimes it is very expensive. One can save money by closing institutions 
and get rid of some staff, but to provide alternative service to meet people’s needs is generally much more 
expensive, and we have to be honest and say that.  

The focus often is on countries which are new Member States but Mr Howitt brought the example of his 
country, Britain, where they have had a policy for thirty years to have integrated education with children 
going to mainstreamed schools, not for everyone but for increasing numbers, and still the same number of 
children go to segregated special schools as they did thirty years ago. This means that we can have all the 
policies we like, but delivering it is very difficult. Still in Britain they have examples of children with 
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disabilities who are sexually abused in residential institutions. The numbers might be different across 
countries but the challenges are the same, and Mr Howitt considers that it is really important that we say 
that this problem remains throughout Europe, it is a wider issue, it is not just an issue of some countries.  

From this specific point of view, we said that we would make the respect for the rights of people with 
disabilities, including children with disabilities in institutions, an issue in EU enlargement, and we failed. We 
tried but we failed, and there are two lessons that can be learnt about that: the first is that in the next wave 
of enlargement we should not fail on this. And secondly, he stressed the danger of misusing structural 
funds in Europe by perpetuating the existing care systems and the need to stop this practice and strictly 
monitor the use of EU financial instruments. The ultimate reason why we cannot ignore finances is that it is 
a human rights issue. Holding people in confinement against their will, depriving them of food and heating, 
beating them, strapping them down, putting them in cages, these are abuses of human rights which are 
unacceptable.  

Marion Macleod , Children in Scotland, stressed the fact that the focus so far has been quite a lot on the 
younger age group. Looking at Eurochild survey, in a lot of dimensions Scotland performs quite well: there 
are no larger institutions, there are certainly no children under 5 in institutional care and very few children 
under 12, there are no children in long-term hospitals, and there are no children in the equivalent of juvenile 
prisons. However, when one looks through the comparative figures for other European countries, young 
people who have been in the care system seem to be just as likely to carry very distressing, difficult and 
detrimental experiences into childhood. The statistics that are available in Scotland provide clear evidence 
that children who have been in care are more likely to end up in the adult criminal justice system, in 
psychiatric hospitals, etc.. Therefore, according to Marion, the messages are twofold: the first one is that it 
is about how do we support children who come from very vulnerable and difficult circumstances and their 
families to prepare adequately for the demands and rigours of the educational system and for adult life? 
And how do we support people who have been through the care system in whatever country to continue to 
be supported adequately as long as they need it? Marion argued that these are two areas where the EU 
has a critical role in guiding Member States.  

Picking up on Marion Macleod’s point concerning the need to offer care leavers adequate support as long 
as they need it, Chris Gardiner  emphasised that when young people leave care the support must 
continue, otherwise the outcomes will be worse and worse. He mentioned some evidence about death 
rates he came across when he was doing a research project in Russia: within one year of leaving the care 
system, 60% of the children would have committed a crime which they could have been arrested for, 30% 
would be using hard drugs, 10% would be dead within one year. It would be interesting to look at these 
issues in other countries but it is very unlikely that it is much different. 

Catriona Williams , Eurochild president and Children in Wales chief-executive, went back to the 
practicalities of making changes and to the realities. She referred to what both Jan Jarab and Jan Pfeiffer 
mentioned earlier about national governments’ interpretation on what they are allowed to spend funding on, 
because certainly in Wales on the convergence funding they have had a battle trying to persuade that 
funds could go to any sort of services that affect families with children under the age of 10. And Catriona 
emphasised the importance of having rules and clarity on what funds can be spent on to national 
governments, and indeed the barring of spending on bad investments like new homes. Certainly in times of 
recession – and we know we are really fighting to keep children’s services on the agenda – that would be 
very helpful.  

Jan Jarab acknowledged the difficulties of using available resources in an efficient way. There is a danger 
- and that was what he meant when he referred to policy guidance in his speech - that, despite the good 
work done by the EU institutions in some areas, some other decision makers on practical financing issues 
may simply not be aware of that. Indeed, it is an issue of important awareness raising, which should aim at 
avoiding a situation where the resources from the European structural funds end up being invested more 
easily into beefing up the old anachronistic institutions than into projects aiming at change them. And the 
second danger is that we might find ourselves - all of us - in 10-15 years from now in a situation where 
there will be a need to invest a second time into dismantling what has been invested into. And, as several 
speakers have already said, the risk is that it may be very difficult to destroy something in which so much 
has been invested. 



 

16 ROUND TABLE DISCUSSION REPORT: EUROPE’S CHILDREN IN CARE: WHAT ROLE FOR THE EU?    

Jan Pfeiffer said that there are many good examples at local level of using structural funds in an 
appropriate way. Several DGs are making efforts in advising countries on how to use structural funds. 
Nevertheless, he acknowledged the need to lobby strongly for encouraging that these important EU 
financial instruments be used properly, and this is a shared responsibility in which each of us can make a 
difference. 

Jana Trost , from DG Regional Policy, shared her experience concerning structural funds in Bulgaria on the 
sector of deinstitutionalization. In the operational programme for regional development she was responsible 
for, they had a huge amount of money for social infrastructure. During half a year or so, the European 
Commission was discussing with them on how they could use these funds to renovate the existing 
institutions. Luckly, and purely by chance, they came in touch with some NGOs and with Mr Jan Jarab - 
who was in a different role at that time - and they learnt that this line was completely wrong and what they 
should do is to encourage Bulgaria to invest into deinstitutionalisation. Thanks to the support and 
knowledge of many experts including Georgette Mulheir, Jan Pfeiffer and other people, a year and a half 
later Bulgaria produced an action plan at a national level on how they are going to close all the institutions 
in the next 15 years. This example shows, Ms Trost said, the insufficient awareness within the DG Regio 
and the importance to disseminate knowledge and raise awareness about the deinstitutionalisation 
process. She also stressed the need to have a legal basis for this.  

Picking up on Jana Trost’s point, Marie-Anne Paraskevas , from DG Employment and Social Affairs, drew 
attention to the fact that, with regard to data collection and indicators in this specific area, they have asked 
DG Justice and Home Affairs, which is on the lead as regards children’s rights strategy, to focus on this 
specific issue when there has been a big study underway with the Fundamental Rights Agency. 
Unfortunately this has not been the case, and the indicators that were developed concerning children 
focussed again on issues that have been already dealt with through the social Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC). But she believes that it is a good time now to start looking at this alternative as well 
while continuing to put pressure on Eurostat to eventually start to collecting new data.  

Concerning the report on deinstitutionalization of the ad-hoc expert group, she said that what we need now 
is to make this report official, and for that it will be crucial to lobby and raise awareness within both the 
services and the Commissioners. 

Georgette Mulhier  pointed out that in the last decade the debate has moved on quite dramatically and 
people generally understand now what we mean by deinstitutionalisation. But there is still a concern about 
the implemention and about making big bold statements and not looking at what the unintended 
consequences might be. Jana Trost gave a great example of how EU money can be continually used in the 
wrong way with the best intensions. And Geogette added an example from Moldova. Learning from the 
past, we have to look at how we can put together at EU level a pool of experts where we really come to an 
agreement on what we mean by deinstitutionalisation, and we start learning from these mistakes 
preventing from happening again in the future.  

Georgette also pointed out the importance of doing research and finding out what the causes are for 
children being separated from their parents. Before placing a ban on children under 3 in institutions we 
need to have alternative services and the funding to sustain those services. This is all about having 
strategies and concrete action plans. This is where the European Commission can be incredibly helpful. 
She feels that a greater emphasis of funding must go not so much on physical structures – although 
physical structures and training are obviously important - but rather on sustaining services for a period of 
time when we go through the process of running down the institutions and building up the new services, 
making sure that this transitional is sustained. Georgette expressed her wish to get in a few decades to a 
stage where we really do understand institutionalization of children as a form of abuse. Political support for 
making this happen is needed. She clarified that a distinction must be made between large institutions, 
which are detrimental for child development and small-scaled residential care that can be therapeutic and 
necessary for some children in some occasions.  

Jean Kennedy , representative of the International Foster Care Organisation, highlighted the urgency of 
starting doing something now. Let’s put the preparation in, let’s do more research, let’s take up more 
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guidelines and policies, active, concrete and recognizable and measurable impact work, but most 
importantly let’s start doing something about it.  

Maria Herczog , chair of the Family, Child and Youth Association in Hungary and Member of the UNCRC 
Committee, referred to a recently published Hungarian research on the reasons of coming into care, which 
found that roughly one third of all children are taken into care for financial reasons only. If one goes into the 
deeper details one can also see that it is more than that, and there is also an issue of definition and 
consideration. What we can see is that very often it starts from a financial problem and then it becomes a 
very severe family disruption, partly as a consequence of the financial difficulties. How should this be 
considered? There is no clear guideline on how to support families in similar situations and all this may end 
up with the placement of the child out of the family, partly because of the lack of clarity and partly because 
lack of time. It is not only the financial support for families in crisis situations that matters but also the 
emotional support and any other ways of supporting families to get out of the crisis. Now what we can see 
in the current economic downturn is that the first cutbacks on expenditure are on social expenditure, 
including social work, extra-curricular time for children, all those services that would be needed to avoid this 
crisis situation or to help those who are close to or in the crisis. One can often read in the Hungarian press 
that families are bringing their children to the care system because they are unable to take their parental 
responsibility. And no one is arguing that the care system should not accept these children, because it is 
not their duty, it is not their responsibility. The basic social services should be able to provide the needed 
care. Resources should not be spent in the residential care system. It is thus very important to do a 
financial evaluation of the cost and benefit of investing in institutions, and it is not a very complicated 
exercise, Maria stated.  

When it comes to the EU funds, Maria argued that in Hungary, where the decision making is going on with 
regard to the renovation or building of new institutions – even in the case of school versus vocational 
training or local services – building a new institution is politically much more favourable than investing 
money on training or service provision because it is visible and clearly measurable. By contrast, investing in 
training or vocational programmes may even be suspicious sometimes and be seen as a sign of corruption. 
Therefore the challenge is to make it clearly understandable why it is so essential to offer training, to 
provide people with supervision, how we can support children and young people themselves. It is not only 
about financial aid, it is also about changing mentality. 

In relation to care leavers, Maria argued that the problem with after care is that if the period that children 
spend in the care system is not used adequately and no quality service is provided to them, there is no 
rehabilitation able to repair the harm they have been through previously. It implies that whatever after care 
you are providing to them has limited impact. If we look at the outcomes of children growing in the care 
system, educational, personal, emotional, then one can see that after care is too late. It is not only a 
problem of doing it properly, using a therapeutical approach support, it is also about making sure that it is 
part of a continuous process.  

Lastly, Maria drew attention to the need to invest in children’s workforce and encourage the delivery of 
personalised services. New professions such as personal assistants, language assistants, participation 
workers, etc., must be strengthened and given professional prestige.  
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CLOSING WORDS 

Corina Cretu  concluded the meeting by acknowledging the very interesting and successful debate, 
highlighting the need to bring the fight against child poverty to the top of the agenda in the European 
Parliament. Children’s rights and the best interest of the child must be given priority. With regard to the 
prevention of child abandonment and institutionalisation, she emphasised the added value of mutual 
learning and sharing of good practice. She also stressed the need for all EU Member States to align their 
legislation to the UN Guidelines. She concluded by expressing her recognition for the great work done by 
the civil society in the field of children’s rights.  

Jana Hainsworth  called for a changing paradigm in Europe and to put social Europe and people, 
particularly the most vulnerable children and their well-being, at the heart and as ultimate goal of 
development.  
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ANNEX III – EUROCHILD EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND KEY 
RECOMMENDATIONS FROM CHILDREN IN ALTERNATIVE CARE –  

NATIONAL SURVEYS – 2 ND EDITION JANUARY 2010  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In 2009 Eurochild carried out a survey of the situation of children in alternative care in Europe through its 
member organisations. The survey requested information on the numbers of children in alternative care 
including residential, community and family-based care; the profiles of children in care; the outcomes for 
children in care; the institutional framework and availability of data; and the existence of standards and 
support for children’s participation.  30 European countries participated, including the 4 nations of the UK 
and Moldova.  The survey was not intended as a scientifically rigorous research exercise but rather to 
identify what information is readily available and to note some common trends across Europe.  

A few general observations can be drawn from the survey.  

1. THERE IS A LACK OF CONSISTENT AND COMPARABLE DATA  

It is clear from the responses that data is not collected in a consistent way across the 30 European 
countries.  There are different definitions of types of alternative care. Residential settings may for example 
include boarding schools, ‘special schools’, infant homes, homes for mentally or physically disabled 
children, homes for children with behavioral problems, institutions for young offenders, after-care homes.  
Furthermore, there is no common understanding of what constitutes family or community-based care.   

The system of data collection varies by country. For example, the Netherlands does not have data 
available on the number of children in alternative care, but instead has data on the number of beds 
available in institutions in four different sectors of residential youth care.  There are differences in 
understandings of foster care, guardianship, kinship care and data collection methods.    

2. AN ESTIMATED 1 MILLION CHILDREN IN THE EUROPEAN UNION ARE IN ALTERNATIVE CARE  

Despite the lack of data, it can be roughly estimated that around 1% of children are taken into public care 
across the EU – approximately 1 million children.  This proportion of course varies between countries.  In 
Latvia around 2.2% of children are taken into public care. In Sweden approximately 0.66% of the child 
population is affected.  In Romania, approximately 1.6% of the child population is under special protection – 
more or less unchanged since 1997 (1.66% of children).  

3. INSTITUTIONAL CARE IS STILL WIDELY USED FOR CHILDREN WITHOU T ADEQUATE PARENTAL CARE 

ACROSS THE EU 

Although most countries recognize placement in an institution as the solution of last resort after family 
support services and family-based care, the number of children in institutions is stable or rising in several 
EU countries.  

In the Czech Republic, for example, only around 25% of children are in foster-care settings and the number 
of children in institutions has increased since 2000 (Unicef Transmonee). Latvia and Lithuania have also 
seen an increase in the number of children in institutions. 

Since new legislation was introduced in Romania, the number of foster care placements has increased by 
35%, compared to January 2005. Nonetheless an estimated 24,126 children are still in residential type 
services (2008).  



 

24 ROUND TABLE DISCUSSION REPORT: EUROPE’S CHILDREN IN CARE: WHAT ROLE FOR THE EU?    

In Bulgaria, whilst there were 7,276 children in residential homes in 2008, there were only 72 children 
placed in foster care (less than 0.01%). 

4. PLACEMENT OF UNDER 3S IN INSTITUTIONS STILL TAKES PLACE IN SEVERAL MEMBER STATES  

It is widely recognized that infants in institutional care for several months suffer irreversible damage to their 
brain development. Healthy psychological development is severely impaired when an infant’s fundamental 
need for attachment is not met. Nonetheless the practice of placing under the 3s in institutions still exists in 
several Member States. 

Data from the Czech Republic (Institute of Health Information and Statistics – UZIS) of 2007 indicate that 
1,407 under 3s are in institutions.  In Romania, although new child protection laws in Romania forbid the 
placement of children under 3 in institutions, maternities and paediatric hospitals effectively act as 
institutions in cases of child abandonment (4,000 newborns were abandoned in 150 medical units in 2004 – 
Unicef & the Ministry of Health).  As a result of a procedural void, 31.8% of children left in 
hospitals/paediatric hospitals do not have identification papers – leaving them particularly vulnerable to 
exploitation including trafficking.  

There is a lack of data on the situation of under 3s in our survey from other member states, but a 2005 
study of the World Health Organisation estimated 21,955 under 3s were in institutional care in 2003 across 
Europe.  

5. DISCRIMINATION MEANS CERTAIN VULNERABLE GROUPS ARE OVER -REPRESENTED IN CARE 

STATISTICS  

It is clear that not all children enjoy equal rights to quality services and family support. In Bulgaria, Roma 
children account for approximately 45% of children in care.  In the Czech Republic in 2007 24% of children 
in baby homes were Roma. In Hungary, children of Roma origin are over- represented in institutions, 
sometimes by a factor of 11, compared to their representation in the population as a whole (officially it is 
not allowed to collect data based on ethnic origin on the basis of right to privacy). 

The institutionalisation of children with disabilities is a major concern in many countries of the EU. In Latvia 
the survey reports that municipalities do not have the resources to give additional support to children with 
minor physical or behavioral disorders.  Placing children in institutions avoids this cost – they are not under 
municipality authority.  

6. FAMILIES FACING POVERTY AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION ARE AT GREATER R ISK OF THEIR CHILDREN 

BEING TAKEN INTO CARE  

Despite the fact that most Member States exclude poverty and material deprivation as a reason for 
placement of a child, it is clearly an underlying cause in many countries.  Indeed, the lack of data 
surrounding the links between poverty, social exclusion and placement of children obscures how poverty 
features in the decisions that result in placement, and how the most appropriate prevention approaches 
can be developed.  

Families with young children, particularly those facing poverty and social exclusion, must receive the 
necessary support and encouragement as early as possible. Proactive intervention before problems occur 
is less costly and produces long-term benefits to society.  

7. MANY CHILDREN WITH EXPERIENCE OF CARE CARRY PSYCHO -SOCIAL PROBLEMS INTO 

ADULTHOOD  

The statistics that are available provide clear evidence that children who have been in care – and in 
particular in residential care settings – are more likely to end up homeless; to commit crimes; to have 
children before the age of 20 themselves; and to have their own children taken into care. The transition to 
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independent living is noted by many as a particularly sensitive period of change for the young person, when 
high quality, individualized preparation and on-going support is crucial for the individual to become 
independent.  

Notwithstanding the overriding evidence of negative outcomes for children with care experience, there are 
too few longitudinal studies to show the circumstances under which successful outcomes can be achieved 
for such children.  For example, the Finnish country analysis notes the results of a study that followed 
children who had grown up in an SOS children’s village.  Adults between 22 and 51 were interviewed and 
their life situation in relation to their education, employment and health, was not dissimilar from the rest of 
the population. 

8. IMPLEMENTATION OF STANDARDS TO PROTECT THE RIGHTS OF CHILDR EN IN ALTERNATIVE CARE IS 

STILL WEAK AND HAS LITTLE INVOLVEMENT OF CHILDREN AND THEIR F AMILIES  

Although most European countries have standards to protect the rights of the children in alternative care, in 
many cases their implementation is very weak. There are still several countries, (e.g. Greece, Latvia and 
the Czech Republic) where standards are not yet implemented. 

Concerning monitoring of the standards, in many countries we find that there is a lack of data, while in 
some others, like Estonia, Finland, Sweden, regular reports are published. In other countries such as the 
UK, the time and cost involved in regulation, monitoring and inspection are seen as being disproportionate 
to the actual benefits in terms of improved services.  

Involvement of children and parents in the decision-making process still remains very weak in many of the 
European countries. In the case of Ireland we see that while regulations, standards and legislation are 
significant in comparison to other countries, the reality of proper consultation with children and their families 
is a separate issue. The Irish Social Services Inspectorate found that “care planning was still more often 
determined by crisis management rather than long term planning” where the voice and opinion of the child 
and family may not be considered. In the UK, although progress has been made with regard to involving 
children in alternative care in planning their own care, there is still much scope for improvement.  

9. PEER-LEAD GROUPS OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE WHO ARE LIVING , OR HAVE LIVED IN 

ALTERNATIVE CARE ARE STILL TOO FEW IN EUROPE 

In most of the countries analyzed there are no formal structures through which the voices of children with 
experience of care are able to be systematically heard.  Where structures exist, they are usually set up and 
supported by NGOs, as is the case in Austria, Denmark, Finland, Slovakia and Sweden. In The 
Netherlands we learnt of the National Client Forum Youth Care, which is an organization that represents 
the interests of the clients at provincial and at national level. The goal of the forum is to improve the quality 
of youth care. 

In the UK there are several organisations which are supported by the government.  These include ‘A 
National Voice’, ‘The Debate Project’, and ‘Voices from Care Wales’. These work to empower young 
people who are currently leaving care or have already left by giving them the opportunity to share their 
experiences and to improve the care system for other young people in the future. 

Very few country reports note the existence of peer-lead group of parents whose children are taken into 
care.  In several countries there are extensive and sophisticated support arrangements for foster carers but 
little or nothing for the children's own families. Denmark and Sweden are exceptions, as they have national 
peer led groups of parents with children in care. In Slovakia the Programme Pride is a self-help group of 
foster parents which aims to help their work with the biological families.  

The support and empowerment of parents whose children are in care is a crucial component of service 
provision for children in alternative care. Too often the child is removed and little is done to help the parents 
improve their parenting skills in order for the child to be able to return home. Peer support networks can 
play a valuable role in this.  
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS TOWARDS THE EUROPEAN UNION 

1. MAKE THE COLLECTION OF COMPARATIVE DATA ON CHILDREN IN ALTER NATIVE CARE A KEY 

POLITICAL PRIORITY  

�  The EU can provide leadership in this regard within the framework of the Open Method of 
Coordination on social inclusion and social protection which names the fight against child poverty 
and promotion of child well-being as a clear political priority.  All member states should agree 
common definitions for the alternative care of children, as provided in the UN Guidelines for the 
Alternative Care of Children, for adoption across all member countries. The ‘Manual for the 
Measurement of Indicators for Children in Formal Care’ as produced by Unicef/Better Care 
Network in January 2009 could provide a common framework for alternative data care collection 
and reporting.  

2. TAKE IMMEDIATE ACTION TO SUPPORT THE DE -INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF CHILDREN   

�  EU member states should invest more in moving away from a child care system based on large 
institutions and move towards the provision of a range of integrated, family-based and community-
based services. Among other things, this should include: early intervention family support services 
to prevent the separation of children from their families; reintegration of children into their family 
(where safe, possible and appropriate); gate-keeping; transformation of institutions into community 
based services or into centers for social services (such as day care for children with disabilities). 
EU guidelines should be issued with regards to the spending of EU structural funds to ensure that 
money is re-directed into increasing and improving services rather than renovating residential care 
buildings. 

3. INTRODUCE A LEGAL BAN IN ALL COUNTRIES ON THE INSTITUTIONA LIZATION OF CHILDREN 

BETWEEN 0 TO 3 YEARS 

�  Family support and family-type care must be prioritized to ensure no child under 3 years is placed 
in an institution.  Such a ban could be monitored at EU level. 

4.  PROVIDE A FRAMEWORK TO SUPPORT MEMBER STATES TO INVEST IN A CHILDREN ’S 

WORKFORCE THAT PROMOTES INCLUSION AND ALLOWS DELIVERY OF PERSON ALIZED 

SERVICES WHICH RESPECT THE DIVERSITY OF INDIVIDUAL FAMILY AND CHIL DREN’S NEEDS 

�  All professionals working with and for children, including those in the education, health care, child 
protection and social work sectors, need high quality on-going training and supervision. The EU 
can provide a framework for mutual learning and exchange to improve national and regional 
training and skills development, and ensure professional recognition. New professions such as 
personal assistants, language assistants, participation workers etc. must be strengthened and 
given professional recognition. 

5. REDUCE RISKS OF SOCIAL EXCLUSION , BY ENSURING NO CHILD IS TAKEN INTO CARE DUE TO 

POVERTY, DISABILITY OR ETHNIC ORIGIN   

�  The fight against child poverty must remain a key political priority of the EU.  Social inequality 
denies children equal access to services and perpetuates the cycle of poverty.  A strong political 
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framework is required at EU level to ensure all member states put in place the necessary structural 
reforms to ensure all families have access to a minimum income and adequate services.  

6. ENCOURAGE MS TO ALIGN THEIR NATIONAL CARE LEGISLATION TO THE UN GUIDELINES ON 

ALTERNATIVE CARE  

�  The UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children provide a clear framework for adoption of 
standards for all agencies involved in alternative care for children.  Other standards such as 
‘Quality4Children’ also provide a useful framework.  Proper systems of monitoring implementation 
must be in place  

7. ENSURE CHILDREN WITH CARE EXPERIENCE AND THEIR FAMILIES HAVE A VOI CE  

�  The involvement of children, young people and their families is crucial, both in the decision-making 
processes affecting them directly and in the development of alternative care policies and services. 
They should therefore be empowered to participate in all stages of the care process and the EU 
should encourage the development of peer led groups of children, young people and parents with 
experience of care. 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 


