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Dear Readers,

Ten years have passed since the first issue of our annual monitoring paper Report Card: What Is the 
Average Government Score for Childcare. A decade ago, we wanted to create a tool to objectively 
monitor the fulfilment of the state’s responsibilities to its youngest citizens, but not even in our wildest 
dreams did we expect Report Card to eventually become the only document to present an in-depth 
analysis of all fields of children’s lives in Bulgaria and an examination of the development of public 
policies in each of them. 

Since the first publication of Report Card back in 2011, we have seen seven different governments 
come to power, including three caretaker cabinets, and just recently the 45th National Assembly has 
begun work. We are faced with many unknowns, both politically and in our day-to-day lives. In the 
past decade, we have seen fewer positive changes in children’s welfare than we would have liked. 
Unfortunately, in many of Report Card’s monitoring areas, such as child health, deinstitutionalisation 
and residential care, justice for children, and protection from all forms of violence, we have not just 
seen an absence of progress and improvement, but a withdrawal and deterioration of the situation 
for thousands of children and families. Rather than a lack of funding and regulations, the underlying 
reason has, for the most part, been the lack of political will to make children a long-term and consistent 
priority of the political agenda and actions, and to build the necessary capacity within all systems.

The 2021 anniversary edition coincided with the unprecedented crisis in our most recent history caused 
by the Corona virus pandemic. While its consequences, both material and psychological, are yet to 
unfold, we can reaffirm our impression that, due to weaknesses and unresolved problems, all systems 
intended to work for the benefit of children have failed miserably. The government’s immediate 
reaction was not to assist the most vulnerable; on the contrary, they were made hidden victims of the 
pandemic through misunderstanding and neglect of their needs in favour of other interests. 

At the same time, fired by the inaction of government institutions, or, at other times, resulting from 
their active involvement, the general public was shaken by unprecedented propaganda, manipulation 
and false news on the topic of child policies. This led to a breakdown in people’s trust in the state and 
NGOs, a subversion of the meaning, goals and messages of child and family policies that had taken 
years to develop and attain, and a retreat from the progress that had so far been achieved, of which, 
once more, children had to bear the brunt. Sadly, decision-makers have failed to make any attempt 
to keep those processes in check and to shift the public attention towards building a positive and 
demanding environment committed to constantly improving children’s lives with the active support 
and participation of all adults. 

In 2017, in the survey of children’s, parents’ and professionals’ assessment of the government’s 
performance, conducted every year as part of the preparation of the report, we received a rhetorical 
question in return: ‘Are Bulgaria’s children so many that we can’t take care of them, regardless of 
where they live?’ Four years later: more than 30% of the children in our country, whose total is only 
around 1.2 million, continue to live at risk of poverty and social exclusion; Bulgaria ranks top in child 
mortality league tables in the EU and close to last in functional literacy among young people; nearly 
nine thousand children still live outside a family environment, and the law under which child offenders 
are brought to justice is already half a century old. The country has been denied key strategic and 
regulatory documents such as the Istanbul Convention and a National Strategy for the Child, an 
efficient Social Services Act, and a modern children’s hospital. 

We at the National Network for Children cannot accept that Bulgaria does not have sufficient resources, 
capacity, responsibility and commitment to develop effective policies for children and families, and 
will therefore continue to advocate and make efforts with the same determination in the coming 
years, until we can be sure that every child has received the necessary care, support and respect for a 
dignified development of his/her potential. In this task, we will continue to use our annual Report Card 
as our main tool.  

FOREWORD 

George Bogdanov

Executive Director
National Network  
for Children
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Report Card 2021: What Is the Average Government Score for Childcare is the tenth 
edition of the NNC’s annual report. It assesses the enforcement of children’s rights as 
reflected in the implementation of state policies on the child and the family in the course 
of 2020. 

Our main goal in the preparation of Report Card is to conduct annual and independent 
evidence-based monitoring of the work of the government in the field of children’s rights. 

The report also provides recommendations, which we hope will support the improvement 
of child and family practices and policies in Bulgaria. 

The subject areas in which the experts analysed the progress in child policies and the 
enforcement of children’s rights are: Child Participation; Child Welfare; Family Environment 
and Alternative Care; Protection from All Forms of Violence; Justice for Children; Early 
Childhood Development; Child Health; Education; and Sports, Recreation and Leisure. 
Through our choice of subject areas and sub-areas we aim to offer a comprehensive 
overview of children’s rights and evaluate all aspects of those rights and their enforcement. 
The purpose of the analyses is to ensure cohesion in the presentation of children’s rights 
in the report, which focuses on structural and horizontal policies rather than on specific 
national commitments in the respective year. We mainly adhere to three priority criteria: 
significance, relevance to the priorities of our member organisations, and resolution 
potential. 

Our choice of subject areas and sub-areas for Report Card 2021 is based on the principles 
of consistency, scope maximisation and topical relevance. This has, on the one hand, given 
us the chance to dynamically monitor the government’s performance in regard to certain 
challenges and verify whether the action taken to remedy the identified problems is 
consistent with the recommendations made in the previous year, and, on the other, it has 
allowed us to highlight a specific subject area that is key and exemplary of the state of play 
of ensuring children’s rights in Bulgaria. Consequently, as this year’s highlight, we have 
identified the national and global crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and Bulgaria’s 
approach to managing the processes related to children’s lives. We have analysed if and 
to what extent the government managed to provide adequate support to children and 
families during the months of isolation, distance learning, limited access to healthcare, 
deteriorating mental health, and deepening poverty and social exclusion.

The analyses include evaluation, justification and description of the facts and the data 
received from the expert review and the information provided by government institutions 
under the subject areas, as well as recommendations, i.e. concrete steps and possible lines 
of action.

In the interest of fairness, the preparation of Report Card traditionally relies on facts and 
data provided by institutions in accordance with the provisions of the Access to Public 
Information Act. Aiming for an even more transparent and impartial assessment, we 
approached experts from ministries and agencies soliciting their assistance in collecting 
information on the progress made in the subject areas and sub-areas we identified in 
2020, as well as on the challenges faced along the way, and the plans to achieve their 
goals. We then used this detailed information to carry out an analysis in each subject 
area. Our other traditional sources include reports prepared by various other institutions, 
independent researchers and NGOs, and media publications. As the preparatory work for 
the document took place in 2020 and early 2021, all reported data refer to 2019 and 2020. 
When data could not be obtained, we used the most recent available information on the 
general state of play and political status quo. All data and information sources have been 
referenced in the report to back up the conclusions and grades in the subject areas and to 
reaffirm that the analysis is based on reliable sources and not the subjective opinions of 
the National Network for Children (NNC).  

Traditionally, we include the views of children, young people, parents and 
professionals in one common report together with the expert evaluations. Our goal 
in this year’s edition, as in all of the previous ones, has been to gain important insights 
into children’s rights in Bulgaria based on their own opinions, and those of their parents 
and the people whose role it is to support them, i.e. teachers, health and social workers, 
etc. Without any claim to representation and exhaustiveness, in early 2021, a total of 276 
children and adults shared facts and opinions about their lives, more specifically their 
health, education, the justice system, and their family situation, in a survey called Report 
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Card: How Children, Parents and Professionals Evaluate the Government. In addition, the 
report presents genuine information based on children’s opinions collected by the young 
rapporteurs from the National Eurochild Forum – Bulgaria. Another 425 adults took part 
in a survey of parents’ work-life balance in Bulgaria.  

Our task was to examine the state of play and possible changes in the enforcement of 
children’s rights and child and family policies as evidenced by the decision-making 
and relevant implementation actions taken by the government towards a permanent 
elimination of the problem and ensuring a positive impact on children and families. We 
also remembered to praise the efforts made and the positive developments achieved, 
even in the absence of concrete results or incomplete policy implementation. We made a 
conscious effort to highlight achievements and look for positive developments in ensuring 
children’s rights, without, however, sparing constructive criticism where such was due.    

The section What We Can Learn from the Grades incudes a brief overview of the 
developments in each subject area in the past year.

The scoring in the report is similar to the one used in the education system, based on a 
six-grade scale. The grades were originally given by the experts and external evaluators 
and the children, parents, and professionals, and were subsequently verified by the civil 
organisations, members of the NNC. The final grades are based on arithmetic averages 
of the grades given by the authors, external evaluators and the children, parents, and 
professionals in each sub-area under the eight subject areas in the report.  

It is important to note that we have kept to the evaluation scale adopted in 2015. This 
means that each grade was given based on a definition of the problem, i.e. the state of 
play at national level as regards the enforcement of children’s rights and child and family 
policies, as well as the decision making and the relevant implementation actions taken by 
the government towards a permanent elimination of the problem and ensuring a positive 
impact on children and families. 

This English version of Report Card 2021 is a summary of the original texts included in 
each subject area. 

Parents’ and professionals’ opinions obtained through a  
questionnaire How Children, Parents and Professionals Evaluate 
the Government.  

Rapporteurs – information based on children’s opinions  
obtained through a survey conducted by the young  
rapporteurs from the National Eurochild Forum – Bulgaria.

Key:
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AvERAGE GRADE, PREvIOuS REPORTS

SubjECT AREAS 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012

Child 
Participation

3,06 3,00 3.50 2.83*

1. 
Child Welfare

3,19 2,50 3.00 2.60 2.86 2.91 3.06 2.97 2.71 2.88

2.  
Family 
Environment and 
Alternative Care

3,12 3,00 3.50 2.53 3.01 3.02 2.61 2.98 2.93 3.14

3. 
Protection of 
Children from All 
Forms of Violence

2,50 2,50 3.00 2.83*

4.  
Justice for 
Children

3,10 3,00 2.50 2.79 3.05 3.45 3.30 2.90 3.44 3.56

5. 
Early Childhood 
Development

3,22 3,00 3.50 2.33*

6.  
Child Health

3,09 3,00 3.50 3.19 3.64 3.58 3.31 3.21 2.38 2.79

7.  
Education

3,71 4,00 4.00 3.02 3.44 3.45 3.62 3.11 3.00 2.68

8.  
Sports, Recreation 
and Leisure**

2,75

AvERAGE GRADE 
fOR REPORT 
CARD 2021

3,09 3.00 3.31 2.88 3.20 3.28 3.20 3.00 2.90 3.00

AvERAGE GRADE 
fOR THE DECADE

3,09

*Note: These grades are derived form the subjects of Report Card 2018 as separate sub-subjects. 

**Grades in this subject are given from Report Card 2021 edition. 

REPORT CARD 2021: GRADES
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CHILD PARTICIPATION 

Grade: Average 3.06 

There continues to be a lack of coordinated and targeted efforts at all levels to promote 
children’s involvement in the making of impactful policies and decisions. Child participa-
tion, which is mostly limited to the school level, and is, for the most part, led by adults, is 
still not an active process of opinion formation on certain topics. Even after the shift to 
remote schooling, which lasted for more than six months each time in the course of two 
school years, opportunities to consult children through digital platforms and mobile ap-
plications have remained largely underused.

1. CHILD WELfARE

Grade: Average 3.19

With no National Strategy for the Child, the government has continued its piecemeal and 
overall poor approach to supporting children and families. There are still no integrated 
policies and a comprehensive vision for overcoming child poverty, as, 13 years after Bul-
garia’s EU accession, the poverty rate and the poverty headcount ratio continue to rise 
steadily. Social exclusion and missed opportunities to create favourable living and devel-
opment conditions for young families have exacerbated the demographic problems of 
migration and an ever-growing social stratification. Ineffective social assistance and the 
lack of focus on children drastically worsened child welfare in the crisis situation caused 
by the global pandemic. 

2. fAmILY ENvIRONmENT AND ALTERNATIvE CARE 

Grade: Average 3.12

The pandemic and the restrictions that it brought about caused many difficulties both to 
parents and children in family situations and to children in alternative and residential care. 
Institutionalised children and refugee children were almost fully cut off from the rest of the 
world for long periods, which set back and eventually discontinued the processes of place-
ment in foster care and adoption and the provision of appropriate protection and assis-
tance. The closure of eight Homes for Medical and Social Care for Children (HMSCC) that 
were still in operation in 2020 was particularly worrying with its unreasonably hasty moving 
out of nearly 200 children without sufficient preparation at the end of the year, in the heart 
of winter, with the accompanying high epidemiological risk. All the same, it remained un-
clear whether a preliminary needs assessment had been done for every child and whether 
the principle of the best interest of the child had been observed in the moving out process. 

3. PROTECTION Of CHILDREN fROm ALL fORmS Of vIOLENCE 

Grade: Poor 2.50

No effective measures to set back the increased incidence of violence victimisation among 
children have yet been put in place. Much like in previous years, ensuring the necessary 
financial and human resources for prevention and support measures and programmes 
for such children remained a major challenge in 2020. There continued to be a shortage 
of sufficient and accessible general and specialised services for victimised children. More-
over, the remote-schooling set-up put at high risk many children who are potential vic-
tims of domestic violence and gave rise to numerous concerns about cyber security and 
digital violence and bullying. 

4. juSTICE fOR CHILDREN 

Grade: Average 3.10

In 2020, no progress was made in the reform of the child justice system. The Ministry of 
Justice (MoJ) has not specified any further plans to pursue the Bill on Corrective Measures 
for Persons Having Committed Crimes or Administrative Violations as Minors in the future, 
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nor has it given any indication of immediate plans to repeal the outdated Combatting 
the Antisocial Behaviour of Minors and Adolescents Act. Despite the steps taken and the 
commitments made to implement child-friendly justice, the involvement of children in 
proceedings under the Family Code remains unregulated, and there continues to be no 
uniform methodology for determining and hence also ensuring the best interest of the 
child. 

5. EARLY CHILDHOOD DEvELOPmENT 

Grade: Average 3.22

Not much progress has been made in this area. The problems with the shortage of pro-
fessionals and the lack of coordination between systems remain unsolved, and there has 
been no progress in the adoption of a National Early Childhood Development Strategy. 
The epidemiological measures took a heavy toll on the care provision in maternity and 
neonatology wards due to the restricted contacts between parents and babies, the rec-
ommendations for caesarean delivery to prevent potential mother-to-baby infections, 
and the lack of support for breastfeeding, among others. Similarly, no progress has been 
made in early childhood education and care. 

6. CHILD HEALTH

Grade: Average 3.09

One of the highlights of the past year was the establishment of the National Citizens Ini-
tiative For a Real Children’s Hospital and the government’s commitment to build a modern 
children’s hospital in accordance with the latest standards for paediatric care. By the end 
of the year, however, the outlook for the realisation of a brand new project meeting all the 
requirements detailed by the National Citizens Initiative For a Real Children’s Hospital was 
poor. Meanwhile, the quality of healthcare and its accessibility were severely cut down, 
and children’s physical and mental health deteriorated as a result of the prolonged isola-
tion and distance learning. 

7. EDuCATION 

Grade: Average 3.71

From beginning to end, the past year was marked by remote schooling. Even if, at the start 
of the pandemic, the system managed to fully mobilise a remote-schooling set up in a 
relatively short time, the problems with the incomplete coverage of all groups of students, 
the lack of electronic devices and a stable internet connection, and the unavailability of 
sufficient support for children with special needs and children from marginalised groups 
having no suitable home learning environments remained unsolved until the end of the 
year. At the same time, the potential of this new learning arrangement was not sufficiently 
utilised to build 21st-century skills and develop digital and media literacy. Health and sex 
education were pushed into the background, while teachers took most of the brunt of the 
pandemic, without getting the necessary psychological support.  

8. SPORTS, RECREATION AND LEISuRE 

Grade: Average 2.75

Opportunities for sports and a structured use of children’s free time were practically put 
on hold during most of the year. The government made no efforts to balance the lack of 
out-of-class activities and sports training. Moreover, in public discourse children were 
labelled as virus carriers, which further increased their stress levels and gave rise to even 
more restrictions.  



The past year caused many difficulties to all societal groups and unsettled all public systems. 
The healthcare system suffered serious damage as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
healthcare workers, non-medical staff, and other front-line professionals were put to the test 
and took heavy losses. However, the ones who paid the highest cost of the indirect effects of 
the pandemic appeared to be the most vulnerable groups. 

Children are one group that, although not directly at health risk, suffered severe damage as 
a result of the way in which the measures to prevent the spread of the virus were managed. 
While still too early to make a full assessment of the actual losses caused by the crisis to chil-
dren’s welfare, there are downturn signs in all areas of life: worsened economic situation of 
families with children; limited access and decreased quality of education; deterioration of chil-
dren’s mental health; considerably restricted access to healthcare; increased risk of abandon-
ment and domestic violence, etc.

The pandemic made the gaps and the lack of coordination between the different child and 
family support systems even more visible. Moreover, the situation was further aggravated by 
the absence of a comprehensive state policy on child welfare and family support, resulting 
from the lack of a National Strategy for the Child, which in itself constitutes a violation of both 
the national law and the international treaties to which Bulgaria is party. 

The government’s measures to address the damage from the pandemic were meant primarily 
as support to a certain segment of the business sector, working adults, and some vulnerable 
groups. At no time were children considered a priority support group. As early as April 2020, 
the NNC proposed concrete emergency and long-term recovery actions, including the prepa-
ration of a government emergency plan to include: efforts to maximise the duration of face-
to-face schooling and resort to closure only after all other public facilities have been closed 
and for the shortest period possible; a local-led approach to the transition to online learning; 
provision of basic foods supplies to the most vulnerable families with children; risk analysis 

2021 HIGHLIGHT

CHILDREN IN buLGARIA  
IN THE CONTEXT Of THE COvID-19 
PANDEmIC 

IN yOUR FAMILy, WERE/ARE THERE  

ANy DIFFICULTIES CAUSED By THE PANDEMIC?

 
  
yes, my two children didn’t have any social contact and looked after each other while 

we, their parents, were trying to keep our jobs. Financial costs – buying electronic 

devices for learning, setting up an internet connection, to name but just a few. 

 
  
yes, it’s very difficult for a single parent having to work and take care of a small kid 

while nurseries and kindergartens stay closed. It’s a real torture, for the parent and for 

the child. It had a negative effect on my job too.  

 
  
The general public, media, health authorities, they all view children as disease vectors. 

Some of their rights, such as to play (closed parks, sports training, communication) 

were brutally taken away. They are the biggest victims of the pandemic.    

 
  
Beyond all the drawbacks of the social isolation, which are common to all children 

around the world at the moment, I think children are stressed out because of the very 

inappropriate flow of information they’re exposed to via the media. Since the beginning 

of the pandemic, no one has found the need to talk to children about the disease in a 

more special and understandable way, so they too can find words to describe what’s 

happening and find support in this changed way of life. 
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and planning of long-term measures for comprehensive support for families with children; 
and specific psychological and social support measures to battle the stress and insecu-
rity caused by the crisis. The government’s actual actions towards children and families in 
2020, however, remained sporadic, had major scope and duration flaws, and were mostly 
limited to social assistance.

Meanwhile, serious challenges could be seen in a number of areas of children’s and fami-
lies’ lives. At the time of publication of this report, no official statistics on the child poverty 
rate in 2020 were available; however, individual case reviews have shown there to be fami-
lies living in extreme poverty who, as a result of the constraints, were struggling to make 
ends meet. The deteriorating economic and social conditions further increased the risk of 
child abandonment. In spite of the introduction of additional leave entitlements, families 
with working parents run into serious economic problems due to forced unpaid leave and 
job losses. Other troubled families included those not meeting the administrative criteria 
for support provision, since, even if not officially jobless, they were in fact earning much 
lower incomes.

The full closure of nurseries and kindergartens and the transition to remote schooling 
without prior preparation and a risk management plan for families with young children 
caused serious difficulties to thousands of parents. To make this possible, relevant legisla-
tive changes were introduced and much effort was invested by many teachers and par-
ents to offset the sudden transition from face-to-face to remote-schooling. This gave initial 
hope for the potential of online schooling to, among others, bridge the gap between the 
family and the school. By the end of the year, however, it had become clear that more than 
half of the parents, especially those of younger children and those living in bigger cities, 
preferred face-to-face schooling despite the risks of the pandemic. The reasons for this 
were the difficulties associated with online learning, the need for one of the parents to 
stay at home, the quality of education, the impact of social isolation on children’s mental 
health, and, above all, the lack of support and clarity about the measures.

At the same time, parents were not offered any adequate compensation for the closure 
of kindergartens and nurseries, and many children lost the possibility to receive care, so-
cialise, enjoy a safe environment, and eat outside of home for a long period of time, as 
those responsibilities were transferred back to parents, who had to combine childcare with 
full-time employment. Many of them were forced to turn to the children’s grandparents for 
help, thus actually increasing the risk of spreading the virus among the most vulnerable 
adult population.

In addition, remote schooling practically limited the access to education for children at the 
highest risk of dropping out. In only one fifth of schools with a concentration of children 
from vulnerable groups did almost all students have the necessary devices, while in every 
tenth school, 75% of students did not have the technical ability to participate in online 
learning. The situation has not changed in any major way since then. Despite the efforts 
made by the Ministry of Education and Science to provide the necessary equipment, in 
2020, only a small number of children received technical devices. Thus, 20% of the sur-
veyed schools with a concentration of children from vulnerable groups practically failed to 
include more than half of their students in the learning process. 

Another specific group of children that took heavy losses from the social isolation and the 
lack of full-time access to social and educational services were children with disabilities, 
for whom online learning and support was much less beneficial. The decision to switch to 
remote schooling was, for the most part, applicable to all schools, without considering, for 
example, that schools with small numbers of students could successfully apply the anti-
epidemic measures in face-to-face settings. 

Child health and healthcare access were greatly compromised because of the pandemic. 
The overload of the healthcare system, including paediatricians, who, quite often, are also 
GPs for adults, and the suspension of medical examinations and immunisations created 
new flaws in the child healthcare system. At the same time, serious risks to children’s men-
tal health were emerging, which remained unaddressed by government institutions. The 
social isolation, the increased parental anxiety due to the additional challenges, the loss of 
loved ones, the fatigue and stress from remote-schooling, the quarantine periods and the 
lack of accessible and honest communication for children were just some of the reasons 
for the deterioration of their mental health. 

In addition, some anti-epidemic measures were introduced without taking into account 
their highly negative potential effect on children’s health and development. Some exam-
ples were the closures of parks and children’s playgrounds, the use of isolators for children 
with COVID-19 in schools, and the one-time closure of gyms specifically for children. There 

The full closure 
of nurseries and 

kindergartens and the 
transition to remote 
schooling without 

prior preparation and 
a risk management 

plan for families 
with young children 

caused serious 
difficulties to 

thousands of parents
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Develop a strategy and a plan to overcome the 
long-term consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
children’s lives and development, including family sup-
port, access to education, healthcare and child protec-
tion measures, with a special focus on the most vulner-
able children and their families;

 Plan and implement targeted measures to support 
children’s mental health, including through dedicated 
psychological and social support measures to overcome 
the stress and insecurity caused by the crisis, and ensure 
clear, accessible and open communication for children;

 Plan for support for professionals working with chil-
dren and families in the healthcare, education and social 
welfare systems, including an information campaign and 
vaccination opportunities, protective equipment, im-
proved working conditions, psychological support, etc.;

 Ensure adequate funding provisions under the Na-
tional Recovery and Resilience Plan for policies for chil-
dren and families to overcome the consequences of the 
crisis. 

were also situations in which restaurants and large shopping malls were open for business, 
while schools, at least some, worked remotely. The overall negative message put forward 
by institutions and health authorities that children are some of the main carriers of the in-
fection and are therefore dangerous for their elderly family members gave rise to feelings 
of guilt and fear in many of them, regardless of age. 

The closures and social isolation further led to a significant rise in the incidence of domestic 
violence against children, and caused difficulties in responding and intervening in cases of 
victimised children. Reported incidents of domestic violence against children in 2020 grew 
by more than 20% over the previous year, and the number of registered cases of domestic 
violence against children rose by 25%. Despite the significant drop in the number of regis-
tered crimes against children, there were 11 child murder cases in 2020, compared to just 2 
in 2019. In the meantime, the professionals and social services involved in the intervention 
and support of children having experienced violence had to deal with major setbacks in 
the context of the pandemic, but also as a result of the ongoing propaganda and misinfor-
mation regarding child protection which had been in full swing ever since 2019.     

The challenges posed by the pandemic, the unclear messages and the inconsistent mea-
sures that were taken caused mass confusion and a clear divide in the general public, es-
pecially among parents. No significant steps were taken to reduce tension, fear and panic. 
Moreover, no adequate measures are known to have been put in place against the false 
news and misinformation regarding the anti-epidemic measures and vaccinations, which 
further fuelled the distrust in the actions of government institutions. 

The onerous task of having to tackle the new difficulties – as regards health, education, 
mental health, and protection from violence – fell mainly on professionals working directly 
with and for children, such as pediatricians, teachers, health and educational mediators, 
social workers, and other social services workforce. Civil organisations working with and for 
children and families made much effort to reach out to those in need, as well as to mobilise 
additional external support to supply food, medications, safety equipment, and remote-
schooling devices, among others. They further developed numerous information materials 
and services in support of children’s and families’ mental health.

Currently, it is unknown if any steps have been or are intended to be taken for an overall 
assessment of children’s welfare in view of the difficulties and the new needs they and their 
families are facing. Such assessment is essential, as is the immediate planning of consistent 
and systematic measures, in order to limit the damage on the lives and development of 
children in Bulgaria caused by the pandemic. It is similarly important to initiate long-term 
planning for reforms in the systems responsible for their welfare. 

The closures and 
social isolation further 

led to a significant 
rise in the incidence 
of domestic violence 
against children, and 

caused difficulties 
in responding and 

intervening in cases of 
victimised children.
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CHILD PARTICIPATION
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Bulgaria still lacks a generally accepted and common 
opinion and a clear vision of genuine child participa-
tion, i.e. what it is, how it should be supported, and why 
it is important. This prevents its effective development 
and limits its positive effects on children’s and young 
people’s personal development, which, in turn, hinders 
public discussion and debate on the issue of the sus-
tainability of child participation processes. The public 
and institutional perceptions of children as an object 
of influence, rather than as individuals having the right 
to opinion on issues and policies that affect them, re-
main a major obstacle. Children continue to be poor-
ly informed about their own rights, and seeking their 
opinion on issues having a direct impact on them is 
done mostly as a formality, despite the development of 
digital technologies and the sharp increase in the use 
of different communication methods in the year of the 
global pandemic. 

In February 2020, the rapporteurs from the National Eu-
rochild Forum – Bulgaria explored the subject of chil-
dren’s initiatives at school. They interviewed 69 children 
aged 12-18, of whom 18 boys and 51 girls. The interview-
ers sought to identify what children’s and young people’s 
participation means. More than 40% of the young inter-
viewees were positive that students pursue their rights 
and fulfil their obligations, another nearly 40% were un-
aware whether this was actually happening or gave no 
answer, and 10% said that this was not the case. The re-
maining part gave examples of either fulfilment of rights 
or fulfilment of obligations.  

The activities and initiatives of local and school student 
councils and parliaments are done mostly on paper, and, 
more often than not, aim to legitimise decisions already 
taken by the ruling local authorities and organisations. 
Even youth initiatives with a distinct civil focus are much 
less often an expression of children’s authentic opinions, 
as they too are part of the institutional agenda. Accord-

ingly, there is no evidence of much progress being made 
in the field of children’s right to a free opinion.   

Due to the lack of a clear commitment on the part of the 
Ministry of Education and Science to training and skill 
building for teachers willing to integrate the principles of 
citizenship education in their work in the classroom, such 
training is provided mainly by NGOs and foundations or 
external structures working in the area of child participa-
tion and civic activity, while the Ministry still fails to as-
sign additional qualification credits for it.  

At present, the main structure promoting direct child 
participation remains the Children’s Council (CC), an ad-
visory body under the Chairperson of the State Agency 
for Child Protection. The territorial scope of the Council’s 
activity in regard to supporting child participation and 
strengthening the direct dialogue between children and 
institutions has been expanded to include 15 additional 
regions in the country. The new election procedure for 
CC members, whose primary goal is wider representa-
tion, has, for the first time, involved refugee children. The 
Council further includes a special quota for representa-
tion of children with disabilities and children from vulner-
able groups.

The voice of children played a key role in a meeting 
between the Minister of Education and Science and the 
Children’s Council, which came up with its own proposals 
during a discussion of measures against the spread of 
the new Corona virus, as well as suggestions for a safer 
environment for all participants in the learning process. 
Some of them were later incorporated in the Child 
section of the Unified Information Portal coronavirus.
bg, and contain useful information about children and 
parents. 

Institutions have as yet failed to take adequate measures 
to combat false news at national level, which is rapidly 
setting back the implementation of numerous policies 

CHILD PARTICIPATION 

AvERAGE 3.06

There continues to be a lack of 
coordinated and targeted efforts at all 
levels to promote children’s participation 
in the making of policies and decisions 
having an impact on them.

 

 They should always consult children and their answers should be a 
basis for development and a generator of ideas to improve services.

(Report Card 2021 Survey)
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on children’s development and giving rise to dangerous 
trends of deteriorating public perceptions and under-
standing of the significance of child participation and 
children’s rights.

The Council of Europe’s assessment of child participation 
and children’s rights in Bulgaria has remained unchanged, 
namely that the country has put in place a regulatory 
framework to protect the right and to promote and create 
room for child participation; however, there are serious 
gaps in the practical implementation of that framework, 
which results in a lack of sustainable mechanisms for 
child participation at all levels, national and local. Govern-
ment institutions need more staff having the necessary 
knowledge, skills and attitudes to partner with children 
and strengthen the mechanisms supporting their partici-
pation and empowering them to pursue and defend their 
rights. 

   There is no dialogue

   Dialogue is difficult and almost non-existent

   Dialogue emerges when the media get 
involved

71%
13%

6%

How would you describe the dialogue between 
children and politicians in your country?

What prevents the voice of children from being heard?

  

‘When it comes to serious issues, children’s opinions are quite often ig-
nored precisely because they are children’s. Adults are also a factor, as 
they hinder, in one way or another, or altogether prevent children from 
sharing their opinions/problems with the others. In some cases, they 
don’t take them seriously and children are left without a voice. There 
are also situations when a child’s account or even request for help is 
ruled out (if the family the child is living with is in a poor social situation 
or if the child can’t reach out to people who could help him/her).’ 

At national level, there is no comprehensive strategy to 
build internal motivation for participation in children and 
young people at school. Child participation still fails to be 
recognised as an essential need for Bulgarian students and 
young people, and often remains a privilege of the most 

motivated. As an underestimation of children’s opportuni-
ties for direct participation in public processes, it not only 
constitutes a direct violation of children’s rights, but it also 
limits their ability for self-expression and has a negative 
impact on their growth into successful adulthood. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Maintain national efforts by exploring possibilities 
to implement a working model for active involvement 
of children so as to achieve a clear and shared under-
standing of the importance of genuine child participa-
tion with a focus on its individual variation;

 Engage more skilled and motivated staff in citi-
zenship education at pre-school and school level and 
ensure additional qualification opportunities for deve- 
loping knowledge, skills and attitudes on subjects  
related to child and youth participation;

 Strengthen efforts to integrate the methods and 
goals of UNESCO’s global citizenship education in all 
educational programmes and school culture;

 Create conditions for a more integrated study of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child at school as 
an opinion formation tool;

 Create more and diverse structures at national and 
local level for direct support of free opinion sharing  
by children on important topics and for targeted inclu-
sion of vulnerable groups;

 Adapt the language of institutional decisions  
and documents to make them more accessible and un-
derstandable to children;

 Actively and purposefully seek feedback from  
children through various communication channels on 
topics and policies having a direct impact on them.
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CHILD WELfARE
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CHILD WELFARE

AvERAGE 3.19

The year 2020 was yet another one without a 
National Strategy for the Child. No integrated 
policies and comprehensive vision were in 
place to overcome child poverty. Demographic 
problems resulting from the migration of young 
people and families were deepening. There were 
no targeted efforts to combat social exclusion 
and improve the quality of life. The lack of focus 
on children drastically worsened their welfare in 
the pandemic crisis situation. 

Compared to other EU countries, demographic processes 
in Bulgaria reveal negative trends. A total of 18 Member 
States have reported an increase in population and nine 
– a population decrease. The largest drop (-7.0‰) was re-
ported by Bulgaria, followed by Latvia (-6.4‰), Romania 
(-5.0‰), Croatia (-4.4‰), and Italy (-1.9‰). Compared to 
the EU average population increase of +2.0‰, the Bulgar-
ian rate stands at -7.0‰.

The current demographic situation in Bulgaria is char-
acterised by a continuous decrease and ageing of the 
population, a close to the average EU birth rate (8.8‰ 

for Bulgaria versus 9.5‰ on average for the EU), and a 
high mortality rate. The imbalances in the territorial dis-
tribution of the population are deepening. Some positive 
trends in 2019 were the reduction in child mortality, the 
lower number of child deaths (nonetheless accompa-
nied by an increase in the general mortality rate), the in-
creased life expectancy, the increase in total fertility rate 
and its levelling-off around the average EU mark (in 2019, 
the total fertility rate in Bulgaria was 1.58 over 1.53 on 
average in the EU), the increase in the number of mar-
riages, and the improvement in the living standard and 
the quality of life of the population. 

Demographic context, child poverty and social exclusion

 
  Children should be top priority for the government; all of them should 
be entitled child allowances, free medication, and adequate care for 
poor and orphaned children.

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

Demographic situation in bulgaria compared to other Eu countries, 2020

 Bulgaria
 Latvia

 Romania
 Croatia

Italy

EU

-7.0‰

+2.0‰

-6.4‰

-5.0‰ -4.4‰
-1.9‰

In 2019, a total of 61,882 new births were registered in 
the country, of which 61,538 (99.4%) were live births. 
Compared to the previous year, the number of live births 
dropped by 659 (1.06%). The population decline result-
ing from a negative natural increase is mainly due to the 
high total mortality rate, including child mortality, and 
the accumulated effect of the low birth rate. Another 

major factor is external migration, since the migration 
increase remained negative throughout the whole of the 
last decade, with only a slight tendency to drop in 2019. 
The low birth rate cannot outweigh the significantly 
higher mortality and migration rates. As regards the lat-
ter, the main part of migrants are young people between 
20 and 40.
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Child poverty and the common subsequent social ex-
clusion are the results of many factors, such as health 
and education status of the population, unemploy-
ment rate, territorial distribution of the population, 
access to early childhood education and care services, 
among others. There continues to be significant social 
stratification and concentration of marginalised social 
and ethnic groups (the share of Roma children living at 
risk of poverty and social exclusion is 87.2%) in some of 
the poorest regions in the country, which also have the 
highest shares of large families. This is a major driver of 
widening the gap between rich and poor, thus reinforc-
ing data suggesting that the poor educational attain-
ment of parents (the share of children living at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion whose parents have a low 
or no educational attainment is 85.6%) leads to closing 
the loop of the cycle of poverty and social exclusion for 
children as a result of the failure to ensure suitable liv-
ing conditions, promote school attendance, learn Bul-
garian, etc.

Data suggest considerable underperformance in achiev-
ing the national goal to reduce the number of people liv-
ing in poverty. Despite the reported decrease in the abso-
lute value of such people (by approximately 46 thousand 
in 2019 compared to the 2008 baseline), the increase in 
the number of children living in poverty (by 6.7 thousand 
compared to the 2008 baseline) is extremely worrying, as 
is that of the working poor, some of whom are also par-
ents, whose number went up by approximately 29 thou-
sand compared to 2008. The fact that these indicators are 
still rising after the country’s EU accession is unaccept-
able; whereas, instead, all social inclusion and standard 
of living indicators should actually be improving given 
the considerably larger funding available and the state’s 
commitments to ensure the welfare of citizens, and spe-
cifically children.

The COVID-19 crisis will have a strong impact on those 
values in the coming years, exacerbating poverty and the 
existing inequalities among certain vulnerable groups. 
The decline in child welfare and the growth in child pov-
erty in the country are due to serious structural prob-
lems that have remained unaddressed or that the state 
has undertaken to resolve only as part of certain strate-
gic documents, without taking any definitive action. The 
lack of a family-oriented approach of central- and local-
level policies, the persistent lack of systemic integration, 
and the failure the carry out long-planned child support 
and protection activities are massive setback factors for 
the real fight against poverty. 

As regards the combined risk-of-poverty-and-social-
exclusion indicator, the figures show that in 2019, 33.9% 
of children aged 0-17, or more than 411,100 in total, fell 
into that group. This indicates a 0.2% increase over 2018, 
as well as a continuously wide gap between the nation-
al and the EU average value of 24%. One in every three 
children in the country lives in material deprivation, and 
25% of children live in households with severe material 
deprivation. Overall, with 19.9% of the population living 
in severe material deprivation, Bulgaria ranked first in a 
2019 Eurostat poverty league table. 

Despite the large number of social transfers, such as 
assistance under the Family Allowances Act, monthly 
allowances for social integration, financial assistance 
for prevention and reintegration, financial assistance 
for raising a child in kinship or in foster care under the 
Child Protection Act (CPA), as well as other types of aid 
playing an important role in supporting children at 
risk and their families, no comprehensive monitoring 
has been carried out to establish the effect of this sup-
port on children’s welfare. According to an analysis of 
the Institute for Market Economics, in the period 2015-
2019, despite the increase in total public spending on 
social assistance by more than 25%, there was little or 
no increase in childbirth and parental allowances. ‘The 
dynamics of programme scopes, the number of benefi-
ciaries, and the size of paid benefits and allowances are, 
however, extremely unbalanced. In the case of benefits, 
there has been a sharp rise in average amounts due to 
them being tied with the insurable income, which in-
creased significantly in that period. At the same time, 
the allowance for raising a child up to the age of two 
grew by only 12%. As regards child-related family al-
lowances, the monthly amount for the entire period, 
including 2020, increased by just 6 to 14%, while all 
other benefits for families with children remained un-
changed.’

The restrictions imposed by the health authorities, in-
cluding the full lockdown of entire business sectors and 
the inability of self-employed people and freelancers to 
work, have led to reductions in household earnings, with 
a direct impact on children’s welfare. It is therefore neces-
sary to rethink the chosen approaches and tools, and to 
implement targeted interventions in sector policies di-
rectly related to poverty reduction, such as employment 
and income policy, education, healthcare, provision of 
quality and accessible social services, ensuring sustain-
ability and adequacy of social transfers, housing policy, 
etc.

Child poverty and social exclusion

 
  ‘Financial and material support for large families and families from 
risk groups, coupled with a control of funding provision. Assistance 
for the employment of parents from the above families, since many 
of them only have primary or lower secondary education.’

(Report Card 2021 Survey)
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children, living in risk of poverty  
and social exclusion whose parents have  

a low degree of or no education. 
87.2% 

2019 85.6% 

Poverty among the Roma minority

33.9% = 
411 100 children
aged 0-17 in Bulgaria  
are in risk of poverty 
and social exclusion

Every third child 
is living in material 
deprivation and 25%  
of the children are 
living in households 
with severe material 
deprivation.  

1 of 3

The government provided partial compensation to fami-
lies and parents who were left without income or were 
on extended unpaid leave due to the suspension of their 
employment, the closure of kindergartens, and/or the 
transition to remote schooling for under-14-year-olds. The 
financial instruments used during the first extended lock-
down were very limited in scope and did not allow parents 
to meet their costs, as they were conditional on the full  
usage of any outstanding paid leave and at least 20 days of 
unpaid leave. At this first stage, the measures also excluded 
freelancing and self-employed parents.

The MLSP took various actions to facilitate the require-
ments and expand the scope of beneficiaries. On 1 July 
2020, a new one-time allowance for students enrolled in 
the eighth grade was introduced into the Measures and 
Actions During the State of Emergency Act, adopted on 13 
March 2020.

At the end of 2020, the size of the subsidy allowance for 
the use of unpaid parental leave due to the closure of kin-
dergartens or schools was BGN 650 per month for one-
child families and BGN 975 for families with two or more 
children. The measure was income-based, set at 150% of 
the minimum wage, i.e. the income of a one-child family 
should be up to BGN 2,925, and of families with two or 
more children – up to BGN 3,900. The requirement for used 
up annual leave, however, made it almost impossible to 
benefit from the measure in the event of closures happen-
ing in the second half of the school year (January to May), 
as it can be assumed that workers will not, by this time, 
have used up all of their annual paid leave. This means 
that they had to incur losses, and, in fact, freed the govern- 
ment from the obligation to compensate parents, and  
further limited the use of leave in the summer season, when  
children have their holidays.  

Social measures for families during the pandemic

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Adopt a National Strategy for the Child without any 
further delay;

 Develop a child welfare policy with a clear national 
vision, priorities and expected results, and make early 
childhood development and the quality of service pro-
vision integral to it;

 Commit to the European Child Guarantee initiative 
by developing an action plan and taking an active part 
in the process;

 Develop an operational strategy to reduce external 
migration and encourage young families to give birth 
and raise their children in Bulgaria;

 Focus all state efforts on reducing child poverty 
through providing all-inclusive support to children and 
families and reducing parental poverty with the help of 
comprehensive measures and stable employment in 
the labour market;

 Revise the social welfare and family support sys-
tem by reducing the scope of social assistance benefits 
and increasing their amounts for the poorest families, 
and developing a real support policy for working par-
ents, to include tax relief, social benefits, etc.;

 Make children’s and families’ sustainable develop-
ment and their long-term mental and physical health 
a priority of the pandemic management by providing 
support and introducing measures that would not put 
the main burden and constraints on children and young 
people. 
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fAmILY ENvIRONmENT 
AND ALTERNATIvE CARE   

AvERAGE 3.12

The pandemic and the restrictions that it brought 
about hindered and eventually suspended the 
processes of foster care placement and adoption, 
as well as the provision of adequate protection 
and support to children in institutions and refugee 
children. The unexpected closure of eight Homes 
for Medical and Social Care for Children raised 
questions about whether the best interest of the 
children had been top priority in the situation. 
Families with children also faced difficulties 
because of the lack of adequate support during the 
crisis periods of suspended learning and job losses.  

Institutions have not yet analysed this aspect of parental 
life, nor have they developed a comprehensive vision for 
supporting parents in providing trouble-free and well-
rounded care to their children. What is necessary for both 
parents to have a good work-life balance is a holistic politi-
cal approach ensuring quality and affordable healthcare, 
education, social services and financial security.

In March 2021, together with Parents Association, the 
NNC conducted an online survey on the above topic 
among 425 parents, of whom 95.8% were women. The 
authors of the survey admitted the predominantly fe-
male participation a downside, and, at the same time, 
some of the feedback received described the questions 
as being designed primarily for mothers. This shows that 
the idea that raising a child is mostly the mother’s role 
and responsibility is still a widespread stereotype. Sub-
sequently, it is common practice in Bulgaria for mothers 
to take full advantage of the parental leave entitlement, 

even if, with the exception of the first six months, equal 
entitlements apply to child-raising fathers. According to 
national data, between months 6 and 12 of babies’ lives, 
only 345 men (biological and adoptive fathers) used pa-
rental leave, and 819 used such leave in the second year, 
which is below 1% of all parental leave users. Only half 
of all fathers used their 15-day paternity leave entitle-
ment. 

The tendency for mothers to raise their children at home 
between the first and the second year is still common ac-
cording to 76% of the respondents, while the shares of 
children taken care of by grandparents (8.9%) and children 
attending a nursery (8.2%) are almost equal. This can be 
explained both by the limited access to municipal nurser-
ies and by the fear that many parents have about nursery 
care and conditions not being good enough, for example 
because of having too many children per group, a small 
number of staff, a lack of quality standards for early care 

 
  ‘Social services need to be more responsive to people’s needs for sup-
port; people need to be consulted more often and changes need to be 
made based on the information they’ve gathered.’ 

(Survey of parents’ work-life balance)

 
  ‘Increasing support for families and children. Paying attention to hous-
ing and living conditions, supporting parents to find employment.’ 

(Survey of parents’ work-life balance)

 
  ‘How did my employer take my return to work after two maternity leaves 
one after the other? He didn’t. He just let me go.’

(Survey of parents’ work-life balance)

 
  ‘The lack of opportunities to support parents of children with special 
educational needs returning to work, insufficient financial support to 
cover the costs of special activities or not enough centres with qual-
ity care at times when parents could be working, finding some kind of 
employment, earning an income, having a job, and ... feeling a normal 
person even if for just a few hours.’ 

(Survey of parents’ work-life balance)

Work-life balance for parents
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and education, etc. Many parents still share the belief that 
before the age of 2, or even 3 years, children should be 
raised exclusively in a home environment.

After the first year of maternity and parental leave, some 
mothers begin to look for opportunities for remote, part-
time, or full-time employment. Such options are still of-
fered by very few employers, and are closely dependent 
on the specifics of the work. Therefore, many mothers 
choose to deal with the issue by planning the expansion 
of their family in a way that would allow them to merge 
the maternity leaves for the different children, i.e. having 
children with a small age difference, and return to work 
after a long pause.

According to 36% of the respondents, they returned or 
were planning to return to their main job after their child 
is two years old, 33.6% chose to do this between the first 
and the second year, and 15.8% – after the third year. The 
reasons for this are complex, and can be partly explained 
by the difficult access to cheap and quality care for young 
children, i.e. in municipal and private nurseries, the lon-
ger time span of the paid maternity entitlement, and the 
fact that children under 10 months are not admitted into 
nurseries, which also happens very rarely and is surround-
ed by a lot of formalities due to the specificity of the ad-
mission into nursery groups, which is itself aligned with 
the school year and does not take into account age gaps 
and the specific requirements of the youngest children.  

balance between professional and personal life of parents – 

 on-line survey among 425 parents

83.5%  
are fully
employed;
55.8% determine
the material
position of
their family
as average for
the country

56.7%  
live in
the capital;
23.5% – in a
district city;
13.4% –  in a
small town;
6.4% – in a village

45.6%  
have 1 child;
44.7% have  
2 children;
6.8% are parents 
of 3 or more 
children

In 94.1%  
of the cases the 
mother takes 
primary 
care for the child 
in the first year
of their lives

76% of the 
mothers raise 
children at home 
by the age of 1-2;
8.9% of children
are entrusted to
grandparents care;
8.2% are going 
to daycare or 
kindergarten 

As regards receiving some kind of support from their em-
ployer upon returning to work after maternity: the ma-
jor part, 37.9%, said that their employers do not offer/
tolerate such practices; 24.5% did not use such support 
as they did not need it; 22.6% were offered the option to 
leave work earlier; and 16.7% were allowed to work from 
home or to do flexible hours. 

When asked about their main concerns upon returning to 
work after maternity, again based on a multiple choice of 
answers: 60.9% of the respondents identified the lack of 
enough personal free time and time for the children and 
the family; 40.5% pointed to logistic difficulties in large 
cities, such as taking and collecting children to and from 
school or kindergarten; 38.1% experienced difficulties; for 
26.4% the problem lay in the lack of adequate education 
and care services, and for another 26.4% – in the lack of 
flexibility, tolerance and understanding at the workplace; 
a final 25.4% identified work overload and professional 
burnout as their main concern.

As for the type of support they would like to receive for 
raising older (school-age) children, based on multiple an-
swers: 63.8% of the respondents would prefer to have ex-
tra leave during school holidays; 52% would benefit from 
more accessible initiatives for children during school holi-

days organised by the school or kindergarten; and 49.4% 
would choose to have more accessible sports and recre-
ation opportunities with children.

The conclusions that can be drawn from the above are 
that, in Bulgaria, achieving a good work-life balance is still 
difficult, and that it is poorly recognised as a social right. 
Within the family, as regards the distribution of child care, 
such problems are mostly seen as affecting mothers, 
but not fathers. The prevailing stereotype that raising a 
child is above all the mother’s role and responsibility is 
grounded in the issue of gender inequality in Bulgarian 
society, some examples of which are unequal pay for men 
and women, the feminisation of many occupations, the 
poor pay rates in so-called female industries, and the pre-
dominant occupation of women with household tasks, all 
of which lead to a concentration of parental functions in 
mothers. As a result, women face numerous subsequent 
difficulties in their professional development, successful 
career building, divorce conflicts, neglect of paternal in-
volvement, etc.

Significant problems were also identified with regard to 
employers in smaller businesses, who were found to be 
lacking in awareness and desire to support staff with chil-
dren as a general rule, but also as a result of the purely 
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economic difficulties associated with attempting to intro-
duce such practices.  

At the same time, companies offering social and support 
packages to families with children are becoming more 
attractive to both workers and partners, and their social 
image is gaining in popularity. In return, satisfied and re-
assured staff become much more loyal to their employers 
and efficient in their work.

Whereas before March 2020, for many parents, there was 
a clear line between working time and personal time, the 
onset of the emergency situation brought about a rapid 
change in this situation. In many families, the balance was 
disturbed, and there were changes in the working sched-
ules of one or both parents. Many faced the challenge of 
having to reconcile caring for their young children dur-
ing the closure of child care services and/or supporting 
them in the distance learning process, on the one hand, 
and carrying out their professional obligations, on the 
other. In this context, besides the lack of technical devic-
es, many families found it impossible to ensure sufficient 
working or play space according to the needs of each 
family member, and to have a stable internet connection. 
In fact, neither parents nor children managed to have a 
good enough balance between the time slots allocated 
to work, learning, skills development, playing, socialisa-
tion and resting.

After the announcement of the state of emergency in 
March 2020, parents who generally could work from 
home but had difficulties doing it because of simultane-
ously having to care for their children as a result of kin-
dergartens and schools being closed, were left without 
specific support, as were self-employed and freelancing 
parents.

One of the major shortcomings was the lack of measures 
for parents who either found themselves on the front line 
or whose employment arrangements prevented them 
from staying at home with their children. Teachers and 
lecturers who had to work remotely while at the same 
time needed to care for their young children were also 
left without specific support. 

One step in the right direction that needs to be mentioned 
was the amendment of the Pre-School and School Educa-
tion Act in 2020, according to which the state must pro-
vide financial assistance to parents of children from three 
years old until their school entry as a way of reimbursing 
the costs associated with their upbringing and education 
in the event of lack of places in full-time or part-time pre-
school educational facilities such as state or municipal 
kindergartens or schools. In accordance with the law, a 
clear mechanism for the disbursement of this assistance 
to parents needs to be adopted.

Support from the
employer in some 

form on return 
at work after 
motherhood

from what support 
would they benefit, 

if they had the 
opportunity

main worries
on return at work 
after motherhood

37.9%  the employer does not offer/does not tolerate such practices

24.5%  did not use such support because they did not have the need for such

22.6% opportunity to leave work early

16.7%  work from home or flexible working hours

55.5% to leave work early

55.7%  increased annual leave during children’s vacations

36.9%   reduced working hours / part-time work

28.9%   special days for initiatives for children and parents

 60.9%  lack of enough personal free time and time for children and family

40.5%  difficulties related to logistics in large cities

38.1% financial difficulties

26.4%  lack of adequate education and care services; lack of flexibility, 
tolerance and understanding in the workplace

25.4%  overload with official duties

On-line survey among parents

As of 31 December 2020, all of the remaining eight Homes 
for Children Deprived of Parental Care were closed, and 
the 98 children and young people who previously lived 
there were referred to other types of care in accordance 
with their individual needs assessments.  

Last year was marked by an increased risk of abandonment 
of children in alternative care. As a result of the measures 
taken by the government to tackle the pandemic, such as 
social distancing, restricted movement and working under 
special conditions, many parents stopped working and 

Deinstitutionalisation and residential care
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Reducing the number of institutions

Homes for medical  
and social care

15 13 12

2018 2019 2020

Homes for children,  
deprived of parental care

14 8 6

2018 2019 2020

432 children 
in 2020

earning an income. This led to increased risk of domestic 
violence and mental health problems. In this context, the 
fulfilment of the responsibilities under the National Strategy 
Vision for Deinstitutionalisation of Children in the Republic 
of Bulgaria faced major challenges.

The Permanent Expert Working Group on Deinstitutionali-
sation, which was established to monitor the deinstitution-
alisation action plan in Bulgaria, was mostly inactive despite 
the efforts of the represented civic organisations to resume 
work remotely. All such proposals were turned down, which 
calls into question the efficient functioning of the group.  

As of 30 September 2020, the children raised in the 12 
Homes for Medical and Social Care for Children (HMSCC) still 
in operation were a total of 366. 

At the end of the year, the Ministry of Health reported a de-
lay in the implementation of the work plan under the proj-
ect for construction of centres for specialised health and so-
cial care for children with disabilities in need of permanent 
medical care. A delay was also reported in the updated work 
plan of project BG05M9OP001-2.12 Continuing Support for 
Deinstitutionalisation of Children and Young People, imple-
mented by the Agency for Social Assistance. This resulted in 
a lack of readiness to provide permanent and most appro-
priate care solutions for the children who had to be moved 
out of the HMSCCs, while old-type homes had to be closed 
down.  

Just before Christmas, the NNC and Childhood 2025 Coali-
tion sent letters and held meetings with the Ministry of La-
bour and Social Policy (MLSP), the Ministry of Health, and 
the Agency for Social Assistance, raising our serious con-
cerns about the situation of the children in HMSCCs, the 
way in which the moving out procedure would take place, 
and the lack of transparency during the process. Working 
solutions were proposed on how to overcome the problem 
with the construction falling behind schedule without relo-
cating children with disabilities from one home to another. 
Nevertheless, the moving out and relocation was mostly 
complete by 1 January 2021, with eight HMSCCs being of-
ficially closed and the children being referred to residential 
or foster care or placed in some of the four old-type HMSCCs 
still in operation.

The 2020 Annual Report of the Ombudsman acting as Na-
tional Preventive Mechanism disclosed some alarming 
findings from unannounced inspections made during the 
urgent moving out of children from HMSCCs, both in terms 
of the choice of procedure and violations of children’s fun-
damental rights.   

The report concluded that in gross disregard for the prin-
ciples of deinstitutionalisation and with an accompanying 
rights violation and health and life risk, a total of 41 children 
with severe disabilities were transferred to some of the four 
old-type HMSCCs still in operation.

What are the challenges (difficulties) children living outside their biological 

family face?

 

 “It makes them very strong children because they have been fight-
ing since they were little and are strong and are a pride and a good 
example to other children who have biological parents! ”

 
 “They lack the attention that a real family would give them, the ma-
terial resources, the protection that they would feel if they were with 
their parents. ”

 
 “Creating a relationship, a sense of inferiority, if not received this 
care and love from foster parents and others. “

 
 “Loneliness and guilt. “

 
“ Insecurity, fear and internal imbalance “.

 
 “Sadness, sometimes harassment from the environment in which 
they find themselves.”
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Children in HmSCC

2062 children

366 children

2010 

2020

in 32 HMSCC

in 12 HMSCC

  reintegrated; 

   placed in a family of relatives;

   placed in foster families;

  adopted;

   accommodated in CNSTDMU /  
CNSTDMU-PMG;

  accommodated in another HMSCC .

Children brought out from HmSCC  
to be closed in 2020

204

41 29

49

41

41

3
There is talk of violence in orphanages. What do 

you imagine that can happen to stop this? 

 
 “To reach such a situation that the law 
and fines are imposed and penalties for 
perpetrators of violence.“

 
 “I think the staff they select should be 
carefully selected and corresponding to 
a number of qualities so that harassment, 
violence and misconduct against the 
children can be prevented.”

 
 “Better control needs to be exercised in 
recruiting the caretakers. There must be 
better remuneration for them but also 
more control. The environment in the 
homes should become more positive and 
more like home.”

Social services

Community-based social services, including residential 
care services, play an important role in supporting children 
and families and implementing the deinstitutionalisation 
process. According to the Agency for Social Assistance, 
in 2020, the number of children and young people using 
community-based social services increased by 20.73% 
compared to the previous year. 

Bulgaria is still far from fulfilling the UN recommenda-
tions outlined in the Resolution on the Rights of the Child 
focused specifically on children without parental care for 
providing quality residential care by reducing the capacity 
of Family-Type Placement Centres from 15 to 10, or even 6 
children. 

During the pandemic crisis, institutions failed to provide 
clear and timely guidance to residential services, which 

caused concerns and uncertainty, and led to difficulties in 
their daily functioning. 

In the same situation, counselling and support services, 
such as Community Support Centres (CSCs) and Centres for 
Social Rehabilitation and Integration (CSRI), showed pro-
activity and quick adaptation. Thanks to reorganising their 
teams and resources, they managed to provide timely sup-
port, which was highly appreciated by families, children and 
young people. Additional own resources of NGO provid-
ers and municipalities were mobilised, which, once again, 
proved the commitment and effectiveness of the civil sector 
when it comes to supporting vulnerable communities.

As of 31 December 2020, there were a total of 634 social 
services for children in operation in the country, with a to-
tal capacity of 14,593 places.
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Social services for children in operation in the country  
(as of 31.12.2020)

634  
social services for children 
with a total capacity of 

14 593 places

143 Centers for public support, with a total capacity of 5815 seats

21 Center for work with children on the street, with a total capacity of 409 seats

19 Crisis centers for children, with a total capacity of 196 seats

13 Mother and Baby Units, with a total capacity of 81 seats

145 Family-type accommodation centers for children without disabilities, with a total 
capacity of 1702 seats

107 Family-type accommodation centers for children / young people with disabilities, 
with a total capacity of 1437 seats

7 Family-type accommodation centers for children with disabilities, with a total 
capacity of 93 seats

8 Family-type accommodation centers for children / young people in need from 
permanent medical care, with a total capacity of 64 seats

90 Day care centers for children and / or young people with disabilities; children and 
young people with severe multiple disabilities, with a total capacity of 2523 seats

4 Day care centers for children with disabilities; children with severe multiple 
disabilities, with a total capacity of 112 seats

6 Day care centers for children and young people with disabilities with weekly care, 
with a total capacity of 133 seats

1 Day care center for adults with disabilities, with a capacity of 50 seats

16 Transitional housing for children, with a total capacity of 126 seats

54 Center for Social Rehabilitation and Integration for Children / youth, with a total 
capacity of 1852 seats

Despite the declared support for foster care in Bulgaria, at 
national level, there is no comprehensive vision for its fu-
ture development.

As of 31 December 2020, a total of 2,118 families, of which 
12 voluntary and 2,106 professional, were entered in the 
Register of Approved Foster Families. The total of children 
placed in foster families in December 2020 was 1,971. 

It is important to note that apart from the declining number 
of candidates wishing to become foster parents, currently 
there are 490 foster families without children placed with 
them.

While there are different underlying reasons for this, the 
underlying cause is a mismatch between the available pro-
files of families and the needs of the children. This raises 
questions about the planning of foster care, in spite of the 

officially announced solution to the problem through a 
region-based model of service provision.

Foster care continues to face several major challenges that 
will determine its long-term development.

The service is still offered only on a project basis, under the 
Human Resources Development Operational Programme 
(HRDOP) 2014-2020 project Accept Me 2015, the advan-
tage being in its provision as a uniform social service. The 
project, however, is due to end in late 2021. 

In 2020, no campaign was carried out to recruit new foster 
parents and expand the scope of foster care nationwide. De-
spite the obvious need for foster families, no campaign fund-
ing was provided under the project, and foster care teams 
were left to cope with their own resources, in a hostile media 
environment, with no financial or institutional backing.

foster care
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Operating foster families 
 (As of 31 December 2020)

2 118 
Foster Families

2 106 professional 

+
12 voluntary

The specialisation of foster care was declared a goal of the 
project; however, no measures have been put in place to 
encourage foster parents to care for children with disabili-
ties, child victims of violence or trafficking, children in con-
flict with the law, unaccompanied children, and teenagers. 
The number of foster families in large cities with whom 
babies could be placed is still low. The issue of respite fos-
ter care has not yet been fully resolved. Against all this, 
individual and group supervision, upskilling, and support 
groups are enjoying an expansion in scope.  

The entry into force of the developed financial standard for 
support for foster families, scheduled for early 2021, has 
not been guaranteed. The reasons lie in the delays arising 
from the repeated postponement of the Social Services 
Act. Although it has been effective since mid-2020, it is 
very likely that it will not be possible to outsource foster 
care as a social service to private providers, despite NGOs 
contributing their expertise in local communities and the 
Advisory Expert Council to the project. 

The chosen approach to the development of foster care 
calls into question the possibility of enhanced support 

for the kinship care protection measure. The relevant data 
have remained almost unchanged in the past three years, 
and, as of 30 September 2020, a total of 4,511 children were 
placed in kinship care. The problems surrounding this pro-
tection measure remain, as yet, unresolved, and get into 
the spotlight only in the event of media backlash. 

Adoption

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic had a big 
impact on social work in the field of adop-
tion. 

Social service providers managed to adapt their training 
programmes for prospective adopters for electronic deliv-
ery. This new reality raised the question of how thoroughly 
the attitudes and motivations of prospective adoptive par-
ents can be examined in cases where meetings with social 
workers and training are not held regularly but take place 
in an electronic environment. The state of emergency, 
announced in March 2020, greatly restricted the work of 
adoption councils, which resulted in a drop in adoptions 
during this period, and the examination of the documen-
tation of prospective adopters was put on hold until new 
procedures for working in an epidemic situation were in-
troduced. This significantly reduced the chances for pro-
spective adoptive parents whose two-year registration 
term ran out in 2020 to receive approval during the period.  

For yet another time last year, the 2016 Bill to amend the 
Family Code was put on hold. No administrative proce-
dures have yet been put in place to regulate the collection 
and storage of detailed data on birth relatives. There is fur-
ther no legal framework and regulations concerning the 

access to the history of birth relationships to protect the 
interests of all three parties to the adoption process, in par-
ticular the child’s right to information about his/her birth 
origin. Court decisions on access to information about 
birth origin under Article 105 of the Family Code also tend 
to be inconsistent, which encourages seekers to resort to 
unregulated sources of information.   

The past year saw a deepening of the decline in adoptions 
in the country, which was further affected by the pandem-
ic. No in-depth qualitative and quantitative analysis has yet 
been done, nor has any satisfactory justification been pro-
vided for the drop in the number of children entered in the 
Adoption Register and the declining number of adoption 
cases in each passing year despite the relatively constant 
numbers of children raised outside a family environment 
and prospective adoptive parents.  

According to the Agency for Social Assistance, as of 31 
December 2020, the total of the children registered in the 
national electronic information system of children who 
may be adopted was 1,371, of whom 630 children in good 
health and 741 children with disabilities. 

A total of 418 children, of whom 339 in good health and 25 
with disabilities, were adopted during the period. 

A total of 1,582 individuals/families were registered as pro-
spective adopters.

In 2020, 54 petitions to terminate adoption were filed, of 
which 30 were approved. 

 
  ‘At the moment, if you adopt a child over five years old, you end up 
with no maternity/paternity leave entitlement. This is a huge stress 
factor for the child, and is definitely not in his/her best interest. It also 
means that older children have less chance of being adopted, which 
is already quite slim to start with.’

(Survey of parents’ work-life balance )
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No mandatory post-adoption support services are in place 
for adopted children and adoptive parents. The monitor-
ing carried out by Child Protection Departments is mostly 
done as a formality, often without showing actual support 
and sensitivity for the past experiences of the child and the 
adoptive parents, and their individual traumas. No infor-
mation is known about arrangements to plan and/or deliv-
er training to social workers on how to assess prospective 
adopters’ motivation, or about the provision of supervision 
for their outreach work. 

The introduction of parental leave specifically for the adop-
tion of children over 5 years and the entitlement to a one-
time adoption allowance in proportion to the order of the 
child in the family and not the mechanism through which 
he/she became part of it remain, as yet, unresolved issues. 
A decision of the Administrative Court of Sofia City of 2020 
found discrimination with regard to the leave entitlement 
for raising children adopted after the age of five, but no 
subsequent steps were taken to amend the relevant texts 
in the law. It is important to specify that the leave allow-
ance specifically for the purpose of adoption is an opportu-

nity to build healthy relationships within the newly formed 
family, give the child a chance to adapt to the new environ-
ment, and ensure opportunities for daily participation of 
the parents in this crucial period.   

The tendency for the number of terminated adoptions 
to grow and for adopted children to be moved out from 
their adoptive families and placed into residential care has 
been solidified. The ASA has failed to analyse the underly-
ing reasons for the re-abandonment of children in order 
to prevent or find early-stage solutions to problems that 
could eventually cause re-abandonment. There is also a 
mismatch between the actual number of terminated adop-
tions and the statistical data kept by the ASA.  

No support is offered to prospective adopters in the pe-
riod between their entry into the register and the adop-
tion. The change in the attitudes and motivation of the 
future parents, which is the basis of a successful adoption, 
is similarly not analysed. There is a need to raise public 
awareness and campaign for positive attitudes towards 
adoption, including through more transparent proce-
dures.

After three years of declining numbers of unaccompanied 
children seeking international protection in Bulgaria, in 
2020, the trend was reversed. Out of a total of 1,125 chil-
dren last year, 799 (79%) were unaccompanied, including 
56 minors (under 14) and 743 underage children (14-18), of 
whom 789 were boys and 10 were girls.  

Despite the position of the State Agency for Child Protec-
tion that the need for a coordination mechanism has disap-
peared and it is unnecessary at the moment, the informa-
tion received from the different institutions involved shows 
that their efforts are not aligned and there is not sufficient 
exchange of information about unaccompanied children 
between them. Significant discrepancies can be found in 
the reported totals, which has been a recurring problem in 
the past few years. The above data, provided by the State 
Agency for Refugees (SAR), do not match SACP data, ac-
cording to which the total number is 683. Moreover, nei-
ther the SACP not the ASA had information on the transfer 
of 12 children from Greece. Another mismatch concerns 
the number of closed procedures with either granted or 
refused international protection. While the SAR maintain 
that they have granted humanitarian status to 156 children 
and refugee status to 46 children, of whom only 30 were 
unaccompanied, the SACP claim that a total of 129 children 
have been granted status. As regards refused applications, 
SAR data show them to be 63, of which 29 in cases of unac-
companied children, whereas, according to the SACP, the 
total is 55. The number of terminated procedures without 
a SAR decision is 274.

unlawful detention

In 2020, a total of 192 unaccompanied children were forc-
ibly placed in the special homes of the Migration Direc-
torate of the Ministry of Interior (MoI), as follows: 161 in 
the Special Home for Temporary Accommodation of For-
eigners (SHTAF) – Lyubimets; and 31 in SHTAF – Sofia. The 

average length of stay was 22 days, more specifically 25 in 
SHTAF – Sofia and 19 in SHTAF – Lyubimets. According to 
the Migration Directorate, this covers the time span from 
the initial accommodation, the mandatory quarantine 
period for every newly accommodated foreigner in Bul-
garia in line with the epidemic situation in the country, 
as well as the period for determining the age of the per-
son, until he/she is released. The mandatory quarantine 
requirement cannot in any way be used as justification 
for forced placement, as Article 44 (9) of the Foreigners in 
the Republic of Bulgaria Act explicitly prohibits any such 
measure, without exception, in cases of unaccompanied 
children. We want to strongly emphasise that forced ac-
commodation has an extremely negative effect on the 
psychological and emotional state of every person, es-
pecially children, and can have severe and lasting conse-
quences on their mental health.

Accommodation of unaccompanied asylum 
seekers

In 2020, all asylum-seeking unaccompanied children 
were accommodated in the two Safe Zones for unac-
companied children or in the territorial divisions of the 
SAR. The Safe Zones have a total placement capacity of 
238, and are run by the International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM), in accordance with a specialised meth-
odology that is not publicly available and has not been 
approved by the SACP and the ASA. In the course of the 
past year, a total of 728 unaccompanied children were 
placed there, of whom only one was a girl. There is no in-
formation on the selection criteria for determining which 
children should be accommodated in the Safe Zones and 
which ones outside, within the common premises of 
SAR reception centres. It is also not clear why the chil-
dren transferred from Greece, as well as 9 out of all 10 
girls were left outside the Safe Zones, considering that 
numerous reports have identified unaccompanied girls 

Protection and integration of unaccompanied minors  
and underage children
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as particularly vulnerable and that both zones have sepa-
rate rooms, right next to the IOM offices, for accommo-
dating unaccompanied girls.    

The impossibility to trace the paths of the children once 
they have been granted or refused status and have to 
leave the Safe Zones or SAR reception centres continues 
to be a serious problem. Accordingly, it remains unclear 
where the 29 unaccompanied children having been 
granted international protection were placed, given that, 
in the entire 2020, only one placement was reported, in 
the month of March.  

Representation provisions

Until October 2020, unaccompanied children seeking 
and being granted protection were assigned a represen-
tative from the municipal administration, appointed by 
the mayor of the municipality or a duly authorised offi-
cial. The amendments to the Asylum and Refugees Act 
led to changes in the representation procedure, which 
now has to be done by a lawyer entered in the Legal Aid 
Register of the National Legal Aid Bureau (NLAB), who is 
appointed by the Chairperson of the NLAB or a duly au-
thorised official. The amendments ruled out the possibil-
ity for an adult who is responsible for the unaccompanied 
child by law or by custom to be appointed as his/her legal 
representative. The changes came about after six years of 
numerous reports and monitoring papers alerting to the 
fact that representation was mostly done on paper, and 

that appointed officials did not have the necessary quali-
fications to provide effective representation. 

Access to education 

Education is one of the most important factors for success-
ful integration, as the school offers significant support to 
master the language quickly and provides good opportu-
nities to build social contacts. In spite of this, the number 
of children enrolled at school remains stubbornly low. Only 
26 out of a total of 728 children placed in Safe Zones were 
enrolled at school in 2020. To compare, the year before, the 
ratio of enrolled to total children was 10 out of 196.

Access to social services and social 
programmes

The access to services for this group of children continues 
to be difficult and restricted. A good example is the Na-
tional Helpline for Children 116 111. The SACP claim to be 
using it to provide support to unaccompanied minors and 
underage children seeking or being granted protection, 
by offering information, counselling and assistance to chil-
dren on a wide range of issues. At the same time, the Agen-
cy has also confirmed that the information is available only 
in Bulgarian and English, that in 2020 not a single call was 
made by a child foreign national, and that the number of 
child foreign nationals having used the helpline in the past 
ten years is negligible.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Adopt a comprehensive vision for child and family 
support;

 Provide sufficient number of places and quality 
care in accordance with children’s needs in nurseries 
and kindergartens;

 Develop programmes to motivate and encourage 
employers to offer more flexible employment schemes 
to mothers and fathers, as well as to create a child-
friendly environment by allowing staff to stay in close 
proximity to their children, i.e. kindergarten, part-time 
day-care facility, secure space in the office/children’s 
playground;

 Reduce the number of children per group in Fam-
ily-Type Placement Centres after changing the way of 
financing in accordance with the provisions of the new 
Social Services Act so as to provide the highest possible 
qualified and personalised environment and care;

 Strictly follow all deinstitutionalisation principles 
during the referral of children to alternative services;

 Restore the operations of the Permanent Expert 
Working Group on Deinstitutionalisation, making maxi-
mum use of the available expertise within the group;

 Engage external experts to support the staff in 
the four remaining HMSCCs for better adaptation and 
meeting the needs of children from closed homes on 

the basis of the assessments made by the multidisci-
plinary teams under the project Continuing Support for 
Deinstitutionalisation of Children and Young People;

 Accelerate the construction of the new integrated 
social and medical services, while also ensuring training 
delivery for the staff that will be engaged in them;

 Include deinstitutionalisation as a separate item in 
the curricula for social work professionals;

 Maintain an up-to-date database of available fos-
ter families (with no children placed with them) in the 
country by speeding up the process of changing pro-
files and/or recruit foster families who successfully meet 
children’s needs;

 Develop a system of measures to combat the inci-
dence of “disappearing” unaccompanied children with a 
view to reducing the number of children dropping their 
application procedures for international protection;

 Optimise information transmission procedures be-
tween institutions to ensure reliability and accuracy as 
regards the numbers of unaccompanied children;

 Increase the rate of enrolment of unaccompanied 
children at school;

 Develop and introduce reliable indicators for inte-
gration of unaccompanied children.
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No effective measures to set back the increased 
incidence of children victimised by violence have 
yet been put in place. Much like in previous years, 
ensuring the necessary financial and human 
resources for prevention and support measures 
and programmes for such children also remained 
a major challenge in 2020.
There continues to be a shortage of sufficient and 
accessible general and specialised services for 
child victims of violence. 

Data on the spread of violence in bulgaria
At the end of 2020, there was still no unified registry sys-
tem for cases of violence against children in Bulgaria. Dif-
ferent protection authorities keep their own statistics, but 
the data are not analysed cumulatively.

According to the MoI data, the total number of crimes 
against children in 2020 was 1,802, of which:

 Crimes against the person: 602, of which: Pre- 
meditated murder: 11; Depravity: 246; Personal injury: 
220; Kidnapping and unlawful deprivation of liberty: 15; 
Human trafficking: 5; Other crimes against the person: 105.

 Property crimes: 468, of which: Robbery: 73; Theft: 
324; Fraud: 8; Extortion: 8; Other property crimes: 55.

 Generally dangerous crimes: 176, of which: Drug-
related crimes: 1; Crimes on public transport: 175

 Other criminal offenses: 556, of which: Crimes against 
marriage, family and youth: 509; Crimes against order and 
public peace: 47.

According to the ASA, in 2020, a total of 1,130 instances 
of violence against children were reported to Child Pro-
tection Departments, of which cases were opened for 
425. 

According to the National Helpline for Children, children 
experience the most abuse in the family (560 reported 
cases), on the street (62), in public places (39), in kinship 
care (30), and at school (13). In addition, 6 children were 
victimised in a specialised institution, 9 in a residential 
service, 2 in an adoptive family, 2 in a foster family, 3 on 
the Internet, and 36 – elsewhere. 

In 2020, following consultations, the National Helpline 
team forwarded a total of 896 cases to Child Protection 
Departments and 383 cases to the General Directorate 
for Control of the Rights of the Child. 

There is evidence of conflicting understanding on behalf 
of the various actors as regards their specific commit-
ments under the Coordination Mechanism and their roles 
in the general approach to cases of child victims of vio-
lence. It is not uncommon for the mechanism to be con-
sidered an instant and short-term measure. One lasting 
concern is whether and how timely and effective the ac-
tions of all participants in the Coordination Mechanism, in 
accordance with their specific powers and competencies, 
are for children in the long run. As there is no unified sys-
tem for registration and ongoing exchange of informa-
tion on cases of violence against children and due to the 
inconsistent collection of data by different institutions, it 
is impossible to analyse the issue convincingly and iden-
tify clear trends. The failure to fulfil this commitment is 
one of the reasons for the lack of adequate prevention 
and intervention measures in cases of violence.   

 
 ’ Taking adequate action to stop violence. Having good communica-
tion and holding people who are aware of a problem and in charge 
of solving it accountable for inaction. School psychologists should do 
a good job by interfering in cases of reported violence.’

(Report Card 2021 Survey)
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1802  
the total number of crimes against children in 2020
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2020 was yet another year without effective support for 
child victims of violence. The topics of violence preven-
tion and support for victims of domestic violence contin-
ued to come under attack. As a result of the non-ratifica-
tion of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing 
and combating violence against women and domestic 
violence by the Bulgarian Parliament in 2018, the protec-
tion of child victims of violence was compromised and 
restricted, and, in 2019, the draft National Strategy for 
the Child (2019-2030), one of the strategic goals of which 
was the prevention and protection of children from vio-
lence, came under a lot of pressure. On 4 December 2020, 
IMRO–Bulgarian National Movement Political Party sub-
mitted a Bill to amend and supplement the Child Protec-
tion Act, ref. 0054-01-111, aiming for a complete revision 
and subversion of the underlying principles of the CPA 
arising from the fulfilment of the country’s obligations 

under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and 
proposing the introduction of contradictory concepts 
such as protection of children in compliance with the 
morals, traditions and good customs in the country.

The response against the proposed measure for a com-
plete ban of corporal punishment and criminalisation 
of domestic violence was particularly harsh. The issues 
of child welfare, parental support and protection from 
domestic violence and the overall lack of recognition of 
their importance by the general public and even by some 
institutions continue to prevent the successful protection 
of child victims of violence.

Despite the amendments to the Penal Code seeking to 
provide a better definition of domestic violence and in-
troduce more severe punishments for crimes committed 
in the context of domestic violence, cases continue to 

Protection from domestic violence and penal policy in cases 
of domestic violence against children

 
  ’ Any type of assault on a person in the family environment that is 
superior to a person who is stronger mentally or physically than the 
victim. It can be physical, sexual, mental force or even exploitation 
of labor.’
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rise, which is an indication of the current gaps and the 
need for changes in the Protection from Domestic Vio-
lence Act. 

On 1 May 2020, the State Agency for Child Protection took 
over the management of the National Helpline for Chil-
dren. Their official data show an increase in the number of 
the reported cases of violence against children from the 
beginning of the year until September compared to the 
same period in previous years, and yet not much has been 
done to put in place effective measures to reverse this 
trend. SACP’s efforts in the course of the year were mostly 
aimed at developing the capacity of the social sector work-
force through training delivery; however, even they recog-

nised that staff numbers are not sufficient to offset the lack 
of a comprehensive concept for legal and real protection 
of children from all forms of violence. Much like in previous 
years, ensuring the necessary financial and human resour- 
ces for prevention and support measures and programmes 
for child victims of violence remained a major challenge 
in 2020. There continues to be a shortage of sufficient and 
accessible general and specialised services for victimised 
children. For example, most regional cities do not have 
placement services for victims of violence. Furthermore, 
only a few crisis centres remain in operation in the country, 
most of which work at full capacity and are therefore un-
able to accommodate all cases.    

School violence

Understanding school violence changed significantly  
during the 2019/2020 and 2020/2021 school years as a 
result of the COVID-19 situation and the introduction of 
remote schooling. Despite the downward trend in most 
indicators, the risk that from bullying in school corridors 
and classrooms school violence can mutate into cyber bul-
lying remains real. 

The analysis of Ministry of Education and Science data 
relating to instances of violence involving children and 
manifestations of aggression and bullying in educational 
institutions in the 2019/2020 school year reveals a down-
ward trend in most indicators, which is likely the result of 
the remote learning situation. Interestingly enough, there 
has been an increase in the prevalence of vandalism, theft 
and disrespect for teachers’ authority, as well as new forms 
specific to the e-learning environment, such as attempts to 
prevent teachers from conducting online classes.  

At the end of 2020, the Institute for Research in Education 
published the results of a study on the quality of school 
life, the sense of belonging to the school community, re-
lationships with teachers, importance of school work, co-
operation between students, safety of the school environ-
ment, and sense of achievement carried out in 350 schools 
across the country. The study found that nearly 44.5% of 
high school students rated their mutual cooperation as 
poor. About 78.4% of students considered the school en-
vironment to be relatively safe, as shown by a complete 
lack or very limited personal experience of bullying and 
violence at school. However, 7.1% indicated that they had 
frequently experienced such incidents during their time 
at school. A positive relationship can be found between a 
safe school environment and a sense of belonging to the 
school community. Students settling for the higher end of 
the school safety scale reported higher levels of belong-
ing, whereas those more often subjected to different forms 
of violence and bullying reported strong feelings of alien-
ation and experienced a decline in academic performance.     

The results of the same study also make it possible 
to determine the difference between girls’ and boys’ 
perceptions (the sample includes elementary school 
students), in accordance with which girls were less likely to 
be subjected to violence or bullying at school. 

The subjective assessment of students from specialised 
classes of the quality of school life in each of the examined 

areas was higher than that of their peers from vocational 
classes. The biggest divergence in perceptions was found 
in regard to the safety of the school environment and the 
sense of achievement, meaning that students from vo-
cational classes are generally more likely to experience 
bullying and violence at school than those in specialised 
classes, and are, as a result, less confident in their ability to 
cope with different school tasks. 

Some of the measures taken by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Science before the school closure were to imple-
ment joint activities – with the Ministry of Interior under 
two programmes Police Work at School and Child Police 
Station, as a result of which, more than 201 child police 
stations were set up in schools across the country; and  
with UNICEF under the STEPs Together programme for 
developing a comprehensive programme to build a safe 
environment for prevention of violence and bullying at 
school. The latter programme was piloted in the 2020-
2021 school year in five Bulgarian schools, where it will be 
implemented for two years.

What children said

Children and young people find that, at present, school  
violence and bullying is most often verbal and occurs 
online. The respondents’ most common reaction in such 
cases has been to confide in a classmate or a friend, but 
not in a teacher or a representative of the school system. 
They propose having more frequent debates, discussions 
or events on the topics of violence and aggression.  

 
What parents said

The prevailing opinion among the interviewed parents 
was that children confide in them about being bullied at 
school during the first few years of education, but parents 
are then disappointed to find that not only do children 
refuse to talk to them, they also prefer not to discuss issues 
with their teachers at school. 

Both children and parents said that they do not know who 
to turn to in cases of bullying. The authority of school pro-
fessionals (pedagogues and psychologists) and the trust in 
them have both fallen as a result of inadequate response 
to various cases of violence and bullying at school.
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  ‘At school, I was bullied because they’d learned that I liked a girl 
classmate of mine. They called me all kinds of names, and when 
it finally got to the teachers, I was sent, together with her, to see a 
school counsellor. I was hoping to get some support, but, as we got 
in, he just sneered at me: ‘So, you’re the lesbian, right?’ Then I realised 
that I would have to deal with verbal abuse at school on my own ...’ 

 
   ‘I don’t trust people at school. There’s no system on how to deal with 
bullying.’

 
  ‘The problem at school is that you feel that no one understands you 
and there’s no one you can trust, there’s no specific capacity, there’s 
no one to talk to about violence, you don’t know what to do. Indeed, 
the biggest problem is that there’s no system about what exactly to 
do if someone at school is bullying you. There’s simply no one to turn 
to.’

 
  ‘Somehow the two overlap – on the one hand, there’s no one to turn 
to; on the other, the ones you expect to understand and support you 
don’t know how.’

 
   ‘In the ninth grade, in psychology class, school violence was 

mentioned, but we just sped through the lesson.’  

Some respondents’ 
quotes from interviews 
of children and 
adults conducted on 
the topic „violence 
at school“ from 
the „Single Step“ 
Foundation

Child neglect and abuse in cyberspace

According to the nationally representative survey  
Media Consumption and Influencers of Children and 
Young People in Bulgaria, commissioned by UNICEF  
Bulgaria and conducted by ESTAT Research Agency  
among 1,773 respondents aged 10-24, three quarters 
of children and young people in Bulgaria browse social  
networking sites and communicate through online appli-
cations on a daily basis. One in ten respondents in the sur-
vey admitted to having been exposed to online abuse in 
the past year, while five in ten confirmed feeling bothered 
and upset by what they had read and seen on the Internet. 

3/4
from children and young people  
use social networks and communicate
through on-line applications daily

Survey among 1773 people aged 10-24

1 of 10 
shares that in the last year someone 
behaved insultingly with him on-line

5 of 10 
five out of ten say they see on the Internet

things that bother and upset them

The pandemic situation and the remote schooling ar-
rangements that were put in place during the second 
term of the 2019/2020 school year inevitably increased 
the amount of time that children spend on the Internet. 
The Ministry of Education and Science have denied an-
nouncing any preferences for the use of an e-learning 
platform. Nevertheless, platforms were required to be 
integrated with MES educational profiles, which for Mi-
crosoft Office Teams and Google Classroom was done 
by the Ministry, and for Virtual Classroom – by the de-
velopers at Shkolo.bg. It remains unclear whether the 
MES have carried out an analysis of the risks associated 

with the protection of children’s rights in the proces- 
sing of their personal data for using these and other plat-
forms (such as ZOOM) for learning purposes, as well as 
the overall risks of remote schooling, including the use 
of cameras and microphones, social networking sites 
(such as Facebook), and communication applications 
(such as Viber), among others. It should be stressed that, 
following amendments to the Personal Data Protection 
Act, the minimum registration age for an online service 
without explicit parental consent in Bulgaria is 14 years 
(compared to the minimum age of 13 years specified in 
Regulation 2016/679).
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On 11 February 2020, International Safer Internet Day, 
dedicated to the safety of children in the digital world, was 
marked under the motto Together for a Better Internet. 
In Bulgaria, the Safer Internet Centre hosted a meeting of 
children, young people, teachers, parents and experts in 
Science Centre for Children Muzeiko, where the three best 
performing scout groups of fifth-graders in the Centre’s Cy-
berscout training programme were distinguished. A meet-
ing with cyberscouts and representatives of the Youth Pan-
el with the Safer Internet Centre and the Children’s Council 
with the State Agency for Child Protection was held to dis-
cuss recommendations to parents for better protection of 
children in cyberspace. 

The Cyberscout programme was resumed in the autumn 
with the training and certification of students from the vil-
lage of Tarnava, during which the children were introduced 
to the most common Internet risks, as well as to ways of 
identifying and preventing those risks and having an ad-
equate response in various risk situations. 

The reported activities completed by government agen-
cies in the same period were as follows: the State Agency 
for Child Protection together with experts from the Cyber-
crime Department at the General Directorate Combatting 
Organised Crime, and the Safer Internet Centre prepared 
an information leaflet Safety Rules for Children and Stu-
dents in Computer Networks at Kindergarten and School 
and on the Internet, which can be found on the SACP web-
site; and in November, SACP experts took part in a webinar 
on educational measures to prevent the risks associated 
with sexual images and videos self-generated by children. 
Neither activity has led to any real changes in the area of 
children’s rights and cybercrime protection. 

A report sheet of the National Helpline for Children for the 
period May-October 2020 has acknowledged the receipt 
of three signals for online violence against children, and ac-
cording to the Ministry of Interior, 11 children fell victim to 
pornography. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Create a unified system for registration and 
monitoring of cases of violence against children;

 Improve the cooperation between the institutions 
providing information in connection with the reporting 
of data from the information cards for the Coordination 
Mechanism in accordance with Recommendation 1 
of the 2018 Annual Performance Report of the State 
Agency for Child Protection; 

 Fully ban corporal punishment and criminalise 
domestic violence;

 Make further efforts to prevent violence and 
support victims of domestic violence;

 Make amendments to the legislation in the area of 
domestic violence and request a more detailed study 
of domestic violence in the training of magistrates 
delivered by the MoJ;

 Organise training events for institutions and their 
staff on interpreting and enforcing regulations related 
to violence against children and outreach for child 
victims of violence;

 Request teachers, psychologists and school 
authorities to make special effort to monitor and 
prevent online abuse;

 Request the Ministry of Education and Science to 
carry out an analysis of the risks associated with the pro-
tection of children’s rights in the processing of their per-
sonal data for the use of the MES-integrated and other 
platforms (such as ZOOM), as well as the overall risks of 
remote learning, including the use of cameras and mi-
crophones, social networking sites (such as Facebook), 
and communication applications (such as Viber), etc.;

 Create effective legal, informational and practical 
mechanisms at government institution level for control 
and prevention of child abuse in cyberspace.
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juSTICE fOR CHILDREN

AvERAGE 3.10

The Ministry of Justice has not specified any 
further plans to pursue the Bill on Corrective 
Measures for Persons Having Committed 
Crimes or Administrative Violations as Minors 
in the future, nor has it given any indication 
of immediate plans to repeal the outdated 
Combatting the Antisocial Behaviour of Minors 
Act. The involvement of children in Family 
Code proceedings remains unregulated, and 
there continues to be no uniform methodology 
for examining and ensuring the best interest 
of the child.

The reform of the child justice system remains an unpopu-
lar initiative, for which there is no political will. The legisla-
tion relating to child victims and/or witnesses of crime has 
undergone frequent changes in recent years, most com-
monly as a result of the transposition of various European 
directives. Much too often, however, these changes are 
fragmentary and inconsistent with the logic of the origi-
nal document, and therefore do not change the practice 
of working with child victims of violence in any significant 
way. These frequent legislative changes have been the rea-
son for, among other things, uncertainty among profes-
sionals in regard to the implementation of new rules and 
texts.

Unlike the dynamics in the legislation concerning the 
rights of child victims or witnesses of crime, the legisla-
tion concerning children in conflict with the law has hardly 
changed in recent years. It is still possible that an 8-year-
old, even if not criminally liable, can be in contact with 
the different divisions of the Ministry of the Interior, can 
be imposed a corrective measure, and can even be placed 
in a social-pedagogical boarding school or a correctional 

boarding school. Procedural safeguards for children over 
14 years who are criminally liable are similarly inadequate, 
as, among others, there is no requirement for individual as-
sessment, cases are systematically delayed, and minors are 
notified of their rights at a much later stage. It is not un-
usual that after the perpetration of a more serious crime by 
a minor, the media would call for more severe punishment 
for such children. In the context of the ongoing public de-
bate about violence against and between children, on 31 
January 2020, a Bill to amend and supplement the Penal 
Code (PC), ref. 054-01-7, was submitted to the National As-
sembly, proposing equalisation of the punishments for mi-
nors and adults. The Bill contains a proposal to remove the 
reduction under Article 63 of the PC in respect to minors 
over 16 having committed a serious offence against the 
person, where a court has found that the purposes of crim-
inal repression cannot be reached, as well as to increase 
the punishment of minors to up to 20 years. These propos-
als directly contradict both the provisions of the PC, in par-
ticular Article 60, and international obligations undertaken 
by Bulgaria, such as those arising from Article 37(a) of the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The National 

Rights of child victims of crime and/or witnesses of crime.  
Rights of children suspected or accused of committing a crime

 
 ‘More joint training programmes with different professionals involved 
in the protection and support of victimised minors. More supervision 
and support for professionals working with children. Ensuring resourc-
es for effective interinstitutional and multidisciplinary cooperation. A 
child-centred campaign on where and who to turn to for support and 
protection in cases of crime by which they have been directly or indi-
rectly affected.’

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

 
 ‘Serious attention should be paid to children living in families with 
parental conflict. Very many parents don’t see their children and don’t 
keep in touch with them because of some parental conflict. There is 
no adequate response and support at institutional level. There needs 
to be a judicial social worker to give opinions and recommendations.’

(Report Card 2021 Survey)
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Network for Children, the Supreme Bar Council, the Bulgar-
ian Helsinki Committee, the Social Activities and Practice 
Institute, the Supreme Court of Cassation, and the Sofia Bar 
Association have sent reasoned opinions against the pass-
ing of the Bill. The only opinion that “generally approved” 
of the Bill, but also added that “in-depth discussion” was 
needed since the proposals were contradictory to the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child was that of the MoJ. The 
Bill was passed by the Committee on Children, Youth and 
Sports Matters (the support committee), with 12 votes in 
favour, 5 votes against, and 1 abstention vote, but has not 
yet been voted by the Committee on Legal Affairs (the re-
sponsible committee).   

In accordance with the Final Provisions of the Social Ser-
vices Act, which entered into force on 1 July 2020, the pre-
vious Coordination Mechanism for Interaction in Cases of 
Children Who Are Victims or at Risk of Violence and dur-
ing Crisis Intervention is no longer just an interinstitutional 
agreement, but a constituent part of the CPA. Prosecutors 
have been added as mandatory participants in meetings 
under the Mechanism. It is still unclear exactly how social 
services will be restructured after the entry into force of the 
SSA, but this could also affect the way in which they work 
with child victims or witnesses of crime and their family 
members. 

In November 2020, a Bill to amend and supplement the 
Penal Procedure Code (PPC), ref. 002-01-64, was submit-
ted in order to transpose the provisions of Directive (EU) 
2016/800 of the European Parliament and of the Council 
of 11 May 2016 on procedural safeguards for children who 
are suspects or accused persons in criminal proceedings 
(Directive (EU) 2016/800) and to fully transpose the re-
quirements of Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Par-
liament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 establishing 
minimum standards on the rights, support and protection 
of victims of crime, and replacing Council Framework Deci-
sion 2001/220/JHA (Directive 2012/29/EU). The Bill was not 
passed by the 44th National Assembly. What this means is 
that the legislative power has, once again, neglected the 
interest and rights of children involved in criminal proceed-
ings despite the already missed deadlines for the transpo-
sition of the two directives.

The above Bill is instrumental in a number of ways, more 
specifically in that it is the first attempt to: introduce indi-
vidual assessment for victims as a new element in criminal 
proceedings; limit the number of interrogations of child 
witnesses; regulate the use of specialised facilities; envis-
age specialisation for judges; and assign priority to cases 
where the accused is a minor. Individual assessments are 
particularly important for the protection of children in 
criminal proceedings. As regards victims of crime, the re-
quirement is introduced under the Assistance and Finan-
cial Compensation to Victims of Crime Act, according to 
which an individual assessment tool should be developed 
within two months of the entry into force of the amend-
ment. Previously, it was thought that an examination re-
port could replace the individual assessment. Even if still 
a compromise, the inclusion of the individual assessment 
requirement in the Assistance and Financial Compensation 
to Victims of Crime Act and not in the PPC is still a step for-
ward. The already accumulated practice in the preparation 
and performance of such assessments should be taken 
into account in the development of the new individual as-
sessment tool.  

As regards child offenders, unlike in previous directives, 
for some unclear reason the English individual assessment 
and the French évaluation personnalisée were rendered as 
“личностна характеристика” (a personality characteri-
sation) in the published Bulgarian version of Directive (EU) 
2016/800, resulting in a different meaning from the one 
originally intended. 

In response to a letter sent in connection with the prepa-
ration of Report Card 2021, the MoJ have stated that as 
regards the transposition of Directive (EU) 2016/800, 
and in particular with reference to the term individual as-
sessment, they had taken into account the fact that the 
current PPC uses the term person, and not individual. 
Therefore, “личностна характеристика” was preferred 
for reasons of consistency with the terminology of the 
PPC. The second reason for the choice of “личностна 
характеристика” was that, since it is performed when 
the accused is a minor, it needs to be terminologically 
separated from individual assessment, which is done for 
crime victims. In spite of the use of individual assessment 
in both cases in EU terminology, the MoJ consider that 
the two, i.e. “личностна характеристика” and individu-
al assessment, are different in both content and purpose, 
and should, therefore, be kept separate. Finally, according 
to the MoJ, as outlined in § 12 of the Bill to amend and 
supplement the PPC, presented to the National Assembly 
on 10 November 2020, „личностна характеристика“ 
contains all the necessary elements specified in Direc-
tive (EU) 2016/800. Hence, the Ministry do not find that 
„личностна характеристика“ as a rendition of the origi-
nal individual assessment subverts the meaning and the 
logic of the Directive. 

The Social Activities and Practice Institute has carried out 
a brief review of the performance of individual assess-
ments for child victims and offenders. The main conclu-
sion was that the rendition of the term individual assess-
ment as characterisation can raise doubts as to the extent 
of the actual application of the Directive’s logic. The use 
of the Bulgarian term hides a risk that the practice of it be-
ing done by police officers will be maintained, in a man-
ner and a logic that are very different from those of the 
Directive. The characterisation done in the police during 
a police inspection or as part of pre-trial proceedings is 
a short factual description of the situation of the child 
and cannot be said to include the content required for 
an assessment, nor to be an expression of actual profes-
sional competence. It can further be claimed that by de-
fending the difference in terminology, the MoJ has drawn 
a distinction between child offenders and child victims, 
thus maintaining the penal approach to children who are 
suspected or accused of committing a crime, which fully 
contradicts the presumption of innocence in the criminal 
process.  

Bulgaria, therefore, faces the serious problem of equalising 
individual assessment with an examination report. In some 
cases, there can be similarities, as long as the latter is done 
professionally and as a serious examination of the child. 
The problem is that examinations have different purposes, 
such as establishing legal capacity, as well as whether the 
child has understood the consequences of his/her actions. 
The other problem, as with child victims of crime, is that ex-
aminations are usually done at a later stage and originally 
by just one expert. 
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Other issues that could be improved are: securing more 
active involvement of social workers in criminal proceed-
ings; ensuring special treatment for minors during police 
detention within the meaning of the Ministry of Interior 
Act; guaranteeing the right to education and training, 

the right to family life and to rehabilitation for children 
detained in criminal proceedings. Minors detained in 
custody, for example, often have no access to education 
and only limited options for participation in rehabilitation 
programmes.  

Despite the fact that the Bulgarian legislation has en-
shrined the concept of the best interest of the child in § 
1 (5) of the CPA, there is still no unified methodology for 
assessing and determining the best interest of the child in 
case-specific circumstances. In the past year, no progress 
was seen in adopting and gradually unifying the criteria 
and the judgement of when a decision is in the best in-
terest of the child. Combined with the lack of legal regu-
lation for the manner of involving children as a party to 
legal proceedings, this practically forfeits the country’s 
obligations arising from the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. 

In 2020, Bulgaria missed yet another 
opportunity to adopt a new National Strategy 
for the Child and thus to define a practical 
direction for policies that will be pursued 
in the future, including provisions for child 
participation in decision making on matters 
that affect children. 

This came in addition to the lack of reforms to make child 
justice more child rights–focused. Thus, the observance of 
the best interest of children involved in proceedings under 
the Family Code in practice continues to be in the hands of 
the Social Assistance Directorate (SAD), which is a heavy 
administrative burden requiring more resources that the 
Agency for Social Assistance currently has.

No statistical data exist on the number of mediations in pa-
rental rights cases, including court referrals to mediation 
and subsequently to mediation centres in district and re-
gional courts. 

Civil society organisations are actively involved in resolv-
ing the above issues. One example is the Children in Focus 
in the Judicial System Reform project, whose main goal 
was to develop a procedure for informing parents about 
the negative aspects of parental conflict, methods for its 
resolution, and ways in which mediation can help in the 
process. The piloted information sessions for parents by 
the mediators from the Agreement and Mediation Centre 
at Sofia District Court and Sofia City Court demonstrated 
the need and benefit of such quasi-judicial approaches to 
help parents focus on the child and his/her interests. This 
can also be one potential approach to ensuring the best 

interest of children involved in the judicial phase of the 
administration of parental conflict. Nevertheless, there are 
still no clear and concrete proposals for legislative amend-
ments for its implementation. 

Despite the efforts of the working groups and the commit-
ment declared by the MoJ and the Supreme Bar Council, no 
public announcement has so far been made of a specific bill 
whose potential passing could lead to qualitative change in 
the way of resolving parental dispute.

Ensuring the best interest of children involved in legal proceedings. 
Legal proceedings under the family Code – parental conflict

   answered positively

   mentioned the need to take the child’s 
viewpoint into account and commented on 
the trial procedure in particular;

   mentioned particularities concerning 
parents that are important to consider;

   the child’s age is a factor in the decision 
being made.

In case the parents split up,  
should the child’s opinion about  

who he/she wants to live with, how he/she  
will see the other parent,  

etc. be taken into account? 

10%7%
5%

78%
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Respect the logic of EU directives in the transposi-
tion of Directive 29/2012/EU and Directive 800/2016/
EU and use the national experience already gained;

 Fully transpose Directive 29/2012/EU establishing 
minimum standards on the rights, support and protec-
tion of victims of crime so as to ensure unconditional 
access for all child victims of crime to protection mea-
sures and specialised support services;

 Fully amend the legislation on child offenders. 
Fully transpose Directive 800/2016/EU, repeal the 
Combatting the Antisocial Behaviour of Minors Act, 
and pass the Bill on Corrective Measures for Persons 
Having Committed Crimes or Administrative Violations 
as Minors;

 Ensure equal access for all children to specialised 
multidisciplinary services for working with victims 
and/or witnesses of crime;

 Adopt a uniform methodology for assessing and 
determining the best interest of the child, to be used 
by the various experts involved in resolving parental 
disputes, including its mandatory use by the Social 
Assistance Directorates that have been assigned with 
the preparation of the relevant reports;

 Increase the number of court referrals to media-
tion in parental rights disputes and unify the proce-
dure by which this should be done;

 Introduce a mandatory initial informative media-
tion meeting in disputes concerning children’s rights;

 Increase the number of child hearings in parallel 
with the establishment of unified criteria for cases in 
which this would be appropriate;

 Create a unified monitoring system for family 
cases and individual acts issued in each type of case.

What do you think a child needs if he/she is to speak in court?

 
 ‘The child must know that his/her decision won’t affect the parent’s 
attitude towards him/her in any way. His/her guardians should have 
spoken to him/her in advance, and it is even advisable for the child to 
see a psychologist for a month before the trial.’

 
 ‘Support. What a child says in court might even be crucial, and when 
so much depends on what he/she is going to say, the child most of all 
needs support.’

  
‘In court, a child needs a peace of mind, so, I think, it would be best if 
there could only be one person questioning the child. Also, the inter-
viewer must have experience with children and shouldn’t attempt to 
force them to speak.’

  
‘To be in a separate room with a nice and calm atmosphere, and to 
have a social worker right next who would listen to him/her.’
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5. 
EARLY CHILDHOOD DEvELOPmENT
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EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEvELOPmENT

AvERAGE 3.22

The problems with the shortage of 
professionals and the lack of coordination 
between systems remain unsolved, and 
there has been no progress in the adoption 
of a National Early Childhood Development 
Strategy. The epidemiological measures took 
a heavy toll on the care provision in maternity 
and neonatology wards. Similarly, no progress 
has been made in early childhood education 
and care. 

maternal mortality
The case with the reporting of maternal mortality in 2019 
raises some questions. Official data of the National Statis-
tical Institute (NSI), published in April 2020, and NCPHA’s 
Mortality by Root Cause in the Republic of Bulgaria bulle-
tin, published in June 2020, report zero maternal mortality 
and 61,882 births in the period. According to the National 
Health Insurance Fund (NHIF), however, a total of seven 
deaths due to pregnancy, birth and the postpartum peri-
od were reported by medical establishments in the course 
of the year, and a report of the Medical Audit Executive 
Agency mentions six inspections of such cases performed 
in 2019.

Progress in the implementation of the 
National Programme for Improvement of 
maternal and Child Health and Ordinance 
26 in 2020

In 2020, the period for the implementation of the Na-
tional Programme for Improvement of Maternal and Child 
Health (NPIMCH) ran out. At the beginning of the year, 
the Ministry of Health hosted a meeting with stakeholder 
organisations aiming to ensure an effective and timely 
continuation of the programme. The latter, however, re-
mained unupdated until the end of the year. As a result, no 
funding was planned in the Ministry’s 2021 budget for the 

maternal and child health

 
  More psychological support for parents by doctors, teachers in kinder-
gartens and schools and others. From the first day, parents get told off 
by staff in various institutions for not doing something right. First, it’s the 
paediatrician, then in kindergarten, and then school. The insecurity 
they’re made to experience affects the condition of the child.  

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

 
  There should be qualification opportunities for staff, they should be 
accessible and should even be offered at the workplace – the kin-
dergarten or the school – and this should be the purpose of national 
policies, not the initiative of a good director. I want every neighbour-
hood to have a centre where every mother with a baby could go and 
the child could learn for an hour or two there, and play, there should 
be a group for feeding, playing, dancing, fairy tales and more. Or just 
somewhere to meet people. Mothers are alone … with their children. 
During the pandemic, they are even more alone.   

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

 
  I think it’s extremely important to identify the need for adequate 
psychological support for women in maternity wards, the need for 
support when meeting their child. When it comes to children with dis-
abilities, this already means prevention of potential abandonment.  

(Report Card 2021 Survey)
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medical standards and quality of care in 
maternity and neonatology wards

At the end of 2020, a draft medical standard for obstet-
rics and gynaecology was proposed, since the previous 
one had been repealed by a court act in 2017 and none 
had been adopted since. For the first time, the docu-
ment introduced into the regulatory framework some 
globally established and scientifically proven good prac-
tices in maternal healthcare, such as the empowerment 
of midwives and regulating the role of foetal medicine 
in modern maternity care. It further provided for obliga-
tory resuscitation care for infants born before 25 gesta-
tion weeks. However, these positive tendencies are still 
not enough to meet the international recommendations 
in this field. Referencing scientific consensus and interna-
tional professional and health organisations is arbitrary 
and gives the impression of being used only in the inter-
est of the status quo. Once again, this key administrative 

regulation did not provide for or require the creation of 
rules of good practice at national level, introducing uni-
fied work algorithms and quality standards in medical 
work. All this means that the substantial differences in 
the quality of maternal and child healthcare in different 
towns and establishments at the current moment will 
be preserved. By the end of 2020, the document had not 
been adopted by order of the Minister of Health. 
In the summer, changes were adopted in the National 
Framework Agreement to separate natural delivery from 
caesarean birth by assigning it a higher cost. The goal of 
the contracting parties, the Bulgarian Medical Association 
and the National Health Insurance Fund, was to incentiv-
ise medical establishments to pursue a policy of reducing 
caesarean delivery. While in itself this is a commendable 
initiative, what is worrying is that financial incentives are 
needed to impose a certain type of medical behaviour 
despite the availability of scientific consensus and recom-
mendations on the subject.

Conducted medical consultations and home visits to pregnant women

3 271 2 590

first halffirst half

20192020

blood and urine tests for pregnant women

10 492 10 082 

first halffirst half

20192020

implementation of the activities, which, until 2020, were fi-
nanced through the programme, but only for their update, 
as became clear from the Ministry’s response to a dedicat-
ed enquiry. This meant that no funding would be available 
for checks and consultations for biochemical screening for 
pregnant women, neonatal hearing screening for early de-
tection and timely intervention in hearing impairments, as 
well as for all other activities of the 31 Health Counselling 
Centres (HCC) established under the programme, in which 
doctors, psychologists and social workers were meant to 
provide comprehensive medical supervision to children 
with disabilities and chronic diseases, pregnant women 
at increased medical risk, and women with pathological 
pregnancies or chronic diseases and disabilities regardless 
of their health insurance status. 

In January 2021, the Ministry announced that medical es-
tablishments where HCCs have been opened would receive 
instructions concerning their future once the NPIMCH up-
date has been completed. In essence, this means that as of 
1 January 2021, HCCs have no budget and cannot function.

The other regulation governing the monitoring of preg-
nancies and maternity care for uninsured women is Ordi-
nance 26/2007 of the Ministry of Health. According to the 
NHIF, from 1 January to 31 October 2020, a total of 5,837 
women gave birth in accordance with its provisions. A total 
of 2,412 women benefited from obstetric and gynaecolog-
ical examinations, and one-off blood and urine tests were 
done to just over 1,200. This means that every second un-
insured women gave birth without being examined, and 
4 in 5 uninsured women give birth without any test. There 
was no change in the coverage rate under Ordinance 26 in 
2020 compared to the year before. Based on those data, it 
can be concluded that, on average, between 8 and 9% of all 
mothers in the course of the year did not receive medical 
care for pregnancy monitoring. The examinations carried 
out in accordance with the provisions of Ordinance 26 are 
highly insufficient, and the lack of monitoring of pregnan-
cies can lead to bad consequences in the early childhood 
development period.
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Staffing numbers and policy

According to the NSI, as of 31 December 2019, Bulgaria had 
a total of 3,269 midwives and 1,737 obstetrician-gynaeco-
logists, and the average staffing rate in the latter category 
was better than in the former. According to estimates of 
the Bulgarian Association of Health Professionals, which is 
the legal representation of midwives in the country, at least 
twice as many specialists are necessary to cover the current 
need for midwifes. The data further show that the average 
age of midwives in Bulgaria is 53 years, as well as that an-
nually about 500 professionals leave to work abroad. 

In 2020, amendments to the Medical Establishments Act 
were adopted allowing healthcare professionals, including 
midwives, to open independent medical practices through 
which to perform their regulated activities. The expecta-
tions were that the regulatory framework enabling those 
professionals to conclude contracts with the NHIF would 
also be finalised, but the provision was not included in 
the final version of the NHIF Budget Act, thus wasting or 
putting off the opportunity to motivate more midwives to 
practice in Bulgaria.

3269  
midwives  

1737  
obstetrician- 
gynaecologists

2020 was yet another year in which Bulgaria failed to estab-
lish a system for monitoring premature babies in the first 
years of life.  

According to the Ministry of Health, in 2019, 
there were a total of 5,681 premature live 
births, accounting for 10% of all live births, 
and 211 premature still births, accounting 
for 62.6% of all still births. 

Prematurity is an important factor for perinatal infant 
mortality; therefore, given the above statistics, the 
government should make extra effort to monitor high-risk 
pregnancies and prevent premature births.

Based on information provided to the Ministry of Health 
by the National Center for Public Health and Analyses, in 
2020 there were a total of 143 practising neonatologists, 
which is six down from the previous year. 

Due to the emergency epidemic situation, visits by par-
ents and family members to maternity wards have been 
almost fully banned. Parent’s visits in neonatology wards 
have also been either banned or very limited for a full year, 
since no constructive distinction is made between the in-
trinsically different status of premature babies and other 
hospital patients. This greatly impairs the quality of the 
care for premature babies and children born with different 
disabilities or other problems preventing them from being 
discharged from hospital soon after birth. 

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), strict 
rules in maternity wards could lead to fatal consequences 
for premature babies. The organisation has estimated the 
risk of death as a result of restricted parental contact to be 
65% higher than that of a baby becoming infected with 
COVID-19. 

monitoring system for premature births in bulgaria

Access to medical care and quality  
of maternity care in the context  
of the COvID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic caused problems in the organ-
isation of medical care, including for pregnant women 
and women in the postpartum period, and children un-
der the age of one. During the first wave, in the spring, 
marked by the imposition of very harsh restrictions in 
the country, medical consultations for women and chil-
dren were suspended for more than one month, put-
ting at risk mandatory immunisations according to the 

immunisation schedule and the quality of medical care 
for pregnant women without monitoring. During the 
second wave, arrangements were put in place to avoid 
a second suspension of routine examinations of preg-
nant women and children. However, the increased use 
of certain medications for patients with COVID-19, such 
as low-molecular-weight heparin, led to deficiencies for 
pregnant women. Some regional hospitals even had to 
close their maternity wards due to the spread of the dis-
ease among their medical teams. The peak incidence was 
met with repeated complaints about medical establish-
ments not accepting women in labour. 
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2020 was marked by the pandemic situation, which also 
affected early childhood education and care. In order to 
limit the spread of the virus, kindergartens and nurseries 
were closed by orders of the Minister of Health for a few 
months in the course of the year. Inevitably, this had a neg-
ative effect on young children, for whom, unlike older stu-
dents, remote education is not a realistic option. As such 
arrangements generally put the development, socialisa-
tion and mental health of children at risk, they should be 
carefully weighed against the health risk when deciding to 
close kindergartens. 

One of the main issues here is the scope of early child-
hood education and care services (nurseries and kin-
dergartens), whose purpose is to support early learn-
ing for children and prepare them for school. As of 
31 December 2019, the nursery enrolment rate was 
17.1%, slightly more than in 2018, and the number of 
children enrolled there was a total of 32,185. Never-
theless, the country is lagging significantly behind the EU 
target of 33% coverage of children in the age group 0-3 
years. The underlying reasons can be mainly attributed to 
the shortage of places in nurseries (especially in big cities), 
the poor quality of care, and the distrust among parents, as 
well as their inability to cover attendance fees. 

Early childhood education and care is monitored by the 
European Commission, which, in its 2020 country report 
for Bulgaria, identified opportunities for a much larger cov-
erage and assessed the situation as “weak but improving”.

The net enrolment rate for children in kindergarten in 
the 2019/2020 school year was 78.7%, marking a slight 
increase over 2018/2019, when it was 78.4%. In 2019, a to-
tal of 217,867 children were enrolled in 9,310 kindergarten 
groups in the country. In this age group, 3-6 years, Bulgaria 
is also behind the EU target coverage rate of 95%.

The country continues to use screening tests to identify 
difficulties in children aged between 3 years and 3 years 
and 6 months, and a total of 1,630 kindergarten teachers 
have been trained how to apply the test. 

Overcoming the lack of integration between the health 
and the education systems is essential to early child-
hood education and care (ECEC). Harmonising the phi-
losophies of the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Science is a key factor in improving the model 
of raising, educating, training and socialising children in 
nursery groups. Ensuring a holistic approach to ECEC is 
also consistent with European policies, in particular with 
the Council Recommendation of May 2019 for building 
high-quality ECEC systems, which was adopted during the 
Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU. 

For the same reason, in the summer of 2020, the MES 
launched a two-year project, under which a unified Na-
tional Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education 
and Care should be developed, together with a set of indi-
cators and benchmarks for quality monitoring and evalu-
ation. 

In 2020, amendments to the Pre-School and School Educa-
tion Act were adopted aiming for:

  Introduction of compulsory pre-school education 
for 4-year-olds 

This change will have a positive effect on expanding the 
coverage of children in ECEC, overcoming inequalities, and 
ensuring an equal start in life for all children. The launch of 
the measure has been postponed for municipalities expe-
riencing shortages of places in kindergartens to no later 
than the 2023/2024 school year. 

  Assisting parents with meal costs for their children 
in compulsory pre-school education in addition to the 
national financing 

This is a reinforcement of the national commitment to ex-
pand the coverage of children in pre-school education. 
At the same time, as a result of changes between the first 
and the second reading in the National Assembly, the pro-
vision of this type of support was decentralised and left 
in the hands of municipalities, which, following a uniform 
national standard, should independently decide whether 
to waive or reduce the fees for all children or for certain 
groups, being obliged to use half of the available funding 
under the standard. 

  Reimbursement of the cost of caring for and educat-
ing children not accepted in state and municipal kin-
dergartens and schools due to a shortage of places in 
pre-school education 

Changes were also made to Ordinance 26 of 2008 con-
cerning the structure and operation of nurseries and 
children’s milk kitchens and the applicable medical re-
quirements and to Ordinance 3 of 2007 concerning the 
medical requirements to kindergartens with the aim of in-
creasing the possibility to open new places for ECEC, and 
BGN 70 million were planned for the construction and re-
construction of nurseries and kindergartens. 

The year was marked by yet another failure to adopt the 
early childhood development standards specified in Ar-
ticle 24 of the Pre-School and School Education Act that 
should be followed by nursery groups. 

Early learning

The new Social Services Act, which establishes the legal 
framework for the development of early childhood inter-
vention (ECI) services at national level with sustainable 
state funding, entered into force on 1 July 2020. Cur-
rently, 62 municipalities provide ECI services under the 
project Early Childhood Development Services, financed 
through the Human Resources Development Operational 

Programme. The financing, which had originally been in-
tended to run until the end of 2020, has been extended 
for another year, until the end of 2021, and, after the com-
pletion of the project, is expected to be secured through 
the state budget. In addition to this project, early child-
hood intervention services are provided by several NGOs 
on their own initiative. 

Early childhood intervention
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Competent system for early childhood 
development and quality of early childhood 
education and care 

Multiple research studies in the last two decades have 
shown that a well-educated and competent early child-
hood workforce is one of the necessary conditions for the 
quality of education and care in this important period of 
personal development. Using this scientific basis, as well 
as its long-term relations with professionals in different 
fields, For Our Children Foundation carried out a study 
of the systems and processes of building and developing 
ECD competencies in professionals working with children 
aged 0-7 years in the fields of education, healthcare and 
social services. This included quantitative surveys among 
461 professionals in the educational, health and social sec-
tors throughout the country, as well as focus groups and 
interviews with 78 representatives from the three sectors 
at national, regional and local levels.  

For this competent system to work, it requires a national 
vision for the development of professionals working with 
small children. Currently, Bulgaria has no strategic docu-

ment informing such vision. The study found that while 
having a high level of education, even compared with 
good international practice, educational, social and health 
professionals admitted to having insufficient knowledge 
and skills in key areas such as working with the family and 
community, child participation, working with vulnerable 
children and children with special educational needs. 

After university education, competency building for pro-
fessionals continues at the work place. The survey data 
suggest that this area also needs to be backed by politi-
cal changes and implementation of innovative forms of 
continuing professional development. Analysing scien-
tific publications in 28 European countries, the experts 
concluded that continuing professional development 
in early childhood education and care is most effective 
when integrated into the daily practice, backed by men-
toring, encouraging reflective practices for professionals 
and their personal pro-activity in the process. Tradition-
al forms of professional development, such as training 
courses, conferences and seminars, need to be upgraded 
through support for development of skills for observa-
tion and reflection on one’s own practice, sharing and 

Early childhood development workforce

Over 70% of respondents
reported that in all three sectors 
(education, social services,
health), the big volume of 
the administrative work is 
a significant obstacle for 
professional development

62 are the municipalities
which provide Early 
Childhood Intervention 
services per project  
“Early Childhood 
Development Services”

A Decision of the Council of Ministers of 2021 determined a 
higher financial standard for two social services – day care 
centre for children with disabilities and centre for social 
rehabilitation and integration for children with disabilities, 
which both include an early intervention programme. The 
adoption process can be criticised for the inadequate in-
formation provision during the preparation of the financial 
standard, the structure, and the lack of opportunities for 
other ECI service providers to contribute their proposals 
and opinions so as to ensure a comprehensive perspective 
in the development process. 

In order for the services to transition from project to sus-
tainable state funding, a uniform standard for their provi-
sion will need to be developed. ECI services should also 
be included in the national map of social services. 

National efforts to support ECI services in the 
context of the COvID-19 pandemic 

The support provided during the first wave was limited 
to protecting children’s health by closing centres for two 
months and thus suspending their much-needed services 
during the difficult time of social isolation. This decision 
carried a real risk of losing the progress already made and 
not being able to reach out to families in need during the 
period. 

Some centres found solutions quickly by offering remote 
support to families and children from the very beginning. 
This transition took place without any special national and 
local support, such as provision of funding for technical 
equipment or of materials and resources for remote sup-
port of children and parents.

A little later, towards the end of the first month of the emer-
gency period, the ECI centres, funded under the HRDOP 
Early Childhood Development Services project, began 
contacting families by phone or another remote commu-
nication channel. One positive fact is that municipalities 
provided those centres with information and recommen-
dations about the necessary hygienic and anti-epidemic 
measures, and personal protective equipment. 

The government’s decisions during the second wave main-
tained the operation of ECI services. Detailed instructions 
for remote work with children and parents through various 
online platforms and channels were provided by the ASA 
and MLSP. At the same time, no national commitment was 
shown to provide the teams at the centres with the nec-
essary resources or support for remote work or at least to 
analyse professionals’ needs and capabilities.    
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Graph 1 Education sector
Activities with most time spent on average per month

Direct work with children

Paperwork and filling out documents  
and forms

Working with families

Participating in team meetings

Participating in training, seminars  
and conferences

Participating in group and individual 
supervisions

Others 

82%    

77%    

45%    

20%    

11%    

5%    

3%    

Graph 2 Social sector
Activities with most time spent on average per month

Paperwork and filling out documents  
and forms

Direct work with children  
in the service

Direct work with families 
 in the service

Participating in team meetings  
and peer discussions

Home visits and working in the field  
with children and families 

Participating in group  
and individual supervisions

Participating in training, seminars and 
conferences 

78,7%    

71,1%    

47%    

39,1%    

37,5%    

2,8%    

1,2%    

co-learning with other professionals. These models can 
grow through the formation of co-learning and innova-
tion communities.

The study further showed that professional development 
in Bulgaria depends largely on practitioners’ own motiva-
tion and initiative, and is not the product of an organised 
system. The education sector stands out as having a gener-
ally well-structured system for professional development, 
which is also linked with career development for teachers. 
In social services, continuing professional education de-
pends on the service provider. In healthcare in Bulgaria, 
unlike in many other European countries, continuing med-
ical education is not compulsory.

Drawbacks to professional development connected with 
the working conditions can be found in all three sectors. 

Despite the improvement of the working conditions in the 
education sector in recent years, as regards pay and ma-
terial resources, group overload and the inclusion of chil-
dren with special educational needs are major challenges. 
Working conditions in the social sector are significantly 
less favourable, which, due to low pay and low status of 
the profession, also experiences high staff turnover. The 
extensive amount of paperwork is a major setback to pro-
fessional development, with over 70% of the respondents 
reporting spending most of their time on administrative 
tasks. The percentage of professionals reporting spending 
time in group and individual supervision is very low: 2.8% 
in the social sector and 5% in education. 1.2% of the re-
spondents from the social sector reported participating in 
training, seminars and conferences, as did 22% of doctors 
and 11% of teachers. 
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Graph 3 medical professionals
Activities with most time spent on average per month

Direct work with children

Paperwork and filling out  
documents and forms

Participating in training, seminars  
and conferences

Direct work with families

Participating in team meetings  
and peer discussions

Home visits

Others

88%    

78%    

28%    

22%    

22%    

6%    

3%    

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Extend the implementation period of the National 
Programme for Improvement of Maternal and Child Health 
by 10 years, until 2030;

 Develop and adopt a uniform methodology for the 
work of Maternal and Child Health Centres in the country;

 Create a detailed and accurate database of children 
provided with services with breakdowns by age, diagnosis 
and various others, and of pregnant women in Maternal 
and Child Health Centres by type of screening, etc.;

 Adopt a standardised approach to care provision, 
including comprehensive monitoring of the health and 
development of premature children aged 0 to 7 years in 
order to ensure timely prevention and treatment of condi-
tions typical for premature children;

 Introduce a family-centred and developmental care 
model in neonatology wards, seeking to empower families 
to care for their babies from the moment of birth and tak-
ing into account the complex needs (medical, psychologi-
cal, developmental) and individual characteristics of each 
baby in the recovery process;

 Create a coordination mechanism for monitoring 
children with disabilities and developmental problems to 
include hospitals, general practitioners, and social services;

 Improve breastfeeding practices in hospitals with 
neonatology wards, and plan and systematically conduct 
national campaigns in support of breastfeeding;

 Change the childcare approach in nurseries, from 
primarily medical to educational, and seek for integration 
between the health and education systems in ECEC;

 Create various options for ECEC service provision, giv-
ing parents the right to choose;

 Take real steps in support of early childhood develop-
ment in the country by removing meal fees for children in 
compulsory pre-school education, and, subsequently, re-
moving attendance fees for kindergartens for all children 

and their families regardless of their social and economic 
status; 

 Develop effective policies and programmes in sup-
port of positive parenting in an unfavourable environ-
ment;

 Adopt early childhood development standards;

 In the pandemic and social isolation situation, pro-
vide technological devices and equipment for remote ECI 
services, as well as means and resources to adapt materials 
for children with problems and disabilities, purchase elec-
tronic content and a platform for interacting with children 
with special needs;

 Provide digital competency training to ECI consul-
tants;

 Provide psychological support to both parents and 
professionals in the context of social isolation in view of 
the high risk of burnout;

 Ensure representation of all sectors and stakeholders 
involved in early childhood development in the prepara-
tion of secondary ECI legislation;

 Provide opportunities for cross-sector communica-
tion in connection with early childhood policies and ser-
vices through clear mechanisms for cooperation between 
professionals at case and policy level and indicators to 
measure the effectiveness of coordination;

 Develop a competency profile for professionals work-
ing with small children for the health, education and social 
sector. The profile should build on the existing systems of 
knowledge, skills and approaches outlined in the regula-
tory framework;

 Ensure a link between the competency profile of pro-
fessionals working with small children and the academic 
curricula in the three sectors, and introduce specialisations 
in the course of the university education in connection 
with working with children in early age and their families.
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6. 
CHILD HEALTH
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CHILD HEALTH 

AvERAGE 3.09

By the end of the year, however, the outlook 
for the realisation of a brand new project 
meeting all the requirements detailed in the 
project for a modern Children’s Hospital was 
poor.

Meanwhile, the quality of healthcare and 
its accessibility were severely cut down, 
and children’s physical and mental health 
deteriorated as a result of the prolonged 
isolation and remote schooling.

 
  Better access to qualified specialists and treatment for children from 
less affluent families. All children enjoying equal access to as many 
free health care services as possible to guarantee timely and ad-
equate treatment when needed.

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

Human Resources  

In 2020 the number of registered paediatricians with con-
tract with the NHIF for the package covered by public health 
insurance for child diseases were 872. During the year only 
13 child psychiatrists signed contracts with the NHIF. The 
most significant problem in the area of human resources 
in the health sector is the low number of practicing nurses. 
The professional area ‘Health Care’ was entered in the List of 
Priority Occupations and Protected Specialties. 

872  
registered paediatricians  

with contract with the NHIF 

13 child psychiatrists  
with contracts with the NHIF

13

29 

43

24 

25

15 

47 

21

7

68

258

1 416

Specialists in child gastroenterology

Specialists in child endocrinology  
and metabolic disorders

Specialists in child cardiology

Specialists in child clinical haematology 
and oncology

Specialists in child neurology

Specialists in child nephrology  
and haemodialysis

Specialists in child pulmonology  
and phthisiatry

Specialists in child psychiatry

Specialists in child rheumatology

Specialists in child surgery

Specialists in neonatology

Paediatricians
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Prevention through vaccination
In 2020 Ordinance No 15 issued by the Minister of Health 
on the immunisations in the Republic of Bulgaria (2005) 
was revised, on the basis of expert opinions, clearly de-
fining indications and contraindications of prevention 
through vaccination of specific groups of patients (new-
borns and preterm infants, children with onco-haemato-
logical diseases, allergies and renal insufficiency, pre- and 
post-transplantation children, children with rare diseases, 
children with compromised immunity, etc.).

Chickenpox is an infection most prevalent among chil-
dren, and every year more 30,000 cases are reported in 
the country. This prompted health authorities to take the 
decision to include from the beginning of 2020 this vacci-
nation as recommended in the national vaccination sched-
ule. Prior to this the vaccine was not imported in Bulgaria 
and therefore parents resorted to buying it from abroad. 

Nearly 85% of Bulgarians agree that most vaccine-prevent-
able diseases are infectious and dangerous. This was the 
finding of a survey studying the attitudes towards manda-
tory vaccines in the country conducted by the Institute of 
General Medicine, Medical Centre Polyclinic Bulgaria and 
First Children’s Consultative Clinic. 

80.3% of respondents in the survey have their child vacci-
nated with all the mandatory vaccines (against tuberculo-
sis, hepatitis B, whooping cough (pertussis), poliomyelitis, 
measles, rubella, parotitis, etc.), 67.7% being prompted 
by their GP and 32.2% keeping tabs on any due vaccines 
themselves. 7% of respondents have not had all the vac-
cines but were planning to have them. However, 11.2% do 
not intend to have their children vaccinated. 

As pointed out by representatives of the Institute of Gen-
eral Medicine: ‘Children that are not vaccinated and get 
ill can infect other children they come across or play with 
as well as people with compromised immunity.’ ‘The first 
vaccination against measles for example is administered 
when the child is 13 months of age. Before that all babies 
can contract it.’ Children younger than five years of age are 
at particularly greater risk of complications and even death 
with diseases such as hepatitis B, tuberculosis and whoop-
ing cough. Poliomyelitis leads to permanent disability. 

Denial of vaccines creates serious prerequisites for out-
breaks or spread of epidemics. Between January and No-
vember 2019 1,000 cases of measles were reported in the 
country by the National Centre for Infectious and Parasitic 
Diseases. There were 59 new cases for the first four weeks 
of 2020 and for comparison the total amount of cases re-
ported in 2018 were only 13. 

52.2% of respondents who had their children vaccinated 
did this because they believed that vaccines prevented 
contagious and very dangerous diseases. 17.7% believe 

 
  In smaller settlements in particular (small towns included) children 
are not able to receive adequate medical care due to shortage of 
specialists. Based on my personal observation I can say that there is 
unrestricted selling of alcohol and cigarettes to underage children. 
During the pandemic and remote schooling more and more children 
tend to develop some kind of psychological disorders. My recom-
mendation would be that parents and children in every part of the 
country have access to a psychologist and paediatrician (even once 
a week). All in all, a lot of efforts are required in this area.

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

   their child vaccinated with all the 
mandatory vaccines

   not had all the vaccines but were 
planning to have them

   not intend to have their children 
vaccinated

Attitudes among parents
to the obligatory vaccination in bulgaria

80.3%

11.2%

7%

that the benefits of vaccines substantially outweigh pos-
sible vaccine-induced problems, and 9.6% are primarily 
motivated that if they fail to have their child vaccinated, he 
or she may not be able to enrol in kindergarten or school. 

Nearly half of respondents (48.6%) believe that the child 
gets vaccinated when the child, the family and caregivers 
are healthy. 45.3% are of the opinion that only a doctor 
can postpone a vaccine. There are indeed some contrain-
dications of vaccines for infants and children which may 
warrant postponement. The GP at his or her discretion can 
decide to postpone a vaccine for up to three months. After 
that a panel of experts must review each case individually. 
The World Health Organisation publishes recommenda-
tions on the cut-off ages for vaccinations.

The largest share of respondents, 39%, believe that both par-
ents and GP are responsible and must be sanctioned if they 
refuse vaccinations. 37.4% believe that primarily the parents 
should be sanctioned. The question ‘Should the state impose 
stricter control with respect to mandatory vaccines?’, 48.4% 
say “yes,” 23.4% are undecided and 28.2% say “no”. 

The World Health Organisation declared 
vaccination refusal among the top health 
risks for humans in the 21st century.
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Bulgaria continues to be the only European country with 
no National Children’s Hospital. Its construction was em-
braced as a key priority of the state in the context of mea-
sures for promotion of child health. At a session of the 
Council of Ministers on 19 December 2018, the MH was 
tasked with completing the construction of a children’s 
hospital at a construction site started back in 1978 on the 
campus of Alexandrovska University General Hospital. It 
transpired, however, that the task was ridden with prob-
lems, as reported by the Chamber of Architects in Bul-
garia (CAB), the Chamber of Engineers in the Investment 
Design (CEID) and civil society organisations.

Not only was the quality and safety of the construc-
tion compromised due to the extended exposure to the 
weather, with no structural conservation, but it also was 
inconsistent with a range of criteria for a modern (chil-
dren’s) hospital. It does not provide for sufficient height 
for the installation of air conditioning and ventilation 
systems and for modern operating rooms; it cannot ac-
commodate the required modern medical equipment 
and is incompliant with energy efficiency and favourable 
therapeutic ambiance aspects; the design does not en-
vision all departments and units required for all-round 
care for children and fails to provide enough space for 
parents.

Following a number of letters and petitions left pending, 
in 2020 the campaign For a Real Children’s Hospital was 
launched. ‘Support Paediatrics’ Initiative, the Bulgarian 
Paediatrician Association, NNC, Parents Association and 
tens of other organisations, members of the professional 
community and of the public joined the campaign in-
sisting on a new building to host a National Children’s 
Hospital that meets all modern structural and technical 
requirements, as well as on complete overhaul of child 
healthcare, with the establishment of a level-4 compe-
tence paediatric structure  not only to provide treatment 
according to most advanced practices but also to set the 
standards for child healthcare in Bulgaria. 

In March the Citizens Initiative For a Real Children’s Hospi-
tal National was established demanding that a modern 
National General Children’s Hospital be constructed and 
managed, with clear deadlines, commitments and re-
sponsibilities as follows:

 Cancellation of the public procurement procedure 
launched in July 2019 for the completion of the construc-
tion on the campus of Alexandrovska University Hospital.

 Study and analysis of the key needs of children, their 
parents, doctors and other health care professionals to 
work in the new health care establishment.

 Designing of professional and detailed terms of ref-
erence in accordance with international standards for a 
modern National Children’s Hospital with high require-
ments of quality of the structure and guarantees for 
proper construction works, independent construction 
supervision included.

 Identification of a plot suitable for the purpose of 
construction of a National Children’s Hospital, consistent 
with modern requirements for quality treatment of chil-
dren and accessibility.

 Providing for public scrutiny and transparency 
through the establishment of a Civil Council on the con-
struction of a National Children’s Hospital encompassing 
representatives of professional communities (doctors, 
architects, health care professionals, engineers), journal-
ists, parents and members of the public with clear rules 
for participation and role of the Civil Council. Launching 
of an international contest for the design with transpar-
ent procedure for selection, clear criteria, creditable jury 
comprising both experts and representatives of the Civil 
Council and child participation.

 Road Map for the governance of the National Chil-
dren’s Hospital with the involvement of the doctors’ 
community and the Public Council, informed by the 
analysis of the needs and including workforce planning, 
attracting health care and other professionals and pro-
moting their professional qualification (psychologists, 
social workers, etc.), and initiation of relevant legislative 
changes.

Despite all the open letters, petitions, massive media cov-
erage and the rally against the plans of the Ministry of 
Health that took place just days before the lockdown, on 
2 April 2020, amidst an emergency situation, the agree-
ment for resumption of the construction incepted back 
in the 1970s was signed, the construction being granted 
status of national significance.

 
  New Children’s Hospital. A real one. Modern. A hospital to provide 
genuine care to children and parents alike. A hospital that is not 
depressing. A hospital with a broad range of specialists and equip-
ment, providing diagnosing, treatment and prevention of diseases. A 
hospital which is accessible to all. And much more...

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

National General Children’s Hospital 

Bulgaria continues to be  
the only European country  

with no National Children’s Hospital. 
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In response, on 17 May a protest event with the slogan 
of ‘We want a real children’s hospital, not a tomb!’ took 
place across the Council of Ministers. Hundreds of peo-
ple gathered with a clear message to the authorities and 
demanding a new children’s hospital from scratch where 
the health of children is not compromised; the petition 
launched by the NCI For a Real Children’s Hospital was 
also endorsed.

Meetings with President Rumen Radev followed; sev-
eral days later there were meetings with Prime Minister 
Boyko Borisov too, who took the decision for removing 
the 40-year-old structure and erecting a new building for 
the National Children’s Hospital.

The Ministry of Health took on the commitment for the 
establishment of a Public Council and a management 
team thereunder, with the involvement of representa-
tives of the National Citizens Initiative, professional or-
ganisations and experts.

On 5 June 2020, NCI For a Real Children’s Hospital petition 
was submitted to the National Assembly and the Council 
of Ministers, with 6,046 signatures, a large part of which 
gathered during times of unprecedented conditions re-
lated to the pandemic.

Despite the meetings and promises for complete trans-
parency of the process and for establishment of a Public 
Council, the Minister of Health Kiril Ananiev declined the 
proposal of the National Citizens Initiative for participa-
tion in the management of the process related to the cre-

ation of a National Children’s Hospital. As of the end of 
2020 no Public Council was created. Although NCI For a 
Real Children’s Hospital insisted on terminating the com-
promised public procurement procedure, no decision to 
this effect was taken. On the contrary – the removal of 
the existing structure, the designing and construction of 
the future children’s hospital were to take place under 
the currently effective engineering agreement (design, 
construction works and civil engineering designer’s su-
pervision) by a special-purpose vehicle named ‘Child 
Health’ (originally DZZD ‘Detsko Zdrave’), established as a 
consortium under the Contracts and Obligations Act and 
comprising the following corporate entities: Glavbolgar-
stroy AD, GBS-Plovdiv AD and Glavbolgarstroy Interna-
tional AD.

On 14 September 2020 a public hearing took place at 
which the new Minister of Health Prof. Kostadin Angelov 
confirmed the decision of the Prime Minster from May, 
that the obsolete concrete structure be removed and re-
placed by a brand new building.

As it became clear, according to the design of the consor-
tium that was awarded the public procurement contract, 
the planned new building differed little from the pre-ex-
isting structure.

The analysis of the needs of child healthcare was never 
presented or discussed; no quality terms of reference 
were set; no architectural design contest took place; no 
working Public Council was established either.

‘fund for Treatment of Children’ Centre

Activities under Ordinance No 2 of 27 march 
2019 on the medical and other services 
under Art. 82, par. 1a and 3 of the Health 
Act and on the terms and conditions for their 
approval, use and payment, for persons up 
to 18 years of age.

In 2020, between 1 January and 30 September 
1,090 applications for treatment of children 
were filed with the National Health Insurance 
Fund; 985 orders for financial and organisa-
tional support were issued, of which 788 for 
treatment in Bulgaria and 197 for treatment 
abroad. The number of declined or dismissed 
applications was 66.

As of 30 September 2020, the expenditures of the NHIF 
for financial and organisational support of treatment 
of persons up to 18 years of age amounted to BGN 
11,156,058.37. The spending for treatment in Bulgaria to-

talled BGN 10,307,029.21 and for treatment abroad – BGN 
849,029.16.

Noteworthy are the declining total number of children 
beneficiaries compared to prior years when this activity 
was performed by ‘Fund for Treatment of Children’ Centre 
(FTCC) instead, as well as the dramatic increase of funds 
for treatment in Bulgaria that the NHIF pays for under the 
Ordinance. The table shows data for the last years of op-
eration of FTCC before its activity was transferred to the 
NHIF (data for 2017 and 2018 is incomplete).

At the same time in 2019 and 2020 the initiation of pub-
lic campaigns for treatment of children in Bulgaria and 
abroad continued, young patients with life-threatening 
diagnoses included. The lack of trust in the institutions 
and of adequate and supportive information for parents 
of children who need financing for treatment (both under 
Ordinance No 2 of 27 March 2019 and under Ordinance 
No 10 of 2009 on the terms, conditions, procedures and 
criteria for reimbursement by the NHIF of medicinal prod-
ucts, medical devices and medical foods), forced parents 
to launch themselves fund-raising campaigns. It is of ul-
timate importance to put in place channels for easy and 
timely communication for doctors and parents alike on 
the mechanisms for access to timely and quality treat-
ment of children.
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Treatment in bulgaria

  Number of approved applications

  Spending for treatment (BGN)

2014

2015

2016

2020 
(January-

Septem-
ber)

919

976

1049

788

BGN 4,276,000

BGN 5,712,000

BGN 6,800,000

BGN 10,307,029

Treatment abroad

  Number of approved applications

  Spending for treatment (BGN)

2014

2015

2016

2020 
(January-

Septem-
ber)

356

414

326

197

BGN 6,781,000

BGN 7,159,000

BGN 7,700,000

BGN 849,029

Child mortality

In 2020 data was reported on the dynamics of infant 
and child mortality for the previous year. Data for 2019 
indicates that the downward trend of child mortality in 
the country is sustained; however, the rather slow rate at 
which the decline progresses is preserved too. The indi-
cator is 5.6 per 1,000 live births. For comparison in 2018 
and 2017 it was 5.8‰ and 6.4‰ respectively. In absolute 
numbers this translates into 342 babies that died within 
their first year of age, versus 358 in 2018 and 408 in 2017. 
Our country continues to lag behind the EU average for 
child mortality of 3.4‰. Along with Romania, Bulgaria is 
at the top among the EU countries on this negative indi-
cator.

Analysis of infant mortality for children of up to 1 year of 
age for 2019 showed that deaths due to conditions iden-
tifiable during pregnancy accounted for around 2/3 of all 
deaths. 155 died due to ‘Conditions arising in the neonatal 
period,’ while the death of another 74 was caused by ‘con-
genital abnormalities, malformations and aberrations.’ Oth-
er frequent causes for infant mortality include respiratory 
conditions (38) and blood circulation organs disorders (24).

In regional terms, in 2019, 12 regions scored child mor-
tality rates below the country average. Smolyan region 
has the lowest rate (1.5‰), while Sliven and Stara Za-
gora regions are at the top (14.4‰ and 10.4‰ respec-
tively).

Perinatal infant 
mortality  

(per 1,000 live births )

Neonatal infant 
mortality 

(per 1,000 live births )

Post neonatal  
child mortality  

(per 1,000 live births )

Stillbirths 
(per 1,000 )

8.5
7.8

2018 2019 

3.6
3.1

2018 2019

2.1

6.1 6.1

2.5

2018 20182019 2019
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In regional terms, in 2019, 12 regions scored child mortal-
ity rates below the country average. Smolyan Child mortal-
ity for the age group of 1 to 9 for 2019 is 0.21 per 1,000. This 
brings the rate close to the level of 0.2 that has been main-
tained for a three-year period until 2018, when a rise to 0.3 
was reported. The target under the National Health Strat-
egy for this age group is 0.24 per 1,000. For the age group 
10-19 however there is a considerable growth – from 0.3 
over the previous three years (from 2016 to 2018 incl.), in 
2019 mortality is as high as 0.34, marking a departure from 
the national health target for reducing mortality for this 
age group to 0.28 per 1,000 by 2020.

Although the majority of the quantitative targets for alle-
viation of child mortality under the National Health Strat-
egy have been achieved, no improvement on the substan-

tial regional disparities is reported. This indicates that the 
absence of policies to address existing social inequalities 
in terms of access of women, especially from vulnerable 
groups, to qualified medical services and care during preg-
nancy, birth and post-natal periods subsists.

Cases of COvID-19 among children in 2020

According to data from the MH, in Bulgaria 5 children died 
from COVID-19 between March 2020 and 7 January 2021, 
the distribution by age group being as follows: 1 child for 
age group 0-1 and 2 children for 7-13 and 14-17 each. 8 
were reported to have been in intensive care, and 412 
were hospitalised. The total number of proven COVID-19 
cases among children for the period in question was 5,506.

Child mental Health

The most notable event in 2020 in the area of child men-
tal health was the draft National Strategy for the Mental 
Health of the Citizens of the Republic of Bulgaria 2020–
2030, accompanied with an Action Plan up until 2030. This 
is a very important strategic document which was present-
ed for broad public consultation. 

The fact that data on children hospitalised and treated 
in psychiatric clinics and departments can be obtained is 
considered as progress. However, no data is available on 
outpatients that are diagnosed and treated in psychiatrists’ 
offices/psychiatric centres. The collection and analysis of 
this type of information would help provide a more de-
tailed picture of prevalent mental issues by age and iden-
tify areas that could be covered by targeted and indicative 
modalities of prevention.

However, there are no screening programmes for children 
0-3 to help identify trends of early childhood mental pa-
thologies as well as vis-à-vis the overall functioning and 
early detection of developmental difficulties. After the 
screening of children from 3 to 3.5 years in kindergartens, 
for the next age group (up to 6 years of age) no screening 

is conducted of the cognitive, emotional, and social func-
tioning of the child to allow early interdisciplinary team in-
volvement, diagnosing, monitoring and follow-up of cases 
as well as options for suitable treatment and engagement 
with the child and family.

The scope and focus of existing prevention programmes 
are broad rather than targeted. The majority of those are 
informed by international surveys Bulgaria participated in 
rather than national or regional studies. Currently effective 
programmes focus on prevention of addictions, eating dis-
orders and aggression. We would like specifically to note 
that all those three types of behaviour are but the final 
manifestation of a vast range of underlying psychopathol-
ogies that differ from one another in nature. The preven-
tion of these disorders does not start from adolescence but 
a lot earlier and is associated with the processes of mental 
constitution of the individual and his/her interaction with 
the environment. Prevention programmes focus primarily 
on children of school age, yet in order to be effective they 
need to engage parents and the community too.

use of narcotic substances by children  
and measures to restrict access to those

Child mortality for the age group of 1 to 9 for 2019 is 0.21 
per 1,000. This brings the rate close to the level of 0.2 that 
has been maintained for a three-year period until 2018, 
when a rise to 0.3 was reported. The target under the Na-
tional Health Strategy for this age group is 0.24 per 1,000. 
For the age group 10-19 however there is a considerable 
growth – from 0.3 over the previous three years (from 
2016 to 2018 incl.), in 2019 mortality is as high as 0.34, 
marking a departure from the national health target for 
reducing mortality for this age group to 0.28 per 1,000 by 
2020.

According to data from ESPAD (the European School Sur-
vey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs) conducted among 
students aged 15-16, 19% of respondents in Bulgaria do 
admit that at least once in their lives they have tried some 
kind of narcotic substance, compared to an average of 
17% for the other 34 countries. 17% have tried cannabis, 

2.6% – ecstasy and 3.1% and 2.2% – amphetamine and 
methamphetamine respectively. Although the latter two 
indicators are the highest among all the states, the authors 
of the survey note that during the previous edition of the 
survey the results for Bulgaria were much more worrisome, 
namely 30% admitting use of narcotics compared to 19% 
currently. This marks a slight downward trend in the one-
time use of narcotic substances for this age group.

According to the European Drug Report 2020, cannabis is 
the most frequently used narcotic substance across all age 
groups. As per the report, 8.3% of people aged 15-64 in 
Bulgaria have tried cannabis at least once in their lives, the 
share of young people aged 15-34 having used cannabis 
in the past 12 months being 10.3%. For Bulgaria cannabis 
continues to be used by the youngest age group (16-34). 
This age group is associated with the largest prevalence of 
narcotic substances use.
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Drug use among students aged 15-16

19%   have tried at least once 
in their lives some kind  
of narcotic substance

17% cannabis

2.6% ecstasy

3.1% amphetamines

2.2% methamphetamine

Data from national surveys shows that cannabis is the most 
frequently used psychoactive substance among the young 
people in Bulgaria. According to data of the National Fo-
cus Centre for 2018, 21% of students of grades 9-12 have 
smoked cannabis at least ones, and 8.7% have smoked 
hashish at least once. In the past 30 days 11.1% and 3.4% 
of students have used at least once cannabis and hashish 
respectively. In the last 30 days 2.5% of this age group have 
used cannabis almost daily. Cannabis is once again domi-
nant – for young people aged 13-15, 10.9% of respondents 
say that cannabis was the first narcotic substance they ever 
used. Again, at a very early age (below 13), students tend to 
most often start using cannabis – 1.7%.

According to data of the National Centre of Public Health 
and Analyses, for the third quarter of 2020 alone, a total of 
396 children resorted to hospital care for drugs- and alco-
hol-related acute intoxication. Of those 176 were younger 
than 15, and 61 were hospitalised due to use of drugs (of 
whom 36 below 15), and 31 – due to combined intake of 

alcohol and drugs (22 of whom aged below 15).

With Decision No 528 of 30 July 2020, the Council of Min-
isters adopted a National Anti-drug Strategy (2020-2024), 
providing for focusing the state policy on targeted and in-
dicative prevention as well as on programmes for treatment 
and social rehabilitation. Its adoption should effectively go 
hand in hand with national programmes for prevention of 
use of narcotic substances in schools. These programmes 
are endorsed for implementation and will be introduced in 
two levels of education – grades 5-7 and grades 8-11. Prior 
to launching, relevant training of specialists from schools 
on the programmes will take place.

The problem related to the need to provide treatment and 
psycho-social rehabilitation of minors and underage drug 
abusers has been identified back in 2011, and currently 
the possibility for providing integrated health and social 
services under the Social Services Act will help address 
the needs of this target group via specialised support in 
terms of health care and social services. The support will 
be provided by health care professionals and professionals 
providing social services. Regretfully, the postponement 
of the effective date of this act, from 1 July 2020, further 
delayed the designing and rollout of these much needed 
services.

To date the children with problems related to drug abuse 
are primarily referred to psychiatrists and/or clinical psy-
chologists, with no option to get specialised and long-term 
medical care and subsequent social care, services, follow-
up and support.

Substance dependence is a mental disorder with a com-
plex biological, psychic and social etiology, chronic and re-
curring in nature; resorting to treatment and psycho-social 
rehabilitation can neither be quick nor always necessarily 
to be expected. If specialised services for children who are 
drug abusers are not available and if timely measures to 
prevent harmful consequences fail to be undertaken, the 
risk of addiction and permanent somatic damages grows, 
as does the risk of criminal behaviour, infectious diseases 
and marginalisation.

Smoking and waterpipe use among children

Smoking continues to be a huge problem. A comparative 
international survey on the use of alcohol, cigarettes, and 
drugs among 16-year-old students in European countries 
conducted in 2019 in the framework of ESPAD confirmed 
this. 

For Bulgaria, the stronger growth of smoking compared to 
European averages and of smoking among girls must be 
noted.

Here are some highlights for 2019 for Europe and Bulgaria:

  Use of cigarettes at least once in life – for Europe 41%, 
for Bulgaria 50%, the breakdown by gender being 45% 
and 54% (boys v. girls);

 Use of cigarettes at least once in the past 30 days – for 
Europe 20%, for Bulgaria 32%, the breakdown by gender 
being 27% and 36% (boys v. girls);

 Daily use of cigarettes – for Europe 10%, for Bulgaria 22%;

 Daily use of cigarettes at 13 or earlier – for Europe 2.9%, 
for Bulgaria 5.8%;

 Use of electronic cigarettes at least once in the past 30 
days for Bulgaria – boys 14%, girls 13%;

  Daily use of electronic cigarettes in the past 30 days for 
Bulgaria – 2.5%.

2020 was yet another year with no tangible effect of the 
financing of national programmes to reduce the use of to-
bacco products and derivative products and alcohol abuse 
and to prevent drug use in terms of one per cent from pro-
ceeds of excise duties on tobacco products and alcohol 
beverages to the national budget. The implementation of 
national awareness campaigns is not systematic, no instru-
ments to prevent taking up smoking among children or to 
assist quitting are in place. The MH failed to champion a 
fight for complete ban on advertising that works in the first 
place on children.

The only legislative changes against smoking among chil-
dren were adopted by the National Assembly on 11 No-
vember 2020 with the amendments to the CPA proposed 
by a group of MPs form Volya Poltical Party. 
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The amendments are related to banning the use by chil-
dren of tobacco products and derivative products and 
smoking devices other than tobacco products. A new de-
scription was adopted for the latter which included prod-
ucts on the basis of plants, herbs and fruit with no tobacco 
content which can be consumed using a process of burn-
ing, heating, vaping or any other process, as well as plants 

and substances banned by the Narcotic Substances and 
Precursors Control Act, i.e. all types of products/devices 
– conventional cigarettes, electronic cigarettes, and 
waterpipes. 

Punishments were stipulated for allowing use of such 
products by children. The actual enforcement of the ad-
opted changes and their impact remain to be seen.

Healthy Nutrition

The problems related to the nutrition of infants feature 
the following: on the one hand, there are high levels of 
breast-feeding during the neonatal period (86.3%), but, on 
the other hand breast-feeding during the first hour after 
birth (9.9%) is far too low, vis-à-vis the WHO and UNICEF 
recommendations. Still low is the rate of babies who are 
exclusively breast-fed in the first 4-6 months of their lives 
(21.7%); duration of breast-feeding is short. For children 
aged 1-6 years, 13.6% were breast-fed for one month as 
infants, 10.5% were breast-fed for 2 months as infants, and 
7.4% were breast-fed for 6 months as infants. Early intro-
duction of fruit juice is reported for 87.3% of infants by 
month six. Early introduction of fresh cow’s milk (45.9% of 
infants) is associated with higher risk of allergies and auto-
immune diseases, iron deficiency anaemia and is not good 
for the renal function of infants.

The evaluation of nutrition status of children aged 1-5 on 
the basis of WHO indices and standards shows that there is 
a relatively big share of children whose height is below the 
height for the relevant age (7.0%). The percentage of un-
derweight children is low (1.9%), while the relative share 
of children who are overweight is high (8.3%). The relative 
shares of children from the two age groups (1-3 and 3-5) 
with obesity are 4.4% and 5.1% respectively. A substantial 
share of children aged 1-5 are at risk of becoming over-
weight (17.1%).

The evaluation of the nutrition status of children 5-19 on 
the basis of WHO indices and standards reveals a relatively 
low share of children with height below the height corre-
sponding to their age (2.3%); there is a small share of un-
derweight (1.6%) and a large relative share of overweight 
children (30.1%).  The relative shares of children from the 
three age groups (5-9, 10-13 and 14-18) with obesity are 
12.6%; 15% and 5.6% respectively.

Despite some improvement after 2007, the unfavourable 
characteristics of infant nutrition persist. Growth delay is 
a problem for some children in the age group of 1-5 years. 

The substantial prevalence of overweight children in all 
age groups raises concerns, as this is associated with high-
er risk of adult morbidity.

Early introduction of fresh cow’s milk (45.9% 
of infants) is associated with higher risk of 
allergies and autoimmune diseases, iron de-
ficiency anaemia and is not good for the re-
nal function of infants.

In 2020 a Recipe Book and Instructions for Healthy Eating for 
children between 3 and 7 years of age in child care establish-
ments was launched. The resource was endorsed by the MH 
in connection with promoting modern healthy nutrition 
practices in the catering for children of this age. 

Establishments catering for children with health issues that 
require special diet, have their menus consulted with spe-
cialists to ensure relevant diet depending on the conditions 
of children. With the appropriate combination of recipes, 
suitable menus can be made for different conditions, with 
adjustments, as needed. The resource can be used for chil-
dren with gluten intolerance and coeliac disease, as all reci-
pes with cereals with gluten have gluten-free alternatives.

In 2020 the Ordinance on the terms and conditions for the 
implementation of schemes for supply of fruit and vegeta-
bles, milk and dairy products in education establishments 
– ‘School Fruit’ and ‘School Milk’ Schemes (promulgated in 
State Gazette, issue 77 of 4 October 2016, amended with 
issue 55 of 19 June 2020) was revised. Under Art. 12. (3), 
item 3, schools shall provide information to parents on the 
participation of the school in the relevant scheme, the sup-
pliers thereunder and the schedule of making available the 
relevant products; the information is posted on the school 
websites or is displayed near the entrance of the schools. 
This ordinance allows parents of the children in the respec-
tive school to take part in selecting the type of the free 
snack to be provided, as a full meal or as a snack.

The issue of the quality of foods supplied by the contractors 
for the catering of children and students, as well as of the 
pricing of the meals at school canteens is still unresolved.

Promoting a health-mediation based model as a prerequisite to 
improve access to health care for vulnerable groups

In 2020 the network of health mediators was expanded 
with another 15 job positions. In 2019, 245 health media-
tors operated in 130 municipalities across 27 regions; for 
2020 the approved number of positions for health media-
tors was 260 in 137 municipalities. 

Upon including the activity of health mediators in the 
scope of the Health Act in 2019 (Art. 29), Ordinance No 1 
on the requirements for the operation of health mediators 
was promulgated in State Gazette on 25 August 2020. The 
ordinance was prepared by a working group led by the 
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MH, with experts from the National Council for Coopera-
tion on Ethnic and Integration Issues with the Council of 
Ministers, the Ministry of Finance, Medical University Sofia, 
the National Association of Municipalities in the Republic 
of Bulgaria, Regional Health Inspectorates, regional and 
municipal administrations, the National Network of Health 
Mediators (NNHM) and NGO engaged with the promotion 
of the model relying on health mediation in the country. 
The ordinance stipulates existing good practices in selec-
tion, training and operation of health mediators as well as 
reporting. It is a prerequisite for sustaining the good qual-
ity of the health mediation programme in Bulgaria.

Along with the institutionalisation of the profession at na-
tional level, the programme faces a number of challenges 
and risks locally. In 2020, the year of COVID-19 pandemic, 
health mediators were at the front line in enforcing the 
measures against the spread of the disease in the neigh-
bourhoods with compact Roma population – in the first 
months of the year they were on the ground, with no per-
sonal protection equipment whatsoever. Subsequently, 
due to the active work of the NNHM and fund-raising cam-
paigns, along with donation support, all health mediators 
working in the country were provided with full sets for 
personal protection, disinfectants and information mate-
rials. Regretfully, upon depletion of supplies provided by 
the NNHM, in many municipalities health mediators again 
faced shortage of protection equipment with the onset of 
the second wave.

One positive step on the part of the MH in 2020 was en-
abling health mediators to get extra remuneration for their 
work in the pandemic under an HRDOP project between 
March and December. Regretfully quite many municipali-
ties refused to pay out this remuneration or did so only for 
a few months.

With small exceptions, municipalities do not consistently 
collect and analyse the data from the reports of health me-
diators and do not use the information collected by them 
to inform the designing of local policies. Effectively there is 
no monitoring of the health mediation programme.

Working health mediators in the country

   2019               2020

245

in 130  
muni- 

cipalities

260

in 137 
muni- 

cipalities

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Guarantee the construction of a National General 
Children’s Hospital that meets modern international 
standards and provides high-quality health care for all 
children who need it;

 Improve the quality of and access to health ser-
vices with a view to bring child mortality down to the 
average levels for the EU;

 Develop a network of services for the mental health 
of children and adolescents – departments and centres 
providing diagnosing and outpatient care; interaction 
with specialists from the sectors of social services and 
education; engagement with parents and deployment 
of targeted prevention programmes;

 Develop a dedicated programme for promotion 
and development intended for young medical special-
ists in the area of child mental health;

 Develop a mechanism for providing sustainable 
financing for NGOs of specialists in the area of child 
mental health that possess capacity to carry out tar-
geted prevention, clinical psychological evaluation 
and psychotherapy of children with mental health 
problems as well as to counsel and accompany their 
families;

 Provide for the functioning of programmes for pre-
vention of use of narcotic substances in communities 
that are hard to access and/or communities at risk of 
social exclusion;

 Develop available services for counselling and re-
ferral of parents on issues related to addiction, includ-
ing options for hotline- and internet-based counselling 
by specialists;

 Develop specialised integrated health and social 
services for children who use drugs;

Remove outdoor advertising of tobacco products and 
derivative products (incl. cigarettes and heated tobacco 
products as well as accessories) and remove those from 
open display at points of sale;

 Introduce available and supportive services for in-
formation, counselling and access to quality and healthy 
nutrition for all young children, pregnant women and 
mothers in vulnerable situations; scale up and upgrade 
the support provided by GP to pregnant women, small 
children and mothers on those aspects;

 Update ordinances on healthy nutrition of children 
aged 0-3 and on healthy nutrition of students.
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EDUCATION
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EDuCATION

AvERAGE 3.71

Even if, at the start of the pandemic, the system 
managed to fully mobilise a remote-schooling 
mode in a relatively short time, the problems with 
the incomplete coverage of all groups of students, 
the lack of electronic devices and a stable internet 
connection, and the unavailability of sufficient 
support for children with special needs and children 
from marginalised groups having no suitable home 
learning environments remained unsolved until the 
end of the year. At the same time, the potential of 
this new learning arrangement was not sufficiently 
utilised to build 21st-century skills and develop digital 
and media literacy Teachers did not get relevant 
support and bore the brunt of the novel situation.

Although the past years have seen consistent measures on 
the part of the government to bring education in line with 
modern developments for prevention of early school-leav-
ing, for inclusion of different groups of children according 
to their specific needs, for promoting STEM training, digital 
competences of students and teachers alike, for improve-
ment of the education environment, etc., there are still 
gaps in terms of a comprehensive approach through poli-
cies supporting the education system to address inequali-
ties and give every child a chance. This transpired clearly 
in 2020, with the COVID-19 pandemic bringing education 
leaders up against new challenges. The scepticism of the 
public towards the abilities of the system to adapt and 
the excessively centralised approach of the measures at 
the onset of the crisis impeded the overall functioning 
of schools and kindergartens, although they managed 

to switch to digital arrangements relatively more quickly 
compared to other European countries. School headmas-
ters and teachers were left to fend for themselves with re-
spect to communication in connection with parents’ fears, 
reorganising school spaces, lessons, adapting curricula to 
face-to-face or remote settings. 

The Ministry of Education and Science (MES) prepared 
protocols for mandatory and recommended measures 
for every school, yet later on, in the summer vacation 
period there were not enough efforts on the part of in-
stitutions to plan accordingly the new school year in au-
tumn, building upon the momentum and achievements 
from spring, amidst clear indications that the pandemic 
and remote schooling would persist. The start of the 
new school year was dominated by instructions relating 

 
 „The education system at the moment, behind its formal face, reveals 
two dramatically different worlds. The one is the world of the schools 
with effective learning and full attendance. The other world is the 
one that looks all fine on paper. However, records and documents fail 
to give the full story of almost total lack of attendance and teaching, 
especially at late primary and secondary school level. The problem 
is severe, and I believe that both the government, and the municipal-
ities hosting such schools, fail to do enough to solve this. Oftentimes 
the excuse is: ‘We refrain from reporting absences or poor marks in 
order to keep our financing or to avoid having angry parents come 
and intimidate us.’ This is a huge failure of the state. Every year there 
are thousands of new school-leavers whose education is but formal 
and are effectively illiterate. This would tremendously backfire on 
the development of the country in the decades to come.’ 

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

 
 ‘The right to education is not just about the right to access to education, 
but also about the right to obtain quality education.’

UNICEF

Providing equal access to quality preschool  
and school education for all children
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to health measures and arrangements, with little guid-
ance on the education side. Opportunities for overhaul-
ing curricula, extended revision of school material at the 
beginning of the school year, consultations with teach-
ers to reduce new teaching topics, support for students 
and children to address the impact of prolonged stay at 
home were foregone. There was a failure to use the mo-
ment and make the system flexible and geared to the 
essentially new modalities of digital teaching versus just 
transferring obsolete analogue methods to electronic 
communication channels.

At the same time a local approach to the migration to 
remote schooling was not made possible until later into 
the 2020/2021 school year, and all too often this was not 
in line with the restrictions imposed by the National Op-
erations Headquarters against COVID-19 which rendered 
the suspension of face-to-face classes for some grades un-
necessarily long and was not relevant for the conditions 
of particular schools. This was especially valid for schools 
with low number of students outside big cities. 

Bulgaria, albeit small, features vast disparities in the living 
environment of children.

50% of education mediators report that ‘the 
financial difficulties families from vulnerable 
groups face, along with hunger, have under-
mined the priority of education.’ 

It is a tough challenge to provide for quality studying in 
places where base subsistence needs of food, home, and 
security are not met. The observations are that particu-
lar schools are with concentration of children with weak 
learning performance, sometimes coupled with children 
with special educational needs. Quite a lot of children live 
apart from their parents, and this further impacts their ed-
ucational outcomes. 

2020 saw further exacerbation of existing educational and 
social inequalities in the country. The following groups of 
children were most severely affected:

 Children living in poor economic and social condi-
tions. On the one hand many of those children have no 
access to devices and other equipment; on the other hand, 
they share their living spaces with siblings, oftentimes par-
ents being unable to help out with studying from home. 

 Children with mental and behavioural deficits. Due 
to insufficient technical skills, attention deficit and restrict-
ed access to additional educational services, many of those 
children regressed in their learning. Some were still placed 
in institutions and were confined therein for the duration 
of the pandemic.

 Children from families returning from abroad. 
Health mediators report that the number of these children 
is on the rise. They struggle with the language and with 
adapting to the teaching methods and requirements of 
the local education system and have no permanent friends 
among peers.

 Children whose parents work or live abroad or 
in other town, that are raised by the extended family – 
grandparents, relatives and guardians. Lack of support and 
adult supervision at home interfere with remote studies.

 Children in vocational high schools, whose educa-
tion requires practical training in special settings.

 
According to data from UNICEF, 89% of students and 
97% of teachers have been involved in some form of 
remote schooling during the lockdown. In 34.3% of 
kindergartens no distance teaching of children of any 
form took place, with 44.4% of parents reporting that 
their children were not engaged in studying remotely. 
Shortage of devices and internet connection proved to be 
major challenges for the access to remote schooling, for 
students and teachers alike. 46.2% of students stated that 
internet connectivity, or rather the absence thereof, was 
the chief reason preventing them from attending online 
classes, and 30.8% said they were unable to attend be-
cause they had no devices – a computer, tablet, etc. This is 
especially true for children living in poverty, in large fami-
lies (with multiple children) and in remote locations. On 30 
November the MES released data showing that as of that 
moment between seven and eight thousand devices had 
been supplied, and another 107 thousand were ordered, 
which was a step towards providing access to education 
for children. In early December 2020 the Minister of Educa-
tion and Science announced that there was still a shortfall 
of some 100 thousand devices required for full coverage 
of remote schooling, their delivery being delayed due to 
aspects related to the public procurement procedure. Al-
though as of that moment more than 15 thousand devices 
had been made available, 30,000 students reported that 
they did not attend because they had no suitable device. It 
is a matter of further analysis to explore to what students 
were precluded from attending online classes by lack of 
devices, or lack of stable internet connection, or other 
technical obstacles or whether a mixture of different fac-
tors was at play. 

The role of parents proved crucial for the success of 
remote schooling. A survey of Parents Association con-
ducted among 2,145 respondents shows that 50% of all 
respondent parents come to understand more the diffi-
culties of teachers’ job, and 26% say they come to respect 
more the work of teachers. At the same time 15% of par-
ents admit they are disappointed with the performance 
of teachers. In this sense the experience and impressions 
of parents are not consistent and indicate that the suc-
cess of online classes varies by school, class and teacher; 
also, parents appreciate the positive aspects of the new 
arrangements and note that there is a vast potential to 
build upon. 

A survey of UNICEF-Bulgaria demonstrates, however, that 
50% of parents do not know how to help with the learning 
process of their children and fail to devote enough time 
to this and support their children’s learning endeavours. 
One good practice is the implementation of the MES proj-
ect called ‘Participate and Change – Parents as Partners in 
School Life.’ In the future similar programmes may provide 
solutions in terms of promoting skills of parents to support 
their children and children not living with their parents 
to be able to attend classes face-to-face or to work with 
a mentor.
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The pandemic affected seriously both children and young 
people with special educational needs (SEN). 

Only 38.8% of inclusive education specialists 
continued to engage with all the children 
with whom they had started working prior to 
the pandemic.

Here, many of the policies of the government set forth pre-
viously in the Pre-school and School Education Act are not 
consistent with the provision of quality education. Exces-
sive regulation, ambiguous recommendations regarding 
diagnosing, workload of teachers and absence of good 
connection among support services all compromise the 
chance for education for these children.

The gap in the learning outcomes of children remains 
big, both among different groups in Bulgaria and rela-
tive to international standards.

Despite the numerous national programmes in support 
of struggling children, e.g. ‘Support for Success’ and 
‘Together for Every Child’, in 2020, the mean scores of 
student performance in Bulgaria in reading, math, and 
science have not improved since 2015 and remain well 
below the mean scores for the EU. 47% of all 15-year-old 
students in Bulgaria fail to score at or above the base-
line second level of proficiency in the two main areas – 
reading and science, the share for the third one, math, 
being 44%. Moreover, Bulgaria is among the Member 
States in which social and economic status has the larg-
est impact on educational attainment, and territorial and 
social segregation is most pronounced: the mean score 
in reading of students from schools in rural areas is 115 
points lower than the mean score of students in urban 
areas, which is equivalent to three years of school educa-
tion. The trend of grouping students according to their 
performance – poor or strong, as well as according to the 
social and economic status of their families persists. De-
spite the government’s understanding and introducing a 
number of measures to address the challenges in terms 
of the quality and equity of education, before reporting 
any progress, the results of these efforts need to be seen. 
In TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Sci-
ence Study), fourth-graders in Bulgaria are in the middle 
portion of the ranking among 58 states worldwide. Data 
shows that 13% of fourth-graders (v. 10% back in 2015) 
do not have the minimum knowledge and skills for attain-
ment of educational standards in science, and 10% (v. 8% 
back in 2015) – in math. In mathematics, 8% of students 
attain the Advanced International Benchmark, 37% – the 
High International Benchmark, 71% – the Intermediate 
International Benchmark, and 90% the Low International 
Benchmark. In sciences 15% attain the Advanced Inter-
national Benchmark. The breakdown for the other three 
benchmarks is 44%, 71%, and 87% respectively. Data for 
Bulgaria indicate that the social and economic status of 
students affects their performance – the lower the former, 
the poorer the achievements. In Bulgaria 35% of students 
go to schools with higher social and economic status, and 

21% – schools with lower social and economic status. The 
gap in their achievements is 83 points for math and 113 
for natural sciences.

A report of the Institute for Research in Education released 
in 2020 shows that one fifth of children are with low behav-
ioural engagement which means that they are less prone 
to actively participate in the educational process and make 
efforts to study. These students are likely to skip classes, 
they are not actively engaged in the educational process 
and are not perseverant and assiduous in doing the assign-
ments. One fourth of students demonstrate low emotional 
engagement with respect to the studied content and the 
learning process as well as with the sense of belonging to 
the school or the school community. When children have 
strong emotional engagement, they are more likely to 
make more efforts in the studies and derive more satisfac-
tion from the school and classroom life. One third manifest 
low cognitive engagement associated with effective learn-
ing strategies, including strategies for in-depth compre-
hension and internalising of content of lessons, relating it 
to real processes and phenomena, transferring of knowl-
edge and skills from one subject area to another, solving 
problems, etc. Strong cognitive engagement could trans-
late into a high level of autonomy when performing specif-
ic tasks. The pandemic and switching to online schooling 
highlighted the importance of the connection between 
the learning process and the skills of independent study-
ing for success.

In 2020 vocational education and training was affected 
most by remote schooling. The impossibility to have prac-
tical trainings and learn professional skills undermined the 
quality of training. Another observation is that in some 
areas the curriculum is obsolete which, together with the 
shortage of qualified teaching staff with up-to-date knowl-
edge and relevant facilities, rendered the skills of school-
leavers inconsistent with the needs of business.

COVID-19 pandemic also questioned the way in which 
education addressed topical global issues and prepared 
the young people to solve them. The new PISA 2018 Glob-
al Competence Report providing data on the aptitude of 
young people to navigate the modern world shows that 
Bulgarian students are not current with the global is-
sues and are not quite efficient with respect to coming 
up with ideas of solving those. Another finding of the 
same study is that Bulgarian 15-year-old students do 
not tend to hear out different viewpoints and accept 
them.  The negative conclusions about the Bulgarian stu-
dents in the report also reveal that they are not respectful 
of foreign cultures or inquisitive about them. One positive 
trend identified by the report is that an enormous share of 

50% of parents 
do not know how to help with the learning 

process of their children
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youngsters (over 70%) have command of a language that 
is different from the one spoken at home. Also, below 50% 
of headmasters in Bulgaria venture to include in curri-
cula issues related to international conflicts and causes 
of poverty. 15-year-olds in Bulgaria are among the groups 
demonstrating most negative attitudes towards migrants.

In 2020, for grades 11 and 12 a new mandatory subject was 
introduced – ‘Civic Studies’. Sofia Platform Foundation that 
piloted the subject curricula in 2018 and 2019, identified 
a number of challenges with the introduction of the new 
subject such as the late stage at which it was first provided 
(as late as in grade 11), absence of comprehensive training 
of teaching staff to use interactive methods and absence of 
an environment promoting self-reflection on individual at-
titudes towards democracy and active citizenship in school 
settings. The MES provided for additional training to the 
teachers of this subject to complement their main qualifi-
cation (geography, history, and philosophy).

The gap in their achievements is  

83 points for math and  

113 points for natural sciences.

35%

of students go to schools 
with higher social and 

economic status

21%

schools with lower social 
and economic status

Over  70% 
have command of 
a language that is 
different from the one 
spoken at home.

Prevention of early school-leaving and sustainable coverage 
in mandatory education

Commendable are the targeted efforts for identifying and 
getting children back in school; as of the second term of 
2019/2020 school year the number of children that were 
not in school was 40,495, and 21,094 of those had not been 
located by the relevant teams at the permanent or current 
address provided. The share of school age children who 
were not in school in 2019/2020 marked a nearly twofold 
decline compared to 2018/2019 – from 8.47% to 4.73%. 
The children identified and brought back in the education 
system as a result of the efforts of the teams as of the be-
ginning of the second term of school year 2019/2020 were 
10,164.

A key element of the solution to the problem, however, is 
the understanding that ‘an early school-leaver is a child/
young person whose connection with the school or the 
school community has been broken, hence the risk of 

dropping out of the education system.’ The link between 
this child or young person and the school is being compro-
mised, to a varying extent, due to a complex mix of social, 
pedagogical, psychological, and other factors. The major 
determinant of dropping out would be the regular non-
attendance, with subsequent amassing of absences. 

The problem of dropping out of school, however, is inti-
mately related with the problem of poverty – less because 
children do not have textbooks and tablets but more be-
cause they have no life perspective that allows to perceive 
education as a long-term investment in the future. The in-
struments developed under the ‘Support for Success’ Proj-
ect for differentiated work with students at risk of drop-
ping out are good sign-posts for individual support and 
catching up in small groups. Nevertheless, in the future it 
is feasible to look at programmes and mechanisms allow-

 
  ‘Children must be respected as individuals; their voice must be heard, 
as they have the right to opinion and decision and bare responsibility. 
Individuals, with their own pace, rhythm and disposition, must be re-
spected, and every child should receive personalised treatment (i.e. in 
accordance with these specifics, and with support with respect to his/
her strengths and weaknesses).‘

(Report Card 2021 Survey)
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Higher number of effective teachers in schools

The need to enhance the attractiveness of the teaching 
profession and the qualification of education professionals 
became all the more evident in 2020, with the challenges 
the education system faced. Many schools had to find ur-
gently teachers to fill up vacancies due to absence or quit-
ting. 

The relative share of education professionals under 30 in 
the 2019/2020 school year remains low – 6.28% (3,334) in 
mainstream schools. There is salient need to step up even 
more the policies for attracting new teaching workforce as 
some 15% of the ranks are at or will reach retirement age in 
the next five years.

The government sustained its commitment for increasing 
teacher salaries, and from 1 January 2020 the minimal sal-
ary for teachers was BGN 1,085; from 1 January 2021 it be-
came BGN 1,260. Inarguably, the upgraded remuneration 
prompted more interest towards the profession. However, 
of key importance is that the new additions to the system 
have the motivation, attitudes, skills and competences in 
line with the 21st century. In support of this, in 2020 for a 
second consecutive year ‘Motivated Teachers’ National Pro-
gramme took place. Modules 1 and 3 of this programme 
focus on new teachers having motivation and attitudes rel-
evant for engagement in a challenging environment and 
students with low performance at school. 80 teachers were 
appointed following a rigorous 3-stage selection process. 
Module 2 was for teachers who were already teaching to 
obtain additional professional qualification in other sub-
jects and special education. 166 motivated teachers joined 
this module.

The government continues the policy for promoting uni-
versity training in teaching majors – by means of tuition fee 
waivers, more scholarship options as well as special schol-
arships to attract to such majors new university students 
with top scores in the school-leaving examinations. One 
important aspect is to update the curricula in teaching 
majors. 

No less essential, however, is the issue of continuing quali-
fication of education professionals. In 2020, the MES took 
forward its staple programmes and projects, albeit still 
with unclear effectiveness, as reporting was in terms of at-
tending professionals rather than in terms of actual impact 
of the training in their work. 

3 334 teachers 
 aged under 30 years

in public schools in
2019/2020 academic year (or 6.28%).

ing children themselves to embrace knowledge and build 
an emotional connection vis-à-vis learning. In this sense 
the measures of the MES address but some of the causes, 
and primarily those related to the lack of parent capacity 
and ancillary programmes for catching up. Mechanically 
bringing children back to school and placing them in pro-
grammes for catching up according to the principle ‘more 
of the same’ would not solve the compound of underlying 
reasons for early school-leaving. Extra financing for schools 
working with children at risk of dropping out is a good 
measure which, however, should be complemented with 
support for innovation in supportive strategies, methods 
for diagnosing the drivers behind this situation, person-
alised intervention informed by the outcomes of the diag-
nostic, planning of subsequent adaptation and building 
connection with the school community and the processes 
therein.

Data from municipalities in the recent years under different 
projects of the MES and NGO as well as upon initiative of 
schools themselves indicated that around 1,000 education 
mediators and social workers were recruited. They facilitate 
the communication between the kindergarten or school 
and families, take children to school, distribute materials 
for distance learning, track down non-attending children 
who are at risk of dropping out, talk with parents or with 
the children themselves, making sure the children get to 
school in the morning, organise community meetings. The 
effectiveness of this huge resource, however, is contingent 
upon the selection and training of recruits as well as on 

their attitude towards the children, the community and 
the job. It is key that these persons be engaged in a clear-
ly structured training programme equipping them with 
multiple strategies for informing, including, referring, and 
working in partnerships. No less important is that these 
people work closely not just with the school but with all 
other relevant institutions responsible for the well-being 
of children.

In every regional city career centres are established, em-
ploying around 200 counsellors, which is another resource 
vis-à-vis the problem of early school-leaving. Each child at 
risk needs a motivating programme and a description of 
perspective for development so that he or she be able to 
perceive the value of education against this perspective. 
Personalised counselling for career orientation, focusing 
on the strengths and interests of the child, mentoring sup-
port – all this can strongly motivate children to stay in edu-
cation. 

Since dropping out of school is a multi-dimensional prob-
lem, the implementation of measures should not be con-
fined solely to the teaching on the part of teachers but 
would also require a systemic approach to assist all spe-
cialists in schools. It should be noted that 90% of surveyed 
children and young people have received no support from 
specialists such as psychologists, school counsellors, and 
special education teachers during the emergency situation 
in the country. Their role in prevention of early school-leav-
ing should be explored in depth.
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Nearly 34,805 education professionals were covered so far 
in Activity 1, ‘Support for professional advancement and 
promotion of professional skills of education profession-
als through training’ under the project ‘Qualification for 
Professional Development of Education Professionals.’ The 
project has been active since 2018/2019 school year, and 
2020/2021 is its closing year. ‘Qualification’ National Pro-
gramme was implemented for yet another year. For both 
measures no information about the actual impact of 
trainings on the work of the trained education profes-
sionals and on student performance is available.

Of key importance is that the programme and strategic 
documents in 2021 be matched with actionable imple-
mentation plans; the recruitment of new workforce in the 
system should be accompanied with adequate university 
education and sophisticated selection, and the effective-
ness of continuing qualification must be monitored against 
its impact on the work of education professionals and the 
value added for students.

Successful school governance and development

Following the competitive recruitment procedures in the 
summer of 2020, many schools embarked upon the new 
school year 2020/2021 with new headmasters, some of 
them with no prior governance experience. The competitive 
recruitment procedures still focus primarily on knowledge 
of the legislation; it is unclear to what extent applicants’ at-
titudes, competencies, governance skills and motivation or 
their visions for the development of the relevant school/
kindergarten are taken into account. The concept of leader-
ship in education, the focus on building effective teams and 
the development of the school/kindergarten as a learning 
organisation are still novel for a large part of institutions and 
those who govern them.

Regional Departments of Education (RDE), the National Cen-
tre for Promotion of Qualification of Education Professionals 
and employer organisations in the education sector organ-
ise trainings for headmasters on a recurrent basis. However, 
as with the trainings for professional development of teach-
ers, here too the impact is not clear. It is also necessary to 
reconsider the role of headmasters as administrators versus 
leaders. For that matter, the 2018 TALIS survey demonstrat-
ed that the key cause for extra stress among headmasters is 
the excessive administrative workload. 

There is a growing focus on sharing of good practices, both 
inter- and intra-institutionally. Under the latest Collective 
Labour Agreement of 17 August 2020, at least 50% of the 
budget for qualification shall be used for intra- and inter-
institutional qualification promotion measures. One good 
practice is the professional learning communities that have 
proven to be effective instruments for professional develop-
ment of teaching professionals and for team-building, under 
the project ‘From Inclusive Education to Real Scale Transfer’, 
financed under Key Action 3 of Erasmus+ Programme of the 
European Commission, where the MES is a full partner. The 
project supported 26 schools in Bulgaria and the establish-
ment and development of professional learning communi-
ties.

For a second consecutive year ‘Innovation in Action’ Nation-
al Programme was implemented. It allows exchange visits 
for sharing experience among headmasters and teachers. A 
total of 602 schools participated in school year 2020/2021. 
One new national programme promoting successful school 
governance and development is the programme ‘Building 
a School STEM Environment’ envisioning not just upgrade 
of facilities but also an overhaul of the teaching process in 
participating schools.

Inclusive Education
According to data from the MES, in 2020 there were 20,033 
children and students with special educational needs (SEN) 
in pre-school and school education. Data from the Centre 
for Information Provision of Education (CIPE) is as follows: 
23,104 children and students as of the beginning of the 
second term of school year 2019/2020 and 21,574 as of the 
beginning of school year 2020/2021. Alignment of informa-
tion systems is required for obtaining reliable data on the 
number of children with SEN.

Beyond this discrepancy, CIPE data indicates that the chil-
dren and students with SEN at the beginning of the new 
school year are with 1,530 less than those in the second term 
of 2019/2020 (949 less in pre-school education and 1,059 in 
primary education). There are 478 more students with SEN 
in secondary education, yet the difference between stu-
dents finishing primary education and students continuing 
to secondary education, is staggering – 13,337 v. 4,344 for 
the second term of 2019/2020, and 12,278 v. 4,822 at the 
start of school year 2020/2021.

This data should be analysed with caution, factoring in the 
situation with the spread of COVID-19 and its ramifications 

for access to education and support, for children and stu-
dents with SEN in particular.

The stable political will on the part of the MES for promoting 
inclusion of children and students in mainstream education 
is also manifested by the growing number of children and 
students with SEN in kindergartens and schools, by the lev-
els of children and students receiving support from special 
education teachers and the larger number of the latter. This 
programme has to some extent accommodated the recom-
mendation from last regarding shifting the focus from Cen-
tres for Special Educational Support (CSES) to kindergartens, 
schools and Regional Centres for Inclusive Education (RCIE) 
instead when developing educational environment. The 
reason is that kindergartens, schools and RCIE are the places 
providing the most relevant conditions for optimal develop-
ment of children and students with SEN within the overall 
activities of the relevant institution.

At the same time, the allocated resources are intended for 
20 institutions at the most, with no additional clarifications 
as to the number of children with SEN therein. The numbers 
in the Programme for the 2020/2021 school year (19,425 
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children with special educational needs 
in public preschools and schools in 2020

(according to data provided by the  
Ministry of Education and Science)

20 033

children and students with SEN, incl. 1,081 children with 
physical disabilities, 2,156 children and students with SEN in 
state schools and state CSES, incl. 164 children with physical 
disabilities) on the one hand are inconsistent with the data 
from the MES and the CIPE provided to the NNC for this Re-
port Card, and, on the other, are not matched with evalu-
ation of needs for such investment in different institutions 
specified as beneficiaries under the Programme.

There is also a consistent focus on the steps for introducing 
the ICF (International Classification of Functioning, Disability 
and Health) framework and the functional assessment as an 
option to form the scores for children and students on the 
basis of their strengths and for promoting their participation 
in the life of the kindergarten and the school as a whole.

Despite the increased number of special education teach-
ers in kindergartens, schools and RCIE, no balance has been 
reached yet so that each child or student with SEN receive 
all the necessary support for their needs, in the relevant 
amount and intensity, to promote strengths and cope with 
barriers to learning and development.

To date financial support for children at risk and ancillary 
measures are still not regulated. This results in lack of pro-
fessionals in some locations; recruitment of persons without 
the relevant professional competence where the number of 
children requiring special education support is bigger is not 
a solution. Despite the overall increase in the number of spe-
cial education professionals, the huge difficulties in securing 
professional teams to adequately respond to the needs of 
children requiring more extended and consistent extra sup-
port persist.

The demand for effective focused policies for recruitment of 
assistant teachers in kindergartens and schools to support 
teachers in the actual educational process for the manda-
tory elements of the curriculum remains. Introducing such 

a resource in the kindergarten group or school class would 
be a great help for teachers and will effectively promote 
genuine inclusion and meaningful learning for children and 
students with SEN.

In spite of all the efforts, students with SEN continue to be 
among the most excluded groups in education. A nation-
ally representative survey of UNICEF Bulgaria on trainings 
of teachers in the area of inclusive education and attitudes 
of teachers towards children with disabilities confirmed 
the self-evaluation of teachers as not being equipped with 
enough skills and knowledge for quality and consistent sup-
port for children with SEN in the classroom. The pandemic 
has clearly shown that available teaching and support re-
sources are not consistent with the needs of children with 
SEN. The work for building a platform that started through 
the cooperation of UNICEF Bulgaria and the Sofia City RCIE is 
a first step yet it does not solve the problem with the lack of 
digital resources suitable for the different children and stu-
dents with SEN.

 
‘ Introducing more activities and tasks that require teamwork and cut 
across subjects; introducing project activities in more subject areas; 
scaling up civic education and introducing interactive lessons on 
media, financial and even basic legal literacy; [promoting] informal 
education methods.‘

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

Digital and media Competence in Education

In March 2020, teachers, students and parents were forced 
to adapt to schooling in digital settings. It must be noted 
that schools handled quickly and adequately enough the 
sudden challenge of full migration to online arrangements, 
in view of the fact that many teachers did not have much 
prior experience. On this Bulgaria fared better than many 
other countries that faced the same challenge. Paradoxi-
cally enough, the emergency situation triggered a real leap 
in digitalisation of education, at the backdrop of slow and 
hesitant pace of the process before that. 

The quick transition though is primarily due to the adapt-
ability of Bulgarian teachers and school headmasters 

rather than the consistent efforts of the MES. Effectively 
the Ministry made teachers take the dive, without practice 
or preparation, the efforts for promoting the capacity of 
teachers in this area over the previous years being quite 
modest, both in terms of scope of topics and outreach. Ini-
tially teachers had themselves to explore the most suitable 
remote-schooling platforms, and quite often the school 
management would decide by itself which option to pur-
sue. Such freedom of choice in principle is commendable 
yet it would require knowledge of options and their fea-
tures in advance. Many teachers had to learn to navigate 
the platforms on the go, with little outside help or to rely 
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on in-house trainings hastily arranged and mandated by 
expedience. Although many students in general are well-
versed users of technology (this being just one aspect of 
the complex notion of digital and media competence), a 
substantial part of those had to learn how to use the rel-
evant platforms on the go too. 

Despite the fact that remote schooling in general could 
be no full substitute for face-to-face schooling, its poten-
tial was hugely underused. In most cases the mechanical 
transfer of teaching to digital means failed to make the 
process more interactive, as far as the heavy focus on ‘lec-
turing’ continued, albeit with less means to control the at-
tention of students.

In this sense, paradoxically as it may seem, 
teaching became even less interactive. 

Against this backdrop the issue of effectiveness and con-
sistence of efforts to promote full digital and media lit-
eracy – with its essential components such as communi-
cation and cooperation, information competence, safety, 
problem-solving and digital content generation (accord-
ing to the frameworks of EU DigComp Digital Competence 
Framework and EAVI Media Literacy Framework) – was left 
pending. 

In late May and early June 2020, the Media Literacy Coali-
tion carried out two surveys among students and teachers 
on remote schooling from the standpoint of development 
of digital and media skills. Although 76.4% of students did 
get assignments to create digital content (and 21.5% never 
did, even during online schooling), a staggering 59% per-
cent had not been asked to establish and evaluate the reli-
ability of a source. 

Teachers’ responses support the latter – 59.6% admit they 
never gave such assignments to students.

Although in the past years the MES have demonstrated 
the good will to promote as priority digital and media 
competence of students and cooperate with all relevant 
stakeholders, the need to revise curricula for integrating 
relevant subjects promoting digital and media literacy for 
children as an explicit component of the State Educational 
Requirements for all the levels of education is still out-
standing. Notwithstanding the fact that some elements of 
digital and media competence are present, there is still no 
consistent and holistic approach and no contextualisation 
of digital and media competence vis-à-vis real-life situa-
tions for children, either online or offline. 

Social and communication skills in both domains contin-
ue to be particularly poorly covered, as seen from the in-
creased rates of cyber and non-cyber bullying. No substan-
tial improvement on these important aspects is reported, 
despite switching to online schooling for prolonged pe-
riods of time during the year. Moreover, deficits in terms 
of the development of these competences in students ac-
counted for many of the weakness of online teaching. 

Have you been asked to establish and assess 
the reliability of an information source?

(144 responses)

yes No While at school, 
I do remember 

having such 
a teamwork 
assignment.

59% 40,3% 0,7%

Health and Sex Education

Sexual and reproductive health education in the coun-
try is not carried out in a structured and consistent way; 
instead, it is rather sporadic and fragmented, with ques-
tionable results and approaches. In the past several years, 
sexual health education was unjustifiably fettered by 
baseless conspiracy theories, on different occasions trig-
gering negative public discourse. This development is at 
the backdrop of high rates of underage pregnancies and 
abortions – in 2020 there were 113 abortions of girls un-
der 15, and 1,605 of girls aged 15-19; percentage shares 
of adolescent users of psychoactive substances are big; 
students have no knowledge about protection against 
HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases (STD).

According to a WHO survey on health habits of school 
age children, 27% of 15-year-old boys and 38% of 
15-year-old girls in Bulgaria did not use any contracep-
tion during their latest sexual intercourse; at the same 
time Bulgarian boys are among the most sexually active 
in Europe – at 15, 37% of them report they had sexual 
intercourse. 

Following the public outcry around the Convention on 
preventing and combating violence against women and 
domestic violence, known as the Istanbul Convention, 
all topics related to gender, sexuality and sexual prac-
tices were relegated to taboo causing decades-worth of 
regress for the society and the development of public 
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health alike. Due to the poorly communicated topic on 
the part of the government, sexual health topics present-
ed in school, are laughed at and dismissed at best. Some-
times reactions can be as extreme as outright denial of 
health and sex education on the part of some groups of 
parents who deem this parental prerogative and a topic 
to be confined within the family alone. 

Various surveys reveal low levels of contraceptive use 
among the young which is symptomatic of gaps in health 
culture and awareness that are to be nurtured in school 
environment. These weaknesses of the education system 
condition a number of risks in adulthood, as seen from a 
survey among 1,574 males in Bulgaria. The low level of 
use of condoms is directly correlated with other risks and 
adverse trends. Studied was the potential link between 
condom use, use of drugs, latest HIV test taken, HIV sta-
tus, latest STD and hepatitis testing. The study revealed 
strong correlation. Data shows that respondents who use 
condoms more often, report less frequent drug use, have 
been tested for HIV, STD and hepatitis more recently, and 
their HIV status is negative versus unknown.

Legislation and school curricula

The problems related to health education in general and 
sexual and reproductive health in particular for children 
and adolescents are within the scope of several major sec-
ondary legislation acts. The key one is Ordinance No 13 of 
21 September 2016 on civic, health, environmental and 
intercultural education issued by the Minister of Educa-
tion and Science. Under the Ordinance, health education 
shall promote skills for adopting or maintaining healthy 
lifestyles and healthy living conditions and for voluntary 
pick-up of health-conscious lifestyle.

Appendix No 2 under Art. 14, par. 2, item 2 of the Ordi-
nance is dedicated to the Framework Requirements for 
the Outcomes of Health Education. The section with rel-
evance to the present analysis is entitled ‘Sexual Health 
and Sexually Transmitted Diseases,’ concerning the knowl-
edge, skills and relations expected as a result of the train-
ing of the child/student at different levels of education, 
starting from pre-school up until lower secondary educa-
tion. Topics related to gender, male and female anatomy, 
reproductive difficulties, pregnancy, hygiene, STD and 
options for counselling on those issues, as well as incep-
tion of sexual activity, are presented in age-relevant ways. 

The non-mainstream and elective nature of these topics 
poses difficulties not just teaching- and learning-wise, 
but is also indicative of failure to recognise their impor-
tance. Also outstanding is the issue of preparedness of 
teachers of mainstream subjects to adequately and effec-
tively present these topics to children in a way that best 
suits their age.

Another strategic document concerning sexual health of 
persons under 18 is the National Programme on Preven-
tion and Control of HIV and STD in the Republic of Bul-
garia 2016-2020. It was elaborated by an expert group 
with the MH for the respective programming period. 
The Programme identifies different target groups, one 
of them being ‘young people, children and youth at risk.’ 
Under this programme, while it lasted, different trainings 
and awareness campaigns with limited scope and dura-
tion took place. Significant achievements were reported 

in the previous programming period of this programme 
– 2008-2015. Back then, young people were a strong fo-
cus of the programme, their trainings being among the 
key measurable indicators and taking place regularly for 
years. Regretfully in the current programming period this 
is not the case. 

Public attitudes

Trends among members of the public in the past years 
can be described more as regression in the understand-
ing of sexual education both on the part of parents and 
education authorities. One recent example was reported 
in February 2020. A mother of a student in ‘G. S. Rakovsky’ 
Primary School in the town of Pernik filed a complaint 
upon learning about reproductive health classes, describ-
ing them as ‘vulgar forceful sexual education.’ Following 
an inquest by the MES classes were suspended, and soon 
thereafter resumed, upon a petition of parents approving 
of the programme. This scandal for a short while domi-
nated the media and compromised the years-long efforts 
of the MH to build capacity among NGO to deliver sexual 
and reproductive health education and once again high-
lighted the need for promoting the importance of sexual 
health and general health education not just among chil-
dren but even more so among their parents and society 
at large. What is needed is a firm position on the part of 
the MES and MH on the significance of this education for 
prevention of a whole range of adverse trends further in 
the lives of children and young people and a strategy for 
consistent and sustainable policy for mainstreaming it in 
school programmes.

Lack of knowledge among students about
prevention of HIV and other sexual

transmitted infections (STIs)

High share of young people using

psychoactive substances 

113 abortions for girls under 15 and

1605 for girls aged 15 to 19. 

Lack of effective health education 
 in 2020 led to:
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Physical Accessibility in Schools 

The problem with physical accessibility of public buildings 
and institutions in Bulgaria, along with the serious ob-
stacles posed by the effectively non-accessible urban in-
frastructure everywhere, including the capital and largest 
cities, is still unresolved. Moreover, even rarer are targeted 
efforts on the part of the state and municipalities to ad-
dress the issue and in-depth understanding both among 
relevant officials and the public that guaranteeing access 
for people with disabilities in all public buildings and fa-
cilities, the urban environment and transport included, is 
essential if Bulgaria is to be recognised as a true modern 
European state not just on paper. 

The secondary education system in Bulgaria 
comprises 2,356 schools, some 400 of which 
are state schools – vocational schools, arts 
schools, etc., the remainder being funded by 
municipalities. Despite certain efforts to put in 
place suitable infrastructure, a huge number 
of the buildings still lack physical accessi-
bility for children, teachers and parents with 
reduced mobility.

Since the MES provides data only on existing infrastructure 
in state schools (see Table 3), NNC requested information 
on available infrastructure from the RDEs in all 28 regions 
of the country along with the number of children with 
special needs therein and the relevant schooling arrange-
ments for them. Additionally, we sought data on the num-
ber of teachers with physical disabilities and on whether 
the relevant municipality and/or RDE was involved in some 
programme for physical accessibility in all education es-
tablishments on their territory, on the key challenges and 
on effective policies for promoting recruitment of people 
with disabilities there. 

The information received by NNC from RDEs regretfully 
was incomplete and fragmented. Some RDEs, including 
the ones in the largest Bulgarian cities – Varna, Burgas, 
Plovdiv, Stara Zagora, Sofia City, replied that they did not 
collect information on the share of children with physical 
disabilities among the children with SEN or on the type of 
accessibility infrastructure on their territories because they 
were not required to or because this was responsibility of 
the relevant municipality as a second-level budget spend-
ing unit. Also, since teachers are appointed by school 
headmasters, a large part of RDEs do not capture the num-
bers of teachers with physical disabilities. 

Some RDEs report that they make efforts to promote phys-
ical accessibility in partnership with municipalities under 
regional strategies for personal development of children 
and students and under the MES National Programme for 
Promoting Accessible Architectural Environment and Se-
curity in Schools. The latter programme, however, applies 
only to state schools, their share of all secondary schools in 
the country being smaller. 

The absence of an integrated approach, complete data 
and detailed analysis of needs at national level indicates 
that physical accessibility of schools as an intrinsic part of 
inclusive education is still not properly understood and 
adequately addressed in the context of educational inte-
gration. Some of the data made available by RDEs on the 
total number of children with SEN and children with physi-
cal disabilities with individual form of instruction suggests 
that children with physical disabilities are schooled at 
home not just because their conditions preclude inclusion 
in classroom education but also because they physically 
cannot attend due to inadequate facilities and are denied 
the free mobility the rest of their peers enjoy. 

There is no guaranteed access for people  
with physical disabilities in all public buildings, 
urban environment, transport and facilities 
for public use,
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Table  1

Children with special educational needs, including by form of schooling;  
children with physical disability, including by form of schooling

Region Children 
with  
SEN

In 
school

In 
 kinder-
garten

Children 
with SEN, 
individual 

form 

Children 
with 

physical 
disabilities

Children 
with physical 
disabilities, 

independent 
form

Children 
with physical 
disabilities, 
individual 

form 

Blagoevgrad 1023 43 63 0 14

Burgas 1398 204
No information

Varna 1099 69

Veliko Tarnovo 
(as of 01.01.2020)

669 68 62
No information

Vidin 373 312 61 26 22 0 6

Vratza 955 856 99 51 34 0 6

Gabrovo 285 227 58 27 33 0 14

Dobrich 619 4 24 No information 0

Kardjali 357 2 5 0 0

Kyustendil 333 12 21 1 12

Lovech 282 245 37 20 25 1 5

Montana 455 20 12 0 3

Pazardjik 1220 1073 11 No information

Pernik 539 5 39 0 1

Pleven 1179 47 6 (total)

Plovdiv 1801 1526 275 77 No information

Razgrad 356 48 41 0 17

Russe 854 34 88 0 32

Silistra 487 334 117 30 11 0 3

Sliven 925 18 64 0 10

Smolyan 1003 49 11 (total)

Sofia Region 772 94 89 2 48

Stara Zagora 1772 69 No information

Targovishte 846 604 152 14 47 3 2

Haskovo 895 13 2 (total)

Shumen 429 31 9 0 0

yambol 395 15 16 No information

Sofia City 6176 240 No information

Total as per 
data from 
Regional 
Departments of 
Education

27497

As per data 
from mES for 
entire country 

20314 15971 4343 1241 1330

Children with 
SEN in CSESs, 
mES data

2779
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Table  2

municipal schools with available physical accessibility infrastructure, by region

Teachers with physical disabilities, by region

Region Elevators/Platform 
lifts

Ramps Toilets Signage Teachers with 
physical disabilities

Blagoevgrad 16 48 52 No information

Burgas

No informationVarna

Veliko Tarnovo

Vidin 6 25 10 6 2

Vratza 12 52 25 3 2

Gabrovo 8 15 11 1 6

Dobrich 7 30 19 9 1

Kardjali 16 17 10 4 5

Kyustendil 21 (total, no breakdown)
No information

4

Lovech 32 (total, no breakdown) 3

Montana
No information

Pazardjik 

Pernik 19 (total, no breakdown) No information 7

Pleven No information 5

Plovdiv 7 29 15 20 No information

Razgrad 1 11 11 6 4

Russe 7 24 23 3 No information

Silistra 6 15 9 1 3

Sliven 7 26 12 0 No information

Smolyan No information 6

Sofia Region 16 77 53 8 28

Stara Zagora No information

Targovishte 7 23 17 2 3

Haskovo In 27 schools in the region some form of accessible 
environment in place

No information

Shumen
No detailed data  / No information

yambol

Sofia City 71 88 No aggregated data No information



72

Table  3

State schools with available physical accessibility infrastructure, by region

No. Region/municipality Ramp Lavatory Elevator Platform lift

 Total for the country 145 194 31 68

1 RDE BLAGOEVGRAD 5 9 0 4

2 RDE BURGAS 2 3 0 0

3 RDE VARNA 5 4 1 3

4 RDE VELIKO TARNOVO 7 10 0 2

5 RDE VIDIN 1 3 2 2

6 RDE VRATZA 5 4 1 3

7 RDE GABROVO 3 3 0 2

8 RDE DOBRICH 4 6 1 0

9 RDE KARDJALI 4 4 4 3

10 RDE KyUSTENDIL 2 6 0 5

11 RDE LOVECH 6 4 0 1

12 RDE MONTANA 2 3 0 3

13 RDE PAZARDJIK 6 11 2 1

14 RDE PERNIK 4 5 1 3

15 RDE PLEVEN 13 10 3 1

16 RDE PLOVDIV 6 13 3 3

17 RDE RAZGRAD 5 9 2 2

18 RDE RUSSE 5 11 1 3

19 RDE SILISTRA 3 6 0 2

20 RDE SLIVEN 6 6 0 2

21 RDE SMOLyAN 1 6 0 3

22 RDE SOFIA CITy 16 23 6 11

23 RDE SOFIA REGION 6 6 0 1

24 RDE STARA ZAGORA 6 9 1 2

25 RDE TARGOVISHTE 8 7 1 2

26 RDE HASKOVO 6 5 2 2

27 RDE SHUMEN 6 4 0 0

28 RDE yAMBOL 2 4 0 2
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Agree on a vision for the development of pre-
school and school education giving each child a chance 
for development and success, clearly communicated 
with all stakeholders;

 Guarantee professional development consistent 
with the actual needs of teachers, with relevant policies 
both at school and at national level; care and support 
for teachers (not only financial support); development 
of services for methodological and psychological sup-
port for teachers;

 Initiate programmes for promotion of parents ca-
pacity and partnering with parents, with clearly agreed 
roles and responsibilities;

 Design innovative programmes for: a) diagnosis of 
lagging behind; b) skills of teachers for setting differen-
tial goals and follow-up of results; c) skills for indepen-
dent learning driven by internal motivation;

 Align vocational education with the labour market;

 Develop integrated measures covering the social 
sphere, healthcare and education, with a clear mecha-
nism to address poverty and follow up cases of vulner-
able children in the system;

 Apply clear criteria for selection and training of 
education mediators to ensure their effective assistance 
to the school and the family for prevention and for re-
ducing the number of children at risk of dropping out of 
school;

 Strengthen the role of career counsellors in moti-
vating and providing perspectives to children at risk of 
early school leaving;

 Pursue a systemic approach towards each child, 
exploring the reasons for the disconnect between the 
child and the school and provide personalised interven-
tion and mechanisms promoting links with the school 
community and ethos; focus on programmes for inde-
pendent learning helping children embrace knowledge 
and emotionally connect with its pursuit;

 Provide resources for measures for general support 
and for building capacity of education professionals in 
implementing those general support measures based 
on a systemic approach and team work;

 Create a system for monitoring of the ratio of chil-
dren and students benefiting from the support of spe-
cial education teachers to the number and type of spe-
cial education teachers providing this extra support;

 Build capacity for providing quality online teach-
ing of children with SEN and for maintaining the inclu-
sive nature of school policies and practices through:
•   Creating different digital resources and content for 

teaching students with SEN;
•   Training of teachers and special education teachers to 

use digital resources and content;
•   Creating digital resources for assessment and self-as-

sessment in the process of teaching and learning.

 Design an integrated programme for health and 
sex education for mainstreaming as mandatory mate-
rial in relevant curricula for respective ages of children 
and provide training for teachers to present the topic 
adequately;

 Sustain the efforts for integrating digital and media 
education in all studied subjects;

 Provide in full physical access and adapted envi-
ronment for children and adults with disabilities in all 
schools across Bulgaria with no exception.
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8. 
SPORTS, RECREATION AND LEISURE
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SPORTS, RECREATION 
AND LEISuRE

AvERAGE 2.75

Opportunities for sports and a structured 
use of children’s free time were practically 
put on hold during most of the year. The 
government made no efforts to balance 
the lack of out-of-class activities and sports 
training.

Until recently we tended to take leisure as granted, some-
thing that stimulated the mind and the body along with 
socialising for children. The restrictions due to COVID-19 
affected children and youngsters in particular, as all forms 
of extra sports, education and extracurricular activities 
were prohibited for extended periods of time. Effectively, 
between March and June, and then between October and 
December, children were unable to engage in any leisure 
activities in a structured, adequate and productive way.

In connection with its leisure and sports programmes, the 
Ministry of Youth and Sports nevertheless reported some 
activities that took place during the year. At the same time 
no activities were reported under one of the largest pro-
grammes worth nearly BGN 2 million (National Programme 
for Youth Activities under Art. 10a of the Gambling Act). At 
the same time there were also no measures on the part 
of the Ministry to support youth and children’s’ organisa-
tions promoting meaningful leisure for young people and 
children in Bulgaria, that were not able to function, or pull 
through, during the lockdown.

A key problem was the complete absence of new pro-
grammes or adaptation of existing programmes to be 
carried out even in pandemic and address the emerging 
needs of children and young people who, just as adults, 
struggle with the new reality.

One good example, albeit limited in scope, was the pro-
gramme of Sofia Municipality at the end of 2020, ‘Crisis as 
Opportunity’. It was intended to support digital transfor-
mation and adaptation of the services of NGO and small 
businesses in the sectors of culture, education and social 
activities. Around 20 organisations were supported, with 
aggregate funding of around BGN 500,000.

Assistance and support for those most in need and for 
those on the first line was the subject of several pro-
grammes and funds, established by both the state and by 
donor organisations. Regretfully none focused on promot-
ing mental health of children and young people or helping 
parents come up with options for filling up the free time of 
children during that time. The consequences of that on the 
development of children are yet to be seen.

In May 2020 UNICEF conducted a survey among teenagers 
in Bulgaria to explore the effect of the lockdown on their 
mental health.

‘Key experiences teenagers were missing were being with 
friends, hanging out and travelling, face-to-face communica-
tion and new impressions. ‘For sure communication over the 
phone is not the real thing, because sometimes what you need 
is just a hug from a friend.’ Over one fifth of youngsters admit-
ted they badly missed school, cafes, parties, theatre shows; 
one third badly missed gyms and other sports facilities; more 

 
 ‘ Keep-up of parks/playgrounds, re-introduction of summer and winter 
camps for children, more programmes to engage children in extracur-
ricular activities, hobby clubs, various contests on subjects.’

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

 
  ‘I believe that more athletic/dance activities must be provided in schools, 
as more and more children become obese due to bad-quality food. Most 
schools have the spaces for this. One option can be to engage sports/
dance clubs in the vicinity of the schools and bus children from schools to 
those places and back. This will not only allow children have more athlet-
ic activities but will also be good for parents as they will not need to hurry 
back from work to get the kids from the organised after-class activities 
at school that are open up until 5:30 p.m., and most parents work until 6.’

(Report Card 2021 Survey)

SPORTS, RECREATION AND LEISURE
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than 60% struggled with the fact that they cannot hang out 
and travel. More than half of respondents reported that they 
do not miss places of worship. One third did not miss parties, 
malls, movie theatres, volunteering and theatre shows. The 
main thing young people tended to report missing in their 
open responses, was ‘hanging out’ as related with emotional 
experience, socialising, communication and variety.’

Children placed in residential services remained complete-
ly closed off, with no visits or activities, from March up until 
the end of the year. NGOs and volunteers, with few excep-
tions were unable to visit and support their development 
and learning.

All extracurricular activities and hobbies as part of differ-
ent MES programmes were also restricted in the first half of 
the year. In the second part there were attempts to resume 
them but this happened just in a handful of locations.

All private facilities for after-class activities, clubs and 
centres for promotion of personal development did not 
resume operation until October, following huge reorgan-
isation, compliance with the measures for sanitising and 
distancing to allow users feel comfortable and safe. Just 
one month later another lockdown took place. Thus, chil-
dren ended up with very limited leisure opportunities. 
Those available were again mostly online.

Promoting child participation in decision-making related to building 
playgrounds and modification of the urban environment and 
infrastructure

In 2020, the social and education systems faced the chal-
lenge of having to switch communication models with 
children at school literally overnight. In the context of 
solving emerging and existing problems related to raising, 
educating and communicating with children, children be-
came a trigger of debate rather than an active party in the 
quest to solve the challenges. Focusing on their social role 
as legal guardians in society, parents and institutions alike 
highjacked the discourse on the essential meaning and de-
velopment of education and the public in the emergency 
situation.

Sporadic, non-coordinated and not 
encouraged manifestations of active civil 
participation among children

Up until that moment, municipalities, institutions (RDEs), 
schools, and even parents did not tend to actively encour-
age individual and civic initiative of children, especially for 
the age group 10-14. One result was sporadic, non-coor-
dinated and not encouraged manifestations of active civic 
approach even in places that represent systems of inter-
personal and societal relations in miniature – playgrounds 
and sportsgrounds.

Children feel strongly about places 
to play but they do not know where 
to seek assistance

A non-representative survey of ‘Safe Children’s Play-
grounds’ Association conducted in December 2020 among 
more than 250 parents of children under 15 years of age 
demonstrated that some up to 7-year-olds did feel strongly 
about the condition of their playgrounds; they were willing 
to help maintain it and wanted to know who was respon-
sible for this. The responses to the question ‘How do your 
children feel about the conditions in which they play and 
practice athletic activities (playgrounds, open-air spaces 
with fitness equipment, schoolyards)?’ were as follows: 
85% said ‘yes’ and 62% reported that their children were 
proactive and willing to take care of the surroundings. This 
means that with some help, the surroundings can be clean-
er, safer, and, above all, promote active citizenship too.

Over 60% of respondents said that they discussed the 
topic with the children, yet the fact that only 44% of them 
knew where to report any irregularities raised concerns. 
This indicates that institutions, NGOs and media are still in 
debt with respect to educating adult citizens about their 
rights and options to contribute to the development of the 
environment. The final question in the survey was whether 
children knew where to report any problems on the play-
ground. 81% said they did not; some of the other respons-
es indicated guesses that parents were responsible or that 
children were too small to do this. Enabling student par-
ticipation in decision-making related to the environment 
for play or sports does not take huge efforts – children are 
available for dialogue and coordinated action via online 
events, e-applications and direct communication – in the 
field, engaging with representatives of institutions in ac-
cordance with the law. 

How do your children feel about 
the conditions in which they play  
and practice athletic activities?’ 

85%
said ‘yes’ 

62% 
reported that 
willing to take 

care of the 
surroundings
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 ‘...[the] municipality and not just the municipality, has to think about 
the younger members of the public – it would be good if they first 
would ask us what we need, and not just come up with some proj-
ects that are basically irrelevant,’ 

 
 ‘...I would appreciate being asked whether the change is really nec-
essary; for example I still regret that they removed the old swings 
from the playgrounds; they used to be such fun for kids, and then 
one day they were just gone, with no explanation whatsoever.’.

Good practices – sporadic, yet in place

In 2019 rapporteurs from the National Eurochild Forum 
– Bulgaria and the children from ‘Megaphone’ Youth Net-
work launched the findings of a survey entitled ‘What in 
your opinion should the life of children in Bulgaria be?’ 
(Part 2). The survey was among 87 children aged 12-18, 
and 24 students said that they were willing to take part in 
public issues including zoning and maintenance of play 
and sports spaces. 

In Sofia an Advisory Council ‘Children of Sofia’ (2008 – 2010) 
had been operating, the results from its work still unclear. 
Responses from other municipalities and RDEs on ques-
tions addressed pursuant to the Access to Public Informa-
tion Act indicated that seeking and taking into account 
opinions of children is not encouraged because it is not 
strictly required by law. 

Despite the existence of various consultation modalities 
for promoting active citizenship among children, such as 
events, hobby clubs, councils, projects, the opinion of chil-
dren is neither sought nor taken into account consistently. 
This is a precious resource with value added and an impor-
tant perspective for the vision for the development of the 
environment that helps raise future active citizens. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Provide adequate opportunities for active and 
meaningful leisure activities, in times of lockdown in-
cluded, with the relevant safety arrangements;

 Use more extensively the social media and online 
environment as a whole for promoting active citizen-
ship among students, if no face-to-face engagement is 
possible;

 Seek the opinion of children on matters referring 
to the play and sports environment in the context of lo-
cal government, though schools or parents, and, when 
possible – directly through focus groups and alternative 
formats;

 Promote civic rights and responsibilities among 
students along with communication channels with au-
thorities, on non-partisan basis;

  Promote volunteering among children;

 Take into account opinions and views of users of 
playgrounds and sportsgrounds through targeted ac-
tions as early on as of the stage of planning.
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buLGARIA’S  
fINANCIAL  
INvESTmENT IN 
CHILDREN

This analysis is based on data on budget 
expenditure on children and families 
prepared by the Institute for Market 
Economics and For Our Children Foundation 
on behalf of the NNC. The data cover 
the period from 2017 to 2021 and include 
information on both planned budget 
expenditure and actual spending.   

Child and family funding: questions and answers

Whenever possible, the analysis has been based on ac-
tual rather than on budgeted spending. In all other cas-
es, the budgeted amounts for the respective year have 
been taken into account. Actual spending represents the 
real funds invested in a policy during the year, whereas 
budgeted spending reflects the intentions of the govern-
ment and the legislative authorities. On many occasions, 

one category is commensurate with the other, but there 
are also instances of significant differences. As a rule, 
budget expenditure reports appear in their final version 
later on in the year following the one they refer to, some-
times even much later. The analysis does not include data 
on actual spending in 2020, while the 2021 budget is still 
in the early stages its implementation. 

This section poses some important and frequently asked 
questions about the funding of policies for children and 
families. We have tried, whenever possible, to provide 
concrete and clear answers to the questions. For some, 
this is not very difficult, as they are based on specific and 
verifiable data and facts. 

Others, however, can include judgement or necessitate 
taking a stance with a value dimension. Answering such 
questions is usually not an easy task and there is rarely 
just one answer.

 

The total budget for children and families in 2017 was 
nearly BGN 4 billion, and in 2021, budgeted expenditure 
was in excess of BGN 6.7 billion. Is this a lot or a little? 
One way to answer the question is to compare the allo-
cations for certain child-related functions in Bulgaria and 
in other countries. This shows that Bulgaria is not among 
the European leaders in the funding of education, child 
health or social services, even if measured in percentile 
terms, as a share in the total generated by the economy 
in the course of one year. 

Between 2017 and 2020, the share of spending on chil-
dren and families in GDP rose from 4.1% to 4.7%. This 
means that, in 2020, funding provisions were generally 
better funded compared to 2017. The increase was entire-
ly due to a growth in spending on education, while the 
share of healthcare expenditure in GDP even dropped 
by 0.1 percentage point. The growth in spending on  
education coincided with a general growth in public 
spending, whose share in GDP in certain years rose at an 
even faster rate than the growth in spending on children 
and families. 

How much funding does the state allocate each year  
to policies for children and families?

2017

bGN 4 billion
(GDP 4.1%)

2021

bGN 6.7 billion
(GDP 4.7%)  

Total budget for children and families
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If the same funding was allocated to every child: in 2017, 
this would have meant a total of BGN 3,344 spent per 
child, equal to 3.95% of GDP or 7.60% of total public ex-
penditure; and in 2021, this would be BGN 4,718 per child, 
equal to 4.7% of projected GDP or 11.7% of projected to-
tal expenditure.  

In general, there is no clear trend in the change of the 
cumulative share of spending on children and families 
in the state budget. Despite having increased in absolute 
terms, the share of spending on children and families in 
the total state budget dropped in both 2018 and 2019, 
before rising again in 2020, although not to an extent 
that would match the 2017 rate. This does not apply to 
spending on education, which grew steadily in the entire 
period 2017-2021.

What is the public funding 
allocated to children and families 
intended for?
The funding allocated to children and families is intended 
for education, healthcare and social support.

In 2017, 56% of the funding for children was intended for 
education, 31% for social welfare, and 13% for healthcare. 
In 2021, there was a change in shares as a result of the 
pre-emptive growth in education expenditure, as follows: 
61% for education; 26% for social welfare; and 13% for 
healthcare. 

If the same funding was allocated  
to every child:

2017

bGN 3,344
per child (GDP 3,9%) 

2021

bGN 4,718
per child (GDP 4,7%) 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

12.0%
11.6%

11.3%

11.7%
12.8%

Share of planned expenditure on children 
 and families in total public budget 

2021

2020

2019

2018

2017

Spending on education, healthcare  
and social welfare in 2017-2021  

(bGN millions)

  Education

  Healthcare

  Social welfare

2021 
(budget)

2020 
(budget)

2019

2018

2017

4094                                881         1730

3534                         754     1326

3037                   714     1339

2669              648     1265

2326          595    1230

Share of spending on education,  
healthcare and social welfare in total spending 

on children and families in 2017-2021

  Education

  Healthcare

  Social welfare

61%                                13%         26%

63%                                  13%         24%

60%                                14%         26%

57%                              14%         28%

56%                             13%         31%

A major part of the activities related to children and fami-
lies are state-funded but are, in fact, implemented by mu-
nicipalities. 

The latter’s role and financial contribution is greatest in 
regard to education, followed by healthcare and social 
welfare. 
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Is it possible for the state to allocate more funding to children?
There are a number of ways to increase the allocations for 
a state-budget funded policy: 

  When there is no drastic change in the budget policy, 
the overall budget growth rate will usually entail a pro-
portional growth in individual items, i.e. the funding al-
located to education, healthcare and social welfare.  

  When the funding in one area increases at a faster 
rate than in others, as has been the case of the financ-
ing of secondary education in recent years, which grew 
at a faster rate than most other budget items and GDP 
growth. 

 

Do all children benefit equally from public funding?
The funding discussed here is intended for different ser-
vices and payments that modern countries consider ev-
ery child to be entitled to. These are free education and 
the universal access to healthcare and social services for 
children. 

The funding intended for children and families is trans-
ferred in two ways: 

   On the one hand, it is used to finance universal ser-
vices, such as compulsory pre-school and school educa-
tion in all of its various forms and the access to health ser-
vices for children included in the basic insurance package. 
The access to funding for universally accessible services 
is, by law, equal for all, and can, therefore, be considered 
to benefit all children equally. This does not literally mean 
that the same amount is actually spent on every child in 
a specific year. The use of universally accessible services 
is need-based (health services), and their costs are type-
specific (education in different kinds of schools, different 
health services, etc.) 

  On the other hand, it is used to finance services or 
cash payments and non-monetary support intended for a 
more limited number of users (children and families) who 
can benefit only if they meet certain criteria. One such ex-
ample are benefits for children with disabilities, child al-
lowances for raising a child until completion of secondary 
education or reaching 21 years, which are provided only 
to low-income families, and others. 

State funding for education is first transferred to mu-
nicipalities and then reallocated to schools. Each child is 
entitled to the same amount of state funding for educa-
tion, but school funding requires some important circum-
stances to be taken into account that have an effect on 
spending. Allocation depends on the type and size of the 
school. Smaller schools that cannot build large classes, 
schools in remote and hard-to-reach areas, and schools 
accepting students who have to travel long distance  

receive additional funding. Education in certain schools 
or classes is more expensive that in others, for example 
due to requirements for specialised equipment or teach-
ers with different specialties. The education of children 
with difficulties that may be due to a disability or the dis-
advantaged social status of their parents also requires ad-
ditional effort and care. Taking these circumstances into 
account aims to make funding fairer and ensure, as far as 
possible, equal access to education, as it is crucial for chil-
dren’s chances for a good and fulfilling life.

These state efforts are not enough to equalise chanc-
es for children and give them an equal start in learn-
ing and in life, as parents also have to spend money 
on the education of their children, in addition to what 
has already been provided by the state. For children to 
learn well, they need certain amenities at home, as well 
as to be healthy, eat well, and be properly dressed. To feel 
good and perform well at school, children have other 
needs that cannot be bought with money, but in many 
ways also turn out to be related to the abilities of the par-
ents. In general, the larger the share of spending for 
parents, the more the future of children will depend 
on whether they were born into a more or less affluent 
family. This general rule of thumb is equally valid for all of 
education, healthcare and social services.  

Unfortunately, universal access to healthcare also does 
not cover all health needs that children might experi-
ence, as there are diseases, usually severe or chronic ones, 
whose treatment is expensive and difficult to access. In 
those cases, it is not universally guaranteed even for chil-
dren, and their parents or caregivers have to resort to spe-
cial procedures to get access to treatment, which require 
a lot of time, involve complicated administrative proce-
dures, cause great stress without any guarantee for the 
outcome. Some examples are specialised funding proce-
dures set up by the state, such as the Fund for Treatment 
of Children, whose operation was taken over by the NHIF 
in 2019. 
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Every year since 2012, the National Network for Children has prepared the monitoring 
paper Report Card: What is the Average Government Score for Childcare, advocating 
for respect for children’s rights, provision of high-quality healthcare and education, and 
ensuring the best conditions for children to develop their potential. The report examines 
the implementation of the priorities and the commitments made by the government and 
the need to develop specific policies, and makes recommendations and offers possible 
solutions in the following areas concerning children in Bulgaria: implementation of the 
general principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child; child participation; 
child welfare; family environment and alternative care; protection of children from all 
forms of violence; justice for children; early childhood development; child health; educa-
tion; sports, recreation and leisure.     

In 2021, we marked the tenth anniversary of the first Report Card edition. All in all, the 
scores over the years have shown that despite the progress made under some specific 
commitments, there is still no comprehensive vision to ensure the well-being of children 
in Bulgaria. Moreover, the past four years have seen deterioration in all areas of policies 
for children and a massive renouncement of the responsibility to ensure children’s rights. 

High poverty and inequality rates continue to pose serious challenges, and deepening 
child poverty is a major concern affecting all aspects of children’s lives and further reduc-
ing children’s chances of social inclusion and potential development. A permanent trend 
in the last decade has been for one in every three children to live at risk of poverty and 
social exclusion. Such children do not have suitable shoes for the season, cannot go on 
holiday away from home for at least one week during the year or do sport, and are short of 
books and school supplies. At the same time, no targeted steps and integrated approach 
between individual sector policies have been put in place to find a sustainable solution 
to the problem by ensuring the necessary income for families to provide quality care to 
their children.  

In recent years, there has been a steady downfall in the child protection system. Despite 
all the training, supervision, methodological support and additional resources, the capac-
ity of social workers in Child Protection Departments remains poor due to unresolved 
structural and systemic problems arising from centralised and non-transparent manage-
ment, duplication of roles and responsibilities, and lack of social work standards. Social 
workers’ pay and social status are also low in relation to their workload, responsibilities 
and sanctions, and lead to high staff turnover.

In spite of the government undertaking to create preventive and alternative child care 
services and close down specialised institutions, in reality, there continues to be no com-
prehensive approach to child and family support. 

Even after the entry into force of the Social Services Act in 2020, its importance continues 
to be questioned, and there have been no sufficient opportunities for broad professional 
discussions and consultations with local authorities, service providers and civil society or-
ganisations working with vulnerable groups concerning its effective enforcement. 

The number of children living in separation from their birth families has stayed relatively 
high throughout the years. At the end of December 2009, there were 9,560 children in 
contact with the care system who were placed in formal care (including kinship care), and 
in late 2020, their number was 8,707. In the last decade, all Homes for Children Deprived of 
Parental Care and Homes for Medical and Social Care for Children were closed, except for 
four such specialised old-type institutions still in operation as of 1 January 2021. In spite 
of the revision of the action plan for the implementation of the National Strategy Vision 
for Deinstitutionalisation of Children in the Republic of Bulgaria, there are still not enough 
adequate community-based measures for primary prevention of separation of children 
from families, nor has the much needed coordination between the education and health 
systems been ensured.

Despite the exacerbation of the problem over the years, the government has made no 
targeted efforts to improve the quality of life of children in Family-Type Placement Cen-
tres. At the same time, owing to the active work of NGOs and the implementation of the 
projects I Have a Family Too and Accept Me 2015 under the HRDOP, the number of foster 

TEN yEARS OF RepoRt CaRd: What is 
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parents has gradually increased. Unfortunately, however, a lot of problems and insecu-
rities have also accumulated, which currently remain unaddressed. Foster parents feel 
alone and not supported. They believe that there are many gaps in the communication 
between the systems, putting foster children in a difficult situation. There have been no 
significant developments in adoption procedures and the protection and integration of 
refugee children.

In the last decade, there has been no progress in the reform of the child justice system 
despite the Ministry of Justice’s numerous declarations of political will to that effect. De-
spite the growth in the number of specialised interviewing facilities for children from 4 to 
40, this has not entailed any real positive change for child victims of violence or crime. It 
is necessary to continue the training and practical induction for professionals to ensure 
child-friendly interviewing. Over the years, different types of training have been organised 
for prosecutors, judges, investigative bodies, and juvenile delinquency unit inspectors, 
but, sadly, no comprehensive specialisation programme in justice for children has been 
put in place.  

At the same time, the situation in social-pedagogical boarding schools and correctional 
boarding schools continues to be extremely worrying in regard to the quality of life of the 
children placed in those facilities. 

Despite the steps taken and the commitments made to implement child-friendly justice, 
the involvement of children in proceedings under the Family Code remains unregulated, 
and there continues to be no uniform methodology for determining and hence also en-
suring the best interest of the child.  

So far, each year’s edition of Report Card has estimated the government’s efforts to pre-
vent the violence and abuse of children as minimal. Despite the adoption of a National 
Programme for the Prevention of Violence and Abuse of Children 2016-2020 and a Plan 
for implementing the priorities and achieving the goals of the National Crime Prevention 
Council for the period 2016-2018, each year, more than 1,400 children fall victim to crime, 
which has already become a stable trend.  

In child health, progress has been made in reducing child mortality, which, in 2019, to-
talled 5.6 per one thousand live births, the lowest in the history of demographic statistics 
in Bulgaria. This value, however, is still very high compared to the EU average of 3.6.  

The National Programme for Improvement of Maternal and Child Health has introduced a 
new approach to the care for pregnant women and children, but, at the same time, there 
is no uniform methodology for the work of health and counselling centres for maternal 
and child health. The programme ran out at the end of 2020. Medical monitoring and 
counselling for pregnant women from vulnerable and minority groups, many of whom 
are not health insured, remains a serious problem.  

Since the beginning of 2013, following changes to Ordinance 26, the Ministry of Health 
has covered the cost of one planned medical examination during pregnancy, which, how-
ever, is highly insufficient for effective pregnancy monitoring.  

During all of the last ten years, the NNC has advocated for the implementation of ad-
equate child mental health policies and measures. Not much progress, however, has been 
made in this area to benefit children and meet their needs. Bulgarian teenagers remain 
some of the biggest tobacco, alcohol and cannabis users in Europe. 

Bulgaria is the only country in the European Union without a national general paediatric 
hospital. The government has systematically turned its back on its responsibility to initiate 
a radical reform of the child health system, create conditions for modern paediatric care, 
and develop a strategy for support and professional development of health professionals 
working with children.  

Some slight progress has been made in early childhood development, but the scope of 
the provided services is still small and geographically limited, without ensuring compre-
hensive and full access for all children and families. 

A major step in education was the entry into force of the Pre-School and School Educa-
tion Act in 2016. However, despite the numerous regulatory reforms in recent years, there 
is still no comprehensive strategy for the development of the sector, which hinders the 
establishment of sustainable and successful practices in educational establishments. 

The government’s efforts to improve the inclusion of all children in compulsory educa-
tion and significantly raise teachers’ salaries are steps in the right direction, but unless 
they become integrated into stable reforms, their impact will be short-lived. Social work 
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with families and support for returning or first-time students is not yet fully utilised. The 
Dropout Prevention Mechanism of 2018 laid the foundations for an integrated approach 
to the inclusion of all children, but it is still operated very mechanically and is unable to ad-
dress the complex causes of school leaving. Vulnerable groups such as Roma and children 
from poor families continue to encounter significant barriers to accessing and completing 
education, especially in rural areas, and schools are unable to solve these problems alone. 
Another persistent challenge is the lack of motivation and a sense of commitment and be-
longing to the school environment and the educational process, which is often the cause 
of repeated dropout for many students. 

Learning models fail to develop sufficient critical and creative skills in children, and 46% of 
15-year-olds are practically functionally illiterate. Digital and media literacy are still under-
stood as a parallel rather than an integral part of the educational process.  

The inclusive education model is not yet recognised by all teachers, headmasters and 
parents, and neither is the need for such education. There are still shortages of funding, 
facilities, methodological resources and professionals for working with children. Over the 
years, in Report Card, we have drawn attention to the lack of understanding of the logic 
and the significance of inclusive education, namely that it is about creating a supportive 
environment for all children in the classroom. 

Many children with disabilities stay out of school because of the lack of appropriate physi-
cal access conditions. Similarly, not much progress has been made in the integration and 
education of asylum seeking children in Bulgaria despite the significant drop in their num-
bers. 

Although good practices and new opportunities to attract young and effective teachers 
and develop school teams have grown, the sustainability of these initiatives is yet to be 
analysed.

Children’s right to participation, being one of the main commitments of Bulgaria as a par-
ty to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, has been systematically ignored and 
misunderstood by all of public institutions, the educational process, and adults in general. 
Policies and documents that are directly relevant to children are not “translated” into their 
language, nor are they discussed with and communicated to them. Examples of genuine 
child participations, child involvement, and child consultation are still very few.  

There is no comprehensive policy on children’s free time and cultural activities, and no ad-
equate policies and measures have been put in place to develop the potential of children 
with disabilities and developmental delays.

It is crucial to develop integrated services applying common approaches and coordina-
tion between individual systems, such as healthcare, social welfare, education, etc. Only in 
this way can the complex needs of children, parents and families be met. 

Conclusions and recommendations made over the years that are still relevant today

In the last few years, there has been a serious renouncement in the commitment of the 
government to develop policies for children. For two years already, Bulgaria has been left 
without a National Strategy for the Child 2019-2030, in contradiction to the provisions of 
Article 1 (3) of the CPA. 

There is a need to initiate a targeted policy for investing in children and parents in Bul-
garia, as well as to start work on a law to improve the welfare of children and families, and 
thus to ensure the implementation of a family-oriented approach and regulate coordina-
tion mechanisms for effective collaboration between the actions of individual institutions 
and professionals working with children and parents. Currently, there are more than 20 
primary and secondary legislative acts and strategies in the country in the area of child 
and family support, but there is no integration between them so as to address needs and 
problems in a comprehensive way. 

Investment in people and professionals, not just in infrastructure. This includes develop-
ment and adoption of national professional standards for the selection, skills mainte-
nance, competitive career development, and annual appraisal (including user feedback 
and independent external evaluation) for all groups of civil servants and professionals 
working with children, such as police offices and MoI officials, magistrates, investigators, 
lawyers, probation officers, staff in penitentiary institutions, social workers, teachers, doc-
tors and health workers, psychologists, and other professionals. It is necessary to develop 
a targeted national policy for investment and retention of young teachers, social work-
ers and professionals having graduated from key specialties from the perspective of chil-
dren’s health and welfare such as Paediatrics, Child Psychology, etc.
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Active and effective cooperation with NGOs as an equal partner and investment of time 
and resources in building a partnership culture and uniting around common goals and 
causes. Involvement of citizens and NGOs in the process of planning, management and 
monitoring of policies and practices. NGOs are often invited to participate in meetings 
and working groups, but their opinions and expertise are not taken into account. The 
readiness of individual organisations to contribute, provide constructive criticism and al-
ternative ideas are not seen as a desire to help and change the situation, but rather as 
confrontation and attempts to push further personal or organisational interests.   

Improving coordination and cross-sector cooperation and ensuring publicity and trans-
parency of information, criteria, indicators and procedures informing decision making at 
national and local level, including introduction of uniform horizontal standards for civic 
participation in the decision-making process and in the work of government structures. 

Despite the efforts of the Bulgarian government to reach out to various vulnerable groups 
and encourage their social inclusion, as provided for in numerous strategic documents, 
there are still practices of discrimination and unequal treatment against children seek-
ing or having received international protection, children with disabilities, and children of 
Roma origin as regards their access to quality education and healthcare, and adequate 
housing and social environment.

It is necessary to make targeted efforts to establish mechanisms for respecting the opin-
ion of children and ensuring their active participation in the development of different 
policies and practices that are relevant to them, as well as provisions to guarantee the 
enforcement of their rights and responsibilities on a daily basis. Applying a systematic 
approach to the training of professionals working with children and the staff in the public 
administration not only as regards children’s right to opinion but also as regards their gen-
eral rights (considering that outside a holistic, rights-based approach, child participation 
is very unlikely to be able to achieve its goal).

Key recommendations made by Report Card over 
the years that were still relevant as of the end of 
2020 and are expected to lead to improvement of 
the life and welfare of children in bulgaria

fAmILY ENvIRONmENT AND ALTERNATIvE CARE

   Develop an independent family policy and a family-centred approach in all sector poli-
cies;

   Ensure sufficient and high-quality services and support for parents to raise their chil-
dren;

   Prioritise prevention, early intervention and parental support during the deinstitution-
alisation process;

   Remove the possibility for adoption reversal and the practice of secret adoption; 
   Improve the work related to the deinstitutionalisation process and the foster care ser-

vice;
   Increase the number of social workers and improve the quality of social work.

EARLY CHILDHOOD DEvELOPmENT, mATERNAL  
AND CHILD HEALTH

   Adopt a uniform cross-sector Early Childhood Development Strategy and ensure its 
recognition as a broad platform for joint action by all institutions and stakeholders;

   Develop maternal and child health centres in all regions and improve the access mech-
anisms for planned examinations for uninsured pregnant women;

   Develop a network for psychiatric help and support for children and young people 
throughout the country;

   Take urgent measures to reduce child mortality in the regions with the highest rates;
   Develop a targeted national policy for investing in and retaining child health profes-

sionals in Bulgaria.
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EDuCATION

   Involve all children in the education process and school communities regardless of 
their specific needs, abilities and talents;

   Prioritise functional literacy and 21st century skills development as the main goals in 
each student’s education;

   Develop successful and effective teachers and school teams in every school in Bulgaria.

juSTICE fOR CHILDREN

   Repeal the Combatting the Antisocial Behaviour of Minors Act and adopt a dedicated 
law on child and juvenile justice;

   Build specialised facilities for interviewing children and develop and apply uniform 
child-friendly hearing standards; 

   Develop integrated services for children with behavioural problems.

PROTECTION Of CHILDREN fROm ALL fORmS Of vIOLENCE

  Establish a register of perpetrators of sexual crimes against children;
   Adopt and promote a policy and culture of zero-tolerance for violence against children 

in society;
   Establish a national database for all cases of domestic violence against children and 

implement effective cooperation and coordination between child protection services, 
police and the justice system;

   Explicitly ban corporal punishment in the legislation;
   Reform and improve the capacity in the child protection system.



88

ASA Agency for Social Assistance 

CC Children’s Council (with the SACP)

CIPE Centre for Information Provision of Education

COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019 

CPA Child Protection Act

CSES Centre for Special Educational Support

CSRI Centre for Social Rehabilitation and Integration

ECEC Early Childhood Education and Care 

ECI Early childhood intervention

ESPAD European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs

EU European Union

FIERST From Inclusive Education to Real Scale Transfer

GDP Gross Domestic Product

HBSC Health Behaviour in School-aged Children

HCC Health Counselling Centres

HIV Human immunodeficiency virus 

HMSCC Home for Medical and Social Care for Children

HRDOP Human Resources Development Operational Programme

ICF International Coach Federation

IOM International Organization for Migration

MES Ministry of Education and Science

MLSP Ministry of Labour and Social Policy

MoI Ministry of Interior

MoJ Ministry of Justice

NCI National Citizens' Initiative

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

NHIF National Health Insurance Fund

NNC National Network for Children

NNHM National Network of Health Mediators

NPIMCH National Programme for Improvement of Maternal and Child Health

NSI National Statistical Institute

PC Penal Code

PCR Polymerase chain reaction

PISA Programme for International Student Assessment

PPC Penal Procedure Code

RCIE Regional Centres for Inclusive Education

RDE Regional Departments of Education

SACP State Agency for Child Protection

SAR State Agency for Refugees

SEN special educational needs

SHTAF Special home for temporary accommodation of foreigners

SSA Social Services Act

STD sexually transmitted diseases

STEM Science – Technology – Engineering – Mathematics

TALIS Teaching and Learning International Survey

TIMSS Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study

UN United Nations

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation

UNICEF United Nations Children's Fund

UNODC United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

WHO World Health Organisation

МH Ministry of Health

ММС Ministry of Youth and Sports

ABBREVIATIONS
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burgas Region 
‘The Faithful Steward’  
Association – Burgas ‘
Demetra’ Association – Burgas 
‘Regional Roma Alliance’ 
Association – Burgas 
‘Roosters’ Association 
‘Smile’ Association – Burgas
Together for a Better Future – 
Sredetz 

varna Region 
‘Gavroche’ Association – Varna 
‘Karin Dom’ Foundation – Varna 
‘Vassilitsa’ Association
Agency for Social Development
‘Vision’ – Varna
‘Joy for Our Children’ Foundation –  
Varna 
Social Association ‘St. Andrei’- 
Varna 
Family Centre Maria – Varna 
Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus 
Association – Varna 
‘Sauchastie’ Association – Varna 
Life with Down Syndrome – Varna 
Nyama Nevazmozhni Neshta 
Association – Varna 
Family Zone Foundation – Varna 
‘IDEA’ Association — Varna

veliko Tarnovo Region 
‘International Social Service’ 
Foundation – Veliko Tarnovo 
‘Youth Tolerance’ Association – 
Gorna Oriahovitsa 

vidin Region 
Association ‘Organization Drom’

vratsa Region 
‘First of June’ Association – Byala 
Slatina 
‘Science and Technology Centre’ 
Association – Vratsa 
‘New Way’ Association – Hayredin 
School Board of Trustees of ‘Hristo 
Botev’ School – Tarnava 

Gabrovo Region 
СYMCA Gabrovo Association 
‘Social Dialogue 2001’ Association 
– Gabrovo

Dobrich Region 
‘Helping Hand’ Foundation – 
Dobrich 

Kardjali Region 
Association ‘Initiative for 
Development – Kardzhali Decides’ 
– Kardzhali

Kyustendil Region 
Parental Boards of Trustees of 

Kindergarten ‘Kalina’ – Doupnitsa
Association Largo – Kyustendil 

Lovech Region
‘Knowledge’ Association – Lovech

Pazardjik Region 
‘Future’ Foundation – Rakitovo 
‘Juleviya Dom’ Foundation — 
Lesichevo
KUZMANOV Foundation – 
Zvanitchevo 
Crime Prevention Fund IGA – 
Pazardzhik 
‘Social Practices in the Community’ 
Foundation – Pazardzhik

Pernik Region 
‘PULSE’ Foundation – Pernik 

Pleven Region 
Pleven Public Fund ‘Chitalishta’ – 
Pleven

Plovdiv Region 
Foundation YES Plovdiv
National Alliance for Volunteer 
Action – Plovdiv
One Heart Foundation – Plovdiv

Razgrad Region 
Janeta’ Association – Razgrad 
‘Phoenix’ Association – Razgrad 

Ruse Region 
Open Society Club – Ruse Centre 
‘Bulgarian-Romanian Transborder 
Mediation Institute’ (BRTMI) 
Association – Ruse 
‘Equilibrium’ Association – Ruse 
Dynamica Centre — Ruse

Silistra Region 
‘Ekaterina Karavelova’ Women’s 
Association – Silistra 

Smolyan Region 
‘Future Now 2006’ Community 
Cultural Centre (Chitalishte)

Sliven Region 
‘The Health of Romany People’ 
Foundation – Sliven 
‘Doctors of the World’ Foundation 
– Bulgarian Branch – Sliven

Sofia City Region
‘Parents’ Association
Bulgarian Association of Adopted 
Children and Adoptive Parents 
Bulgarian Family Planning and 
Sexual Health Association 
Bulgarian Training Centre 
‘Child and Space’ Association 
‘Children and Adolescents’ 
Association 

‘For our Children’ Foundation 
Health and Social Development 
Foundation (HESED)
BNC ‘Together for the Children’ 
Social Activities and Practices 
Institute 
Foundation ‘Hope for the Little 
Ones’
‘Partners – Bulgaria’ Foundation
‘Friends 2006’ Foundation 
Association
‘Human Rights’ Project
‘Applied Research and 
Communications’ Foundation
‘Cedar’ Foundation
SOS Children’s Villages – Bulgaria
‘Step by Step’ Foundation – Sofia
Social Theatre Formation ‘Flower’
Association for Pedagogical and 
social help for children – FICE 
Bulgaria
Worldwide Orphans Foundation 
Bulgaria
‘Centre Nadya’ Foundation
Association for Shared Learning ELA
Centre for Psychosocial Support
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria
‘Evrika’ Foundation 
‘Agapedia – Bulgaria’ Foundation
Reachout.BG    
‘Teach for Bulgaria’ Foundation
National Association of Resource 
Teachers
ECIP Foundation
Single Step’ Foundation
Ethnic Minorities Health Problems 
Foundation 
Association for Progressive and 
Open Communication
Bulgarian Helsinki Committee
Bulgarian Paediatric Association
National Network of Health 
Mediators
Alliance of Bulgarian Midwives 
‘Concordia Bulgaria’ Foundation
‘Tsvetan Tsanov’ Foundation
‘The Duke of Edinburgh’s 
International Award – Bulgaria’ 
Foundation
Association for Bulgarian family 
values, traditions and culture 
‘Bulgarche’
‘Maternal and Child Health’ 
Foundation
‘Children’s Books’ Association
National Centre for Social and 
Emotional Development
M&M Physio Foundation
‘Blagotvoritel’ Foundation
‘Re-Act’ Association
Association ‘Bulgarian 
Psychoanalytic Space’
Institute for Progressive Education
‘Single Step’ Foundation
Foundation for Access to Rights (FAR)
Reach for Change Foundation

‘Zographche’ Centre
‘Dechitsa’ Foundation 
School Board of Trustees 
at ‘Benito Juárez’ School — 
‘Nadezhda’
Law and Internet Foundation
Our Premature Children 
Foundation
‘Listen Up’ Foundation
National Foster Care Association
‘Mam and Dad’s Diary’ 
Foundation
‘ASSIST — Assistive Technologies’ 
Foundation
Association of Bulgarian Coeliacs – 
‘Gluten-Free Life’
Association ‘Mediation and 
Dispute Management Institute’ 
(IMEUS)
Three Foundation
Association of Parents of Children 
with Kidney Problems
National Scouts Organisation of 
Bulgaria
Will for Life Foundation
Hestia Foundation
Experience Learning Center 
Association

Sofia Region 
‘Towards a Better Life’ Association 
– Chelopech 

Stara Zagora Region
‘Future for Children’ Association- 
Kazanlak 
Chitalishte ‘Vazrodena Iskra’ – 
Kazanlak 
‘Samaritans’ Association – Stara 
Zagora 
‘World without Boundaries’ 
Association – Stara Zagora
Foundation Mission Wings – Stara 
Zagora

Targovishte Region
‘Academica 245’ Association – 
Antonovo 
‘Naya’ Association – Targovishte 
Club of NGOs – Targovishte

Haskovo Region 
‘Opportunity for Protection’ 
Association – Haskovo

Shumen Region 
Association of Roma Women 
‘Hayatchi’ – Novi Pazar 
Roma Spark Foundation

Yambol Region 
Municipal School Board of 
Trustees – Boliarovo 
Chitalishte ‘Umenie 2003’ – 
Yambol 
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