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Dear Reader, 

Even if Report Card 2022 covers the facts and developments in government policies for children in 2021, 
I cannot but start with the events of the first few months of 2022, which happened just before the release 
of the report.

Europe was shaken by war for the first time in 75 years, at a time when we all thought that we could 
enjoy living in peace, prosperity, protection of human rights and value consensus. Sadly, this dream was 
shattered overnight with the Russian Federation’s attack on Ukraine on 24 February 2022. The terrible and 
bloody conflict that broke out in an independent state some 400 kilometres from our national border 
was not caused by need, territorial dispute or economic gain. In less than a month, the hostilities caused 
enormous destruction, nearly razing several major cities to the ground and turning more than 3.5 million 
people into refugees, including over 1.5 million children, many of whom travelling alone or separated 
from their families. Since the invasion began, at least 167 children have been killed. 

This completely irrational and monstrous war put the whole of Europe to the test, as, in a matter of days, 
accommodation and humanitarian aid had to be set up for the refugees in the fastest growing crisis of 
this kind in modern history. Moldova, Romania, Poland and Bulgaria were some of the countries whose 
borders were first reached and continue to overflow with fleeing women and children, who had survived 
the horror of the bombings, spending days and nights without food, water and medicines in bomb 
shelters, basements and underground stations, with only the clothes on their backs. Besides the shock 
and the horror of war, most of them had to get through being split from their loved ones, not knowing 
what had become of them or whether they would ever see them again. 

Right at the end of 2021, after three sets of parliamentary and one set of presidential elections, Bulgaria’s 
47 National Assembly finally managed to appoint a coalition government by a slim compromise majority. 
The results at the end of the turbulent year, which we thought had marked the end of the COVID-19 
ordeal, were not at all promising, and the health, education and social protection systems had hardly 
begun to recover when they were hit by the energy crisis in the coldest winter months. Shortly after that, 
and in the course of just two months, the country’s child population grew by almost 2%, as, driven out by 
the war, more than 20 thousand children came to Bulgaria in urgent need of protection, accommodation, 
healthcare, education and psychological support. At the forefront of support and bearing the brunt of the 
refugee crisis were volunteers and non-governmental organisations, who, in a very short time, managed 
to set up a coordinated response, making up for the flaws of the slow-moving and problem-ridden state-
run system. Their unprecedented mobilisation continues to be the first and most effective partnership 
mechanism for institutions in the search of emergency solutions for every child, pregnant woman or 
person seeking salvation in our country. 

The chronic deficiencies of the Bulgarian protection system and the collapse of some of its structures were 
quickly exposed. The lack of political will and the inability of the previous administrations to carry out 
effective and functional reforms, fix long-standing flaws and invest in services and human resources had 
led to a situation, where, in times of crisis, there was almost no capacity available to deal with the most 
pressing issues. This put the young government in the very unfavourable position of having to resolve 
urgent crises that had been systematically neglected for years in order to meet the needs of refugee 
children without ceasing to provide care and support for all other children in Bulgaria. 

We, the National Network for Children, are doing our best to support the work of the government in this 
situation, because we believe that every child in our country, regardless of personal history and origin, 
should enjoy the best support in accordance with his or her needs. We also believe that right now, in 
this unprecedented series of trials, is the time to join forces and stand together as a nation, and take the 
chance to right the wrongs of the past. There is no time left to postpone key reforms. The choice we are 
making today is the “civilisation choice” for our country. It will determine our future as a nation in the 
European family of nations, for which human life, children’s rights, and peace and well-being for every 
individual are the highest values. We must make the important decisions for our children and the future 
generations here and now in order to be sure that our governments will works in their favour and avoid 
ending up behind a new Iron Curtain, which might not be political or economic, but will certainly be 
informational and conceptual. 

More than ever before, we are now sure that we should continue to work in the line of our motto A change 
for one child is a change for Bulgaria, and persist in our daily efforts to join forces with every parent, 
expert, politician and public activist who believes that our regard for children is the greatest measure of 
humanity.

FOREWORD

George Bogdanov

Executive Director
National Network  
for Children
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Report Card 2022: What Is the Average Government Score for Childcare is the eleventh edi-
tion of NNC’s annual report. It assesses the compliance with children’s rights in the imple-
mentation of national child and family policies in 2021.

Our main goal for this report is to carry out annual and independent evidence-based 
monitoring of the work of the government in the field of children’s rights.

The report further provides recommendations, which we hope will support the improve-
ment of child and family policies and practices in Bulgaria.

The subject areas in which the experts analysed the progress in child policies and compli-
ance with children’s rights are: Child Participation, Child Welfare, Family Environment and 
Alternative Care, Protection from All Forms of Violence, Justice for Children, Early Child-
hood Development, Child Health, Education, and Sports, Recreation and Leisure. Through 
our choice of subject areas and sub-areas we strive to offer a comprehensive review of 
children’s rights in all spheres of their lives. The purpose of the analyses is to ensure cohe-
sion in the presentation of children’s rights in the report, which focuses on structural and 
horizontal policies, and not on individual national commitments in the course of the year. 
In general, we adhere to three prioritisation criteria: significance, relevance to the priori-
ties of our member organisations, and solvability. 

We have based our choice of subject areas and sub-areas for Report Card 2022 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 re-
gard to certain challenges and verify whether the actions taken to remedy the identified 
problems are consistent with the recommendations made in the previous year, and, on 
the other, it has allowed us to highlight a subject area that is key and exemplary of the 
state of play of children’s rights in Bulgaria. Accordingly, as this year’s highlight, we have 
identified governance in crisis – in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the political 
crisis of 2021, and the refugee crisis as a result of the Ukrainian war, which had already 
reached Bulgaria at the time of publication of the report. In the analyses, we have exam-
ined the readiness of the social protection, healthcare and education systems to cope 
with oncoming challenges and have shown how systemic problems lead to the collapse 
of entire structures under the pressure of unexpected changes. 

The analyses include assessment, justification and description of facts and data from the 
desk review done by our experts and the information provided by government institu-
tions in connection with the relevant subject area, as well as recommendations, i.e. con-
crete 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 Access to Public Information Act. 
Aiming for an even more transparent and impartial evaluation, we approached experts 
from ministries and agencies to solicit their assistance in collecting information on the 
progress made in the subject areas and sub-areas in 2021, as well as on the challenges 
faced along the way, and the plans to achieve their goals. We then used this detailed in-
formation as the base of the analysis in each subject area. Our other traditional sources in-
clude reports prepared by various other institutions, independent researchers and NGOs, 
and media publications. As the preparatory work for this document took place in 2021 
and early 2022, all reported data refer to 2020 and 2021. Where data could not be ob-
tained, we have used the most recent available information on the general state of play 
and political status quo. All data and information sources are referenced in the report to 
back up the conclusions and grades in the subject areas, as well as to reaffirm that the 
analysis is based on reliable sources and not on the subjective opinions of the National 
Network for Children.

Traditionally, we include the opinions of children, young people, parents and pro-
fessionals in the report, together with the expert evaluations. By doing so, as in all of 
the previous editions, we aim to gain important insights into children’s rights in Bulgaria 
based on their own opinions, as well as those of their parents and of the people whose 
role is to support them, i.e. teachers, health and social workers, among others. Without 
any claim to representation and exhaustiveness, in early 2022, more than 160 children and 
adults shared facts and opinions about their personal experiences in the fields of health-
care, education, justice and family matters by taking part in the survey Report Card: How 
Children, Parents and Professionals Evaluate the Government.

METHODOLOGICAL NOTES
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Our task has been to examine the current situation and identify the possible changes 
connected with ensuring compliance with 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 im-
pact for children and families. We have also remembered to praise the efforts and positive 
developments, even in the absence of concrete results or incomplete policy implementa-
tion. We have made a conscious effort to highlight achievements and look for positive 
developments in the area of children’s rights, without, however, sparing constructive criti-
cism where such is due. 

The section What We Can Learn from the Grades includes an overview of the developments 
in each subject area made in the past year. 

Scoring in the report is equivalent to the one used in the Bulgarian education system, and 
is based on a scale of two to six. The assessments were originally made by our experts and 
external evaluators and the children, parents and professionals, and were then verified by 
the civil organisations participating in the National Network for Children. The final grades 
are based on the arithmetic averages of the grades given by the authors and external 
evaluators and the children, parents and professionals in each sub-area under the eight 
subject areas covered by the report. 

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

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

Key:
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REPORT CARD 2022: GRADES

AvERAGE GRADE, PREvIOus REPORTs

subjECT AREAs 2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012

Child 
participation

3.08 3.06 3.00 3.50 2.83*

1. 
 Child welfare

3.04 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

3.09 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

3.07 2.50 2.50 3.00 2.83*

4.  
Justice for 
children

3.28 3.10 3.00 2.50 2.79 3.05 3.45 3.30 2.90 3.44 3.56

5. 
Early childhood 
development

3.32 3.22 3.00 3.50 2.33*

6.  
Child health

3.17 3.09 3.00 3.50 3.19 3.64 3.58 3.31 3.21 2.38 2.79

7.  
Education

3.65 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

2.98 2.75

AvERAGE GRADE
fOR REPORT
CARD 2022

3.18 3.09 3.00 3.31 2.88 3.20 3.28 3.20 3.00 2.90 3.00

*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.
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CHILD PARTICIPATION

Grade: 3.08

Child participation is still neither recognised as an intrinsic children’s right, nor is it seen 
as a tool to improve policies for children. Compared to previous years, in this second pan-
demic (and third academic) year, even fewer efforts were made to include children in vari-
ous forms of consultations and surveys. Analyses of the impact of isolation on children 
clearly show that decisions having a direct bearing on their lives continue to be made 
without seeking their opinion and often lead to feelings of frustration and being underes-
timated by adults. Professionals working with children, including teachers, still have little 
understanding of the meaning and end goals of child participation and civic education. 

1. CHILD WELfARE

Grade: 3.04

The political crisis of 2021 prevented the development of any long-term policies to 
eliminate child poverty and social exclusion. Although a National Strategy for the Child 
was not adopted, it became part of the coalition agreement of the government formed 
towards the end of the year, with clear claims of political commitment to fulfil the na-
tional obligations towards children. In the context of a series of crises – a pandemic 
crisis, a political crisis, and, in early 2022, a refugee and military crisis – the collapse of 
all systems, especially that of child protection, became even more apparent. With that 
in mind, the immediate next steps in this field should focus on reforming all spheres 
of child welfare, raising the efficiency of cross-sectoral collaboration, improving the 
mechanisms for data collection and analysis, and assigning top priority to breaking the 
intergenerational cycle of poverty. 

2. fAMILY ENvIRONMENT AND ALTERNATIvE CARE

Grade: 3.09

2021 was another year of slow deinstitutionalisation. The remaining four large old-type 
homes for children did not close because of delays in the set-up of the new services 
and inefficient performance at national and municipal level. Persistent administrative 
and communication difficulties, resulting in adverse public perceptions, prevented sys-
temic foster care and adoption problems from being solved. Concerns about secondary 
institutionalisation and the failure of the system to support raising children in family or 
close-to-family environments indicate an urgent need to develop a comprehensive vi-
sion for family policy and child and family support. 

3. PROTECTION Of CHILDREN fROM ALL fORMs Of vIOLENCE

Grade: 3.07

By ruling out the possibility to take a deeper dive into the situation and develop adequate 
prevention and protection policies, the absence of a single registration system for cases 
of violence against children became increasingly acute and obvious. The crisis called fur-
ther attention to the lack of a comprehensive national vision and policy for coordinated 
institutional response to violence against children. The availability and access to general 
and specialised services for child victims of violence remained sparse, and even those 
currently available were called into question by the energy crisis in late 2021. All of this 
was happening against a steady rise and growing public propagation of the incidence of 
violence against and among children. There is an urgent need to ensure compliance with 
ethical codes of conduct, on account of media having become a mouthpiece of adverse 
messages towards children, violating children’s rights, and focusing exclusively on sanc-
tions and penalties rather than prevention and support.

WHAT WE CAN LEARN FROM THE GRADES
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4. jusTICE fOR CHILDREN

Grade: 3.28

The political crisis, which spread over the course of the entire year, made any active advocacy for 
adopting new juvenile justice legislation and advancing the Bill on Corrective Measures for Per-
sons Having Committed Crimes or Administrative Violations as Minors impossible. When the new 
government was formed, in early 2022, the Minister of Justice clearly committed to recognising 
the significance of the issue and the urgent need to find a solution. We therefore expect that 
necessary steps will be taken in the short term to repeal the out-dated Combatting the Antisocial 
Behaviour of Minors Act. 

5. EARLY CHILDHOOD DEvELOPMENT

Grade: 3.32

Much like in previous years, no efforts were made in 2021 to resume work on adopting an 
Early Childhood Development Strategy, which is key to establishing a shared understanding 
of the matter. The issue of maternal and child health continued to be only superficially and 
partially addressed, without sufficient and widely accessible services in place to prevent child 
health and developmental issues at the earliest stage. The existence of huge regional and eth-
nic disparities appears to be one of the main conditioning factors for the highly unfavourable 
life prospects for many children. There is no evidence of sustainable funding provisions for 
early childhood interventions and HR policies for early childhood practitioners are practically 
non-existent. 

6. CHILD HEALTH

Grade: 3.17

Government policies still fail to prioritise child health, which can be seen by the absence of 
a specialised paediatric strategy to cover all of its different aspects. Health policies aimed at 
overcoming access issues, infant mortality and vulnerability for particular groups lack any form 
of regional focus. Health services for rare and chronic diseases remain highly centralised in the 
capital and in large cities, and many children continue to receive help only after their health 
has seriously deteriorated. 2021 saw yet another failure to carry out a comprehensive needs 
analysis for the purposes of child healthcare and use it as basis for tender specifications for the 
construction of a National Paediatric Hospital, despite it being part of the coalition agreement, 
along with the respective funding provisions. 

7. EDuCATION

Grade: 3.65

The ongoing pandemic situation has deepened the already stark inequalities in the access 
and quality of education; however, the responsible institutions have shown no interest in 
analysing and countering the underlying reasons. In 2021, in contrast to all recommendations 
made by world and European health organisations, Bulgarian students again spent much 
of their learning time online. As a result, the motivation, the sense of belonging and the ef-
ficiency of learning deteriorated among both students and teachers. There is furthermore 
no focus on effective measures being planned to overcome the deficiencies created by the 
unnecessarily long isolation; nor is there any evidence of recognising the importance of the 
successful integration of various interdisciplinary topics, such as digital media literacy and 
health and sexual education, in mainstream curricula.

8. sPORTs, RECREATION AND LEIsuRE

Grade: 2.98

Culture and arts are still not used as tools to achieve learning goals. No common policy exists 
in support of the development of sport and sports clubs for children at an early age, as well 
as of suitable outdoor and indoor sports and games facilities, especially in smaller towns and 
villages, and in the centres of larger cities.



The past year was marked by several crises – a health crisis, a political crisis, and a social crisis. 
Coupled with the lack of clarity concerning the leadership position in child and family policies 
and following a decade of decline in the child protection system, this led to incapacitation of 
the system to adequately respond to and ensure support for children in need. As a result, the 
efficiency of the childcare efforts of state institutions remains continuously low and they are 
reduced to crisis response and one-off measures with very limited effect. 

For the third consecutive year, the lack of strategic child policy and family support plan-
ning left the responsibilities of the government without a clear vision and purpose, and 
most of the action taken was rather sporadic and with limited scope. System issues, such as 
the lack of cross-sector coordination between the main players in child and family support 
issues – social work, healthcare and education – resurfaced once more. There continued to be 
no understanding of the need for a comprehensive family support policy. Despite repeated 
recommendations made by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Bulgaria was left, 
for yet another year, without a real coordinating and controlling authority regarding the gov-
ernment-led policy on children’s rights. There continued to be no legal requirement to carry 
out assessments of the impact on children for legislative and political decisions. 

Twenty years after the creation of the State Agency for Child Protection, its role con-
tinues to be rather perfunctory than real, and people struggle to distinguish between 
the individual structures of the protection system. Remedying the situation is a matter of 
political will, which, until now, has been all talk and no action. The effective functioning of the 
State Agency for Child Protection is constantly compromised by its de facto dependence on 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, for reasons of budgetary subordination, as well as by 
the systematic takeover of its functions by the Agency for Social Assistance, as a result of nu-
merous changes to the rules of procedure of the two agencies. There has been no indication 
of political will to resolve the issue, and due to its representation in the government through 
the Minister of Labour and Social Policy, the ASA has a clear advantage. 

The intense disinformation campaigns surrounding the Draft Strategy for the Child and the 
Social Services Act in 2019 and 2020 and the strong politicisation of the topic led to effective 
paralysis for all reform efforts in the child protection system. In addition to all the functional 
issues, the currently used definition of “child at risk” was adopted more than 20 years ago. 
Similarly, despite the legal requirement to ensure the best interests of the child in accordance 
with the Child Protection Act, compliance remains questionable due to the lack of a single 
assessment methodology. 

2022 HIGHLIGHT

GOvERNANCE IN CRIsIs 

10

 HAVE THERE BEEN DIFFICULTIES  IN YOUR 

   FAMILY RELATED TO THE PANDEMIC?

 
 
 “It’s been so hard during the pandemic as a single parent of two, working only from 

the office. No one’s really thought about what single parents could do to cope with 

the constant opening and closing of schools and kindergartens and about financial 

support during the pandemic.” 

 
  “If

 only they hadn’t made children the scapegoat of their own incompetence.”

   

“No one ever tried to put children first – they were the first to close and the last to 

open. The pointless external assessments after the fourth and the tenth grade were 

not cancelled, and their curricula remained as difficult as ever. The government 

never once thought about children’s mental health.”

(Survey, Report Card 2022)
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Twenty years after the establishment of the child protection system, the social worker pro-
fession, whose responsibilities include initial response and follow-up for cases of children at 
risk, has a low public status, suffers from a lack of development and upskilling opportunities, 
and is practised in poor and often humiliating conditions. Issues such as the lack of induction 
and continuing training programmes for social workers, social work standards and average 
caseloads of child protection department staff in the territorial divisions of the Agency for 
Social Assistance have been on the agenda for years. In spite of the general decrease in the 
average caseload rate of social workers, from 124 cases per social worker in 2011 to 35 in 
2021, case overload is still not uncommon, with more than fifteen regions having twice as 
high rates, and six in which a single social worker is in charge of over 100 child cases. It should 
be noted that the above drop is not due to any real increase in the number of social workers, 
as in 2008 the total of social workers in child protection departments was 810, and by 2021 
it had risen to only 838. What this actually means is that, first, no additional provisions have 
been put in place for the mental, emotional and physical health of social workers, whose 
responsibilities include carrying out the initial risk assessment upon the receipt of a report 
for a child at risk and taking the necessary protection measures, where such are needed, 
and, second, that the motivation of young specialists to join the profession remains highly 
uncertain. Another major issue is the setup of a single follow-up and analysis database for 
the child protection system, as, at present, there are major discrepancies in the data kept 
by various agencies, including on matters requiring analysis and strategic decision-making, 
such as violence against children. The situation concerning the data on the number of un-
accompanied refugee children kept by the State Agency for Child Protection and the State 
Agency for Refugees is similar, which calls into question the overall follow-up and protection 
capacity of the system. 

The child health and education systems were similarly unprepared to tackle the difficulties 
faced by children as a result of the crisis by prioritising their best interests. What is more, the 
only regularly monitored and systematically enforced of all anti-epidemic measures was the 
distance learning requirement for students, which was happening in a context of fully op-
erational bars and restaurants and overall disregard for the measures for adults and in spite 
of the abundance of data about its adverse effect on children’s academic achievements, mo-
tivation and mental health. Another example of the lack of interinstitutional coordination is 
the virtual absence of data on children whose parents have died of COVID-19 with either the 
Ministry of Health or the Agency for Social Assistance, rendering the planning of any other 
specific protection and support measures practically impossible. 

The lack of urgent and long-term measures as part of an overarching policy in support 
of children’s rights and welfare and, in particular, the absence of a reform in the child 
protection system, which is no longer able to accommodate all incoming cases, will 
have highly negative consequences for subsequent cases, especially if the numbers of 
children in need of protection and support measures continue to grow.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Ensure the operational autonomy of the State 
Agency for Child Protection or set up a new authority to 
coordinate child and family policies in Bulgaria. Possible 
examples include a child and family ministry and/or a 
children’s ombudsman. 

 Develop and adopt a Strategy for the Child, includ-
ing a vision and goals for cross-sectoral and sectoral 
policies for children and measures in support of a wide-
ranging system of easily accessible services trusted by 
parents with a view to guaranteeing low thresholds and 
prevention of occurrence of high risk for children. 

 Revise the definition of “child at risk” to ensure com-
pliance with the current situation, including by analys-
ing the main risks for children at the present moment 
and their underlying factors; make a clear distinction 
between protection work and support work for children 
and families. 

 Take urgent measures to ensure decent working 
and training conditions for social workers, including by 
introducing professional standards for social work, a case 
management methodology, higher education require-
ments, induction and continuing training, monitoring, 
supervision, etc.

 Plan for a full-time information campaign on chil-
dren’s rights, particularly focusing on vulnerable chil-
dren, such as children with disabilities, girls at risk of 
early marriage, children at high risk of violence or child 
victims of violence, etc. 

 Develop effective platforms to ensure children’s par-
ticipation in the design of school policies, educational 
curricula, local decision-making, etc. 
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Average open cases per social worker 

Country average open cases  
per social worker 

35

Average cases per social worker 
 in sliven region 

88

Average cases per social worker  
in smolyan region

18

Average cases per social worker 
in sofia region

24

Average cases per social worker 
in Yambol region

92

Average cases per social worker  
in Haskovo region

45

Source: Letter of Agency of Social Support in response to a questionnaire of the Institution of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria
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EuROPEAN CHILD GuARANTEE

The European Child Guarantee is an initiative of the European Union that continues in 
the line of the policies set out in the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child. The Guar-
antee aims to provide access to healthcare, education, early childhood care, adequate 
housing and healthy nutrition for the most vulnerable groups of children, and thus 
reduce the share of children living in poverty and social exclusion in the Union. The 
intention is to break the intergenerational cycle of poverty, leading to dropping out 
of school, deteriorating health and social status, and long-term negative development 
prospects throughout life. The initiative targets children with disabilities, children 
with a migrant background, children with a minority racial or ethnic background 
(particularly Roma), children experiencing severe housing deprivation, and chil-
dren in precarious family situations.

No information campaign was held in 2021 to promote the European Child Guarantee. As 
a result of the political crisis, it was not before the third quarter that, at the initiative of the 
Minister of Labour and Social Policy, a working group was set up to develop a National Ac-
tion Plan for implementation of the European Child Guarantee. More than 40 experts from 
all ministries and agencies, as well as from NGOs, businesses, UNICEF Bulgaria, academic 
and research institutions were invited to take part. After several meetings in October and 
November 2021, an indicative action plan framework was developed, but, as a result of 
the subsequent crisis situations after the appointment of the regular government, work 
ceased, and Bulgaria failed to meet the deadline of 15 March 2022 to submit its Action 
Plan to the European Commission. It was only in March 2022 that a National Coordinator 
for the Child Guarantee –Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Policy Ivan Krastev – was 
appointed. 

It is essential that all stakeholders, and above all the state institutions involved in the 
preparation and implementation of the Action Plan, realise the high importance of the 
European Child Guarantee as an initiative which will open up opportunities to effectively 
break the intergenerational transmission of poverty, improve the welfare of children and 
families at risk, and establish an understanding that despite being born in an unfavour-
able environment, children can still benefit from life prospects that are not worse than 
those of their peers. 

The implementation of the activities under the European Child Guarantee will give state 
institutions a chance to solve one of the most pressing problems associated with social 
service delivery – the lack of statistics on children from vulnerable and at-risk groups and 
the absence of adequate cross-sector cooperation in dealing with extreme cases of child 
poverty and social exclusion. One of the mechanisms to manage this problem is to set up 
a system for cross-sector exchange of information and cooperation between ministries, 
municipalities, social service providers and NGOs working with children and families, and 
to secure sustainable funding.

As part of the implementation of the European Child 
Guarantee in bulgaria, the young members of the 
Megaphone programme took part in a focus group on 
housing conditions, one of the areas of the Guarantee, 
in which they showed great interest. 

One commonly mentioned problem, mostly in connection with siblings, was uncontrolled 
urban development, which prevents children from having enough spaces to play. Our dis-
cussion confirmed their awareness about the lack of heating being a serious problem for 
many children and families in their neighbourhoods. The participants also told us that 
some of their friends did not have Internet access due to being poor, but that teachers 
often refused to believe this to be the reason for absences. The most commonly discussed 
housing-related issue by young people during the COVID-19 pandemic was overcrowd-
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Prioritise policies for children and adopt a target-
ed approach to identifying problems and putting real 
emphasis on child poverty and its potential short- and 
long-term solutions.

 In the National Action Plan, plan for new and 
redesign the existing services for different groups of 
children by tapping into wide-ranging European and 
international practice and steering clear of replication of 
dysfunctional models.

 Impose reporting and commitment duties upon 
the national institutions and government agencies 
involved in the implementation of the European Child 
Guarantee. 

 Ensure sufficient and transparent funding through 
the European funds and the national budget and 
delegate monitoring and evaluation authority for all 
budget arrangements to the National Coordinator in 
order to secure the efficient implementation of the Child 
Guarantee. 

ing. The reason is that they had to share the same room with siblings, which made learn-
ing difficult. The participants also explained how some parents had turned their kitchens 
into a learning space during the pandemic. 

Another issue that was brought up was the lack of private space, which is considered 
important, as every child or young person has different needs that may be different from 
those of the other family members. The participants also shared concerns that, as parents 
were able to hear them while in class, they could easily evaluate their performance and 
that of their teachers. At other times, parents had asked them to check in on younger 
siblings and make sure that all was fine with their online lessons. While for some this was 
a sign of being trusted, others took it as an additional duty. Overcrowdedness meant an 
absence of silence, while not having a room of one’s own was often a reason to experi-
ence an echo effect or „mixing“ of lessons during classes. This reduced concentration and 
increased tension between siblings in the family. 

Another concern voiced by the participants was the need to tolerate what you may not 
like when sharing a room with a sibling. To make matters worse, during the pandemic, 
some teachers taught surrounded by their own children, which also caused problems 
with concentration. In general, young people seemed to associate overcrowdedness with 
two groups of children that they are concerned about: children fleeing from the war in 
Ukraine and children and young people in Bulgaria with different mobility problems. The 
general opinion as regards homeless children in Bulgaria was that they should be offered 
a heated home with some private space (an own room), a desk and a laptop. Some young 
participants had even taken part in campaigns to raise money for the immediate needs 
of children arriving from Ukraine. As for children with disabilities, it is felt that their neigh-
bourhoods do not have facilities that would allow them to move freely. Nearby spaces for 
fun and games (children’s playgrounds) are similarly not designed in a way that would 
facilitate access for children with mobility problems. 

The most common problems caused by overcrowdedness identified by the young partici-
pants were anxiety, rising family tensions (between them and their siblings, and between 
parents and children), problems at school, and different forms of violence. 
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CHILD PARTICIPATION
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Much like in previous years, meaningful child participation 
remained a widely unrecognised concept for the general 
public in Bulgaria in 2021. This is the main reason why 
the debate on the sustainability of child and youth 
participation and informal civic learning has remained 
out of the public eye. The major challenge is the dominant 
public and institutional perception that children do not 
have the ability to be independent enough to have the 
right to opinion on issues and policies that concern them 
directly. Instead, they remain poorly informed about their 
own rights, which is largely due to the lack of access to 
understandable key public information. 

In support of youth policies, the National Youth Strategy 
2021-2030 was officially launched, with a priority goal of 
empowering young people aged 15–29 for their personal 
development. Over the next ten years, its implementation 
will be monitored with the help of annual progress reports 
on the implementation of the action plans and a report on 
youth issues. 

At its first meeting last year, the Children’s Council at the 
State Agency for Child Protection expressed an opinion 
about the lack of enough attention and support for de-
velopment of children’s participation from local govern-
ments. 

This position is supported by the findings of UNICEF’s 
Mapping report of initiatives in Bulgaria for adolescent 
skills development through innovation, social 
entrepreneurship and financial literacy, whose aim is 
to identify gaps, opportunities and areas for further 
improvement of local governance programmes with a 

particular focus on vulnerable adolescent and youth 
groups. Young people need spaces where they can 
get together and spend their free time. These spaces 
can also be used to train them in civic awareness and 
participation, which fall outside the scope of mainstream 
curricula. 

There are no child-friendly 
versions of key documents 
affecting children‘s rights 
and policies

The future of another key challenge to the effective de-
velopment of child participation – the preparation of 
child-friendly versions of key documents on children’s 
rights and policies, which, furthermore, constitutes a 
major violation of a fundamental right in accordance 
with the Convention on the Rights of the Child – re-
mains uncertain, as, for the time being, it has been left 
out of the institutional agenda. 

The State Agency for Child Protection remains the au-
thority that, in partnership with the civil sector, supports 
the adaptation of legislation in the field of child protec-
tion in a language that children and young people can 
understand, which is a key factor for their informed par-
ticipation in local and national policies having a direct 
impact on them.

CHILD PARTICIPATION

AvERAGE 3.08

 

 “Children should have the right to opinion from an early age, and 
should be taught what their rights and duties are, and how to take 
responsibility. This does not require any special subjects and teachers, 
but a society that is ready to take responsibility for the education of 
children.” 

Survey, Report Card 2022

   No shared vision about the nature and 
importance of child participation at national 
level.

   Limited access to quality education and almost 
no opportunities for child participation due to 
the ongoing pandemic situation and remote 
schooling set-up. 

   No shared understanding among professionals 
working with children and institutions about the 
need for child participation at all levels.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Formulate clear criteria at national level for the 
training and recruitment of new teachers in preschool 
and school education, including knowledge, skills and 
perceptions related to child and youth participation 
and the principles of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child.

 Strengthen support for education professionals 
for implementing an approach which is directly linked 
with informal civic education and the UNESCO Global 
Citizenship Education principles. 

 Set up youth clubs at municipalities, directly 
supporting children to feely express their opinions 
on issues that are important to them, and make a 
concerted effort to involve children from vulnerable 
groups. 

 Develop child and youth participation at local 
and municipal level (including for children and young 
people from vulnerable groups), in the places where 
they live and study, by actively including them in 
local parliaments and other governance structures at 
municipal level. 

 Continue to strengthen the communication 
between the government and the NGO sector to 
promote exchange of data and information on the 
impact of the global pandemic on basic child rights 
and their enforcement and protection in order 
to sustainably solve the challenges to children’s 
participation, life and personal development. 

At the moment, there is no indication of any intention to involve children with disabilities in 
issues that are relevant to them. The problem is very complex and concerns the respect of their 
rights in society and in the family. The lack of a professional vision regarding the participation of 
children with disabilities is a result of the lack of data, political will, and professional capacity in 
institutions.
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1. 
CHILD WELfARE
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CHILD WELFARE

AvERAGE 3.04

   Lack of a comprehensive policy to eliminate 
child and generational poverty. 

   Lack of a comprehensive policy and vision 
to improve child welfare and the quality of 
children’s lives. 

   Lack of a network of effective services for child 
and family support which is based on their 
needs and uses a cross-sectoral approach.

A demographic snapshot of child poverty and social exclusion

 
  “Cases of children in need should be approached individually rather 
than by strictly following the letter of the law, because, very often, 
that is what prevents helping those in need. In such cases, the state 
transfers the responsibility to NGOs and social services, which do not 
always have the resources to respond in good time and help ad-
equately.” 

 
  “Policies and measures should not stay only on paper! The institutions 
working for child welfare are full of officials whose “job well done” is 
to complete documents without an understanding and insight into 
the problems of children and parents, and often even the state’s non-
compliance with the normative framework is okay.” 

Survey, Report Card 2022

Demographic statistics 

Average age  
of first-time mothers

27.5
 years

Total births in 2020

59,440

59,086 
live births

Total birth rate 
 in 2020

8.5  
country-level,
8.6 city-level,  

8.2 village-level

Total fertility rate  
in 2020

1.56
country-level,  
1.46 city-level, 

1.83 village-level
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The graph clearly shows the mismatches in infant mortality 
rates (under one year of age) across regions. Despite the 
steady drop in total mortality rate at country level, in some 
regions, such as Sliven and Plovdiv, it is alarmingly high. 
This is mainly due to systemic problems, such as access 
issues for the Roma population to maternal and child 
health, as well as the inability of the protection system to 
provide adequate family support, the generational poverty 
and very poor housing conditions. All of the above call 
for urgent measures at government level to target such 
risk groups directly and identify the pockets of poverty 
in ghetto areas in need of urgent intervention. Moreover, 
the disparity in paediatric care provision, the shortage 
of professionals and the high level of health system 
centralisation need to be reviewed and reforms need to be 
undertaken, including through decentralisation, resource 
provision and creation of mobile services in accordance 
with children’s needs. Such funding opportunities are 
available under the European Child Guarantee, on which 
very high expectations are placed as a mechanism that 
has the capacity to resolve these long-standing issues. 

Child poverty and social exclusion

Bulgaria is one of the EU countries with the highest child 
poverty rates. Based on the EU Statistics on Income and 
Living Conditions (EU-SILC), over a third of Bulgarian 
children, or 440 thousand children under the age of 18, 
live at risk of poverty and social exclusion (32.6%). The risk 
of poverty or social exclusion is defined as the percentage 
of the population living in at least one of the following 
three conditions: below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, 
severely materially and socially deprived, or in households 
with very low work intensity. In the EU, only Romania has 
higher child poverty and social exclusion rates (41.5%), 
compared to the EU average of 24.2%. 

Deceased children under the age  
of 1 year in 2020 by region

For 3.3% of Bulgarian children, it is not 
possible to meet any of the needs under 
the thirteen indicators because of financial 
reasons.

Despite the drop in rates since 2019, one in four children 
cannot afford to take part in school trips, activities and 
celebrations that are not free, and does not have a 
second pair of shoes that fit the size, regardless of the 
season. 

Child poverty rates in Bulgarian are especially high in 
families of parents with low or no education (85%). To 
compare, in families of parents with secondary education, 
the proportion of children at risk of poverty is 28.3%, and 
in families of parents with higher education, it is 9.3%. In 
addition, one in ten Bulgarian children aged under 18 
lives in a family where no adult is in paid employment. 
Poverty is very high among the unemployed population 
in the country – 53%, which is the highest rate in an EU 
Member State, and there has been no major drop in this 
value since 2015. All of the above are alarming trends, as 
children growing up in families with lower educational 
levels and long-term unemployment are at the highest 
risk of falling into a poverty trap, i.e. living in permanent 
poverty. Ensuring favourable housing conditions and  
an environment that promotes school attendance are 
some of the key factors to avoid or break this cycle of 
poverty.
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Source: NSI
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Every fourth 
child cannot allow 
participation in school 
trips, activities and 
celebrations, which are 
paid for.

Every fourth child 
does not have second 
pair of shoes suitable in
size regardless of the 
season.

1 от 4

24.2%

41.5%

36.2% 36.2%
440 000 children Bulgaria

41.5%
Romania

24.2%
EU average

Risk of poverty in the families

64.7%
in large families  

with three or more 
children

50.5%
in single-member 
families with one 

child

1/4
from the intervieweed 
Roma and their children 
live without running water 
in the dwelling and at least 
once a month someone 
goes to bed hungry

27.5%  
16-64 yrs

adults  
of working age

49.5%  
64 and above

27.5%

49.5%

23%

Risk of poverty and social exclusion in different age groups

share of affected by poverty children

the share of affected 
by poverty children 
among parents with 
low degree of or 
without education 

the share of affected 
by poverty children 
among parents with 
secondary education

85% 28.3% 
the share of affected 
from poverty children 
among parents with 
higher education

9.3%

Children under 18 years 
lives in a household 
in which not a single 
adult is working. Poverty 
among the unemployed 
in the country is 
extremely high

(53%) 

1 of 10

Children under the age of 18 in risk of poverty and social exclusion
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National plan to tackle child poverty

Bulgaria is the only country in the EU which does not 
have a strategic child support document. The National 
Strategy for the Child 2019-2030, which has been 
suspended, has not yet been adopted. A recent study of 
the European Eurochild network of the European Child 
Guarantee initiative has found that current measures to 
reduce poverty and support families in Bulgaria do not 
give adequate priority to children. It identifies the work of 
national institutions to reduce child poverty as generally 
fragmented, due to the lack of political recognition and 
understanding of child poverty as a problem per se. 

As part of the family support measure during the pan-
demic, higher tax reliefs were introduced, but only for in-
come acquired in 2021. The amount of the one-time relief 
depends on the number of children in the family, and is 
as follows: for one child under 18 – BGN 4,500 (amount 
due – up to BGN 450); for two children under 18 – BGN 
9,000 (amount due – up to BGN 900); and for three and 
more children under 18 – BGN 13,500 (amount due – up 
to BGN 1,350). The tax relief for children with disabilities is 
BGN 9,000 (amount due – up to BGN 900). The measure, 
however, has not been designed as a permanent incen-
tive, and it is unclear whether it will be sustained as part 
of the common policy. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Prepare long-term plans and policies to tackle child 
poverty and social exclusion by adopting a National 
Strategy for the Child, including specific measures to 
coordinate the activities of state institutions in the 
fight against child poverty.

 Develop an effective National Action Plan for 
implementation of the EU Child Guarantee initiative, 
which should ensure access for children in need to a 
set of key services, including in education and health-
care.

 Focus resources and efforts on identifying and 
supporting the most vulnerable children, such as 
children whose parents have lower or no education, 
children from single-parent households, and children 
from marginalised groups.

 Undertake a full reform of the system for social 
assistance and support for families with children by 
introducing different mechanisms, including tax relief. 

28%

North 
Central

Southeast

43.6%

Northeast

28.6%

Southwest

26.6%

Northwest

47.4%

South Central

35.9%

Regional profile of the child poverty 
 amongst children aged 0-17, 2020 
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2.
fAMILY ENvIRONMENT 

AND ALTERNATIvE CARE
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fAMILY ENvIRONMENT 
AND ALTERNATIvE CARE

AvERAGE 3.09

   Lack of a comprehensive vision and strategy 
to support both children living in a family 
environment and children living in residential 
care.

   Lack of consistent and sustainable policies, 
including communication policies, to solidify 
positive perceptions of adoption and foster care.

   Slow and awkward deinstitutionalisation 
processes, high degree of bureaucracy, limited 
human resources and capacity.

After more than 10 years of intense advocacy by the mem-
ber organisations of the National Network for Children 
towards developing a comprehensive family policy, with 
clear goals, measures and activities, and adopting a family-
centred approach in all areas relevant to child welfare, i.e. 
socio-economic measures, education, healthcare, housing, 
child protection, social assistance, etc., and after two deep 
dive reports into the subject – Family Policies of the Re-
public of Bulgaria and Vision for Family Policy – the views 
of parents, the European experience and the psychoana-
lytical perspective – the Bulgarian government has yet to 
adopt and implement a document to comprehensively ad-
dress the issue of family and child welfare.

Policies in Bulgaria, insofar as they address the issue of fam-
ily support only superficially, generally focus on negative 
demographic growth and birth rate trends, without thor-
oughly analysing the underlying reasons for these nega-
tive developments, the high migration rates among young 
families, or the intentional choice to have fewer children or 
give birth abroad. We have not yet seen proof of any politi-
cal will for reforms and long-term planning that goes be-
yond demographic statistics and proposes real change in 
the living conditions, welfare and life prospects for young 
people wishing to raise or already having a family here. 

In March 2020, the closure of all kindergartens and schools 
in the country in response to the COVID-19 pandemic af-
fected the lives of more than 700,000 pre-school- and 
school-aged children and their parents. According to a na-
tionally representative study commissioned by UNICEF to 
analyse the economic, social, educational, psychological 
and organisational aspects of the impact of COVID-19 on 
education, most adversely affected by the distance learning 
arrangements were children from poor families and chil-
dren of long-term unemployed and/or economically inac-

tive parents. During the lockdown, parents were the main 
source of support for children, in particular for children 
with disabilities. However, only 20% of all parents reported 
being fully prepared to support their children for distance 
learning, while 50% admitted to being unable to cope. At 
the same time, 3.5% of parents had difficulties to meet their 
daily food costs, and 40% needed assistance with childcare 
in order to be able to go to work. Thus, the pandemic has 
turned out to be not only a health crisis, but also a children’s 
rights crisis, as it led to increased poverty rates among chil-
dren and a decline in the quality of education, healthcare, 
child and social protection services, especially for the most 
vulnerable. Children had difficulties in accessing online 
learning, inequalities between rich and poor families con-
tinued to grow, there were fewer outdoor activities and an 
increased risk of domestic violence. For a large number of 
children, the pandemic further led to mental health issues – 
depression, neuroses, reluctance to socialise, etc. 

As regards funding provision, issues stem both from the 
absence of sufficient data to determine the needs of each 
child and family and from the ineffectiveness of support 
allocations. Child-based family allowances and other social 
payments are, on the one hand, not aimed at lifting the 
most deprived out of poverty, and, on the other, there is no 
major differentiation in allocations for working families, as 
the system is very broad-ranging and stereotyped. There-
fore, the scope of social payments for poor families should 
be narrowed and their size should be increased, and they 
should be aligned with programmes in support of social 
inclusion and economic activity; whereas for working fam-
ilies, support should, among others, include provision of 
various early care and education services, tax relief, and in-
centivising businesses to create favourable conditions for 
staff with children. 

 
  “Better cooperation between institutions, higher skilled staff in the child 
protection system, more adequate family support.”

Survey, Report Card 2022

vision for family policy
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Economic, social, educational, psychological and organizational aspects of the impact of COvID-19
(according to a nationally representative survey commissioned by UNICEF) 

20%  
from all parents feel 
completely ready to 
support their children 
during the remote 
training

50%  
say that they don‘t 
manage to cope

3.5%  
are experiencing 
difficulties to cover 
daily food expenses

40% 
need help in raising 
their child so they can 
go to work

In 2021, the issue of Euro-orphans – children with parents 
working abroad left to be raised in kinship care – was 
brought up again. Specialised literature uses the concept 
of the transnational family to designate families whose 
members live in different countries, but maintain ties 
with each other regardless of the spatial distance. There 
is no official statistics on the number of transnational 
families in Bulgaria. However, considering that between 
1.5 and 2 million Bulgarians reside permanently outside 
the country, the percentage is likely to be significant. The 
situation is most concerning in the villages in the Eastern 
Rhodopes and in North West and North Central (NUTS2) 
regions, “where the percentage of children left in kinship 
care in Bulgaria exceeds 60%,” according to a 2019 study. 
The study describes the typical profile of such families 
as Bulgarians from smaller settlements, usually with sec-
ondary education, aged between 25 and 35 years, hav-
ing 1 or 2 children most often left to be raised by their 
grandparents.

The 2014 UNICEF study Effects on Children Left Behind 
by Parents Living and Working Abroad, led by Prof. Petya 
Kabakchieva and carried out among students from grades  

5 to 11, showed that 26% or 113,499 children had a par-
ent abroad, of whom for 15% this was the father, for 5% it 
was the mother, and for 2.7% both parents were outside 
Bulgaria. There is an urgent need for new statistical data on 
this group of children that would allow for assessing the 
present situation and plan for specific support measures 
for them and their adult carers. 

Compared to children from traditional families, for chil-
dren from transnational families socialising is often a 
problematic process entailing multiple risks: behavioural, 
moral, health, emotional, etc. No matter how caring and 
dedicated their relatives may be, they can never com-
pensate for the absence of the mother and the father. Al-
though in most cases such children are well provided for, 
owing to the money sent by their parents, they encoun-
ter numerous problems, which can be both legal and ad-
ministrative, such as representation, access to healthcare 
and education, and psychological and emotional. Such 
children are at higher risk of aggressive behaviour, with-
drawal, poor performance and dropping out of school, 
alcohol and psychoactive substance abuse, engaging in 
illegal behaviour, etc. 

Euro-orphans

The family is the only possible environment for children with disabilities. Because of the lack of 
adequate support, the members of such families are often fully dependent on each other. Respite 
care, personal assistance under the Personal Assistance Act, and the development of other social 
services for children with disabilities and their families are all insignificant in regard to helping 
children overcome the limitations imposed by their condition and supporting their parents to find 
employment in the labour market. The lack of support – both psychological and referring for 
early intervention – for parents at the time of identifying a disability condition in their children is 
clearly noticeable.

The way forward for families of children with disabilities should be for support to be based on 
income rather than benefits, as, in such families, problems will multiply as the child grows. As in 
the case of any other family, prevention is an investment in the future of the child, the family and 
their surrounding environment.
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The closure of the remaining four homes for medical and 
social care for children in Pleven, Varna, Stara Zagora and 
Kardzhali, planned for 2021, did not happen. The reason 
was the delayed construction of the required infrastruc-
ture – 20 centres for special health and social care for chil-
dren with disabilities in need of constant medical care and 
6 centres for special health and social care for children with 
high-risk behaviour in need of special medical care. In the 
different locations the services are in different phases of 
completion – some are still awaiting the selection of a con-
tractor, others are in the design phase, and still others are 
under construction. They are expected to be completed by 
the end of the year, after which time needs to be allowed 
for fitting and installation, meaning that they can start ac-
commodating children in early 2023. A small number are 
actually likely to begin operating in late 2022. The closure 
of the last specialised institutions for children has been 
pushed forward by three years from the originally planned 
schedule for late 2020. As of 31 December 2021, accord-
ing to the Ministry of Health, the total of children raised in 
these homes was 220, all but one with disabilities, of which 
113 were aged 0 to 3 years, 102 were over 3 years old, and 5 
were over 18 years old. Their individual needs were already 
assessed in late 2020, which means that the assessments 
need to be updated and the individual deinstitutionalisa-
tion plan for each child needs to be refined. 

The rise in the financial standard for the various types of 
FTPCs in 2021 managed to offset, to some degree at least, 
the higher costs of disinfectants and protective gear, tests, 
medicines and other medical equipment, as well the need 
for overtime work in connection with the pandemic. Re-
gardless of the tougher quarantine requirements, the 
need to accompany children to hospital and to cover for 
co-workers on sick leave however, staff pay rates remained 
as low as before. We are yet to see how the funding ar-
rangements will change in accordance with the new Social 
Services Act. 

The new quality standards for social services are designed 
for 12 places per residential service for children and young 
people with disabilities (FTPCCYPD). This number is still 
very high if individual care and development is to be guar-
anteed. To reduce it to a maximum of 8, children of age 
who are potentially capable of living an independent life, 
need to be discharged first. This means that housing infra-
structure should be available to provide them with shel-
ter and a set of services in accordance with Article 15 of 
the SSA, enabling young people with disabilities to live a 
meaningful and independent life in the community. This 
also includes young people with disabilities from sheltered 
housing, who similarly need to be discharged and sup-
ported by relevant services to live an independent life like 
their peers.

Deinstitutionalisation and residential care

Children in Homes for medico-social care 
 (data by Ministry of Health, 31.12.2021)

220 children 
all but 1 with disabilities 

4  Homes for 
medico-social care 

113 aged 0-3

102 3-18

5 are above 18
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social services for children in operation in bulgaria (as of 30 September 2021)

641  
social services 
for children

total capacity 

14,782 places

143 community support centres; total capacity: 5,845 places

22 street children centres; total capacity: 429 places

19 crisis centres for children; total capacity: 196 places

13 mother and baby units; total capacity: 81 places 

145 family-type placement centres for children without disabilities;  
total capacity: 1,698 places 

108 family-type placement centres for children and young people with disabilities;  
total capacity: 1,452 places 

7 family-type placement centres for children with disabilities; total capacity: 93 places 

8 family-type placement centres for children and young people with disabilities in 
need of constant medical care; total capacity: 64 places 

90 day care centres for children and/or young people with disabilities; children and 
young people with severe multiple disabilities; total capacity: 2,523 places

5 day care centres for children with disabilities; children with severe multiple 
disabilities; total capacity: 122 places

6 day care centres for children and young people with disabilities with weekly care; 
total capacity: 133 places

1 day care support centre for children with disabilities and their families; total 
capacity: 30 places

1 day care centre for children and adults with disabilities; total capacity: 50 places

17 transitional housing facilities for children; total capacity: 134 places

55 centres for social rehabilitation and integration for children/young people;  
total capacity 1,907 places 

1 centre for social rehabilitation and integration for children and young people;  
total capacity: 25 places

Source: ASA
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The strange case of foster care in bulgaria

Funding is, in effect, available for foster parents and chil-
dren, as well as for regional foster care teams, but that is 
the one and only strength of foster care provision in Bul-
garia. Interest in the service is decreasing and so is the 
number of foster parents, there are no specialised foster 
families, planning is deficient, and placement in kinship 
care is done mostly for statistical purposes. In addition, 
the lack of funding for training and supervision in 2022 
is likely to further solidify the neglect for the service and 
the protection measure. 

In 2021, the focus in child care was the preparation of the 
secondary legislative framework for the Social Services 
Act, and foster care fell off the radar, both for media and 
state institutions. 

It should be noted that, there were 491 
foster families without children placed with 
them. 

While the reasons for this may vary, they all boil down to 
the poor planning performance of the Foster Care Com-
mittees at the Regional Directorates for Social Assistance. 
As a result, foster parents with superfluous profiles have 
been registered in different regions, which, once done, 
makes their removal from the register very complicated.

2021 will be remembered for the very low number, just 
98, of new applications from prospective foster par-
ents. This, however, is far from surprising, given the ever  
decreasing interest in foster care by the general public 
in Bulgaria.

foster care Approved foster families 
As of 31 December 2021

1,867  
foster families

1,593 
Total of children placed 
with foster families at the 
end of December 2021

1,863 professional

4 voluntary 

2021 was yet another year in which the efforts to tackle the 
main challenges to foster care were not particularly effec-
tive. 

As we already found in the previous year, this social service 
is still delivered only on a project basis, under HRD OP’s 
Accept Me 2015 project, and will continue in this way until 
the end of 2022, the only difference being that the funding 
for training and supervision will be much smaller. This lack 
of support for training and supervision fully undermines 
the concept of foster care. Not only does it compromise 
the quality of care provision and the empathy that goes 
with it, but it also significantly reduces the motivation of 
those willing to provide this type of care, due to the lack 
of adequate feedback and incentivisation. In this way, the 
activity is reduced only to the presence of financial appe-
tite in some families, leading to sheer commercialisation of 
the service. 

In accordance with the funding rules of the EU, innovative 
services should be transformed into state-funded activi-
ties; however, this has not been the case for foster care for 
years already. It is therefore advisable that its operation as a 
quasi-project activity be suspended immediately.

There is still a lack of pro-active initiatives at the nation-
al level for the specialisation of foster care. As a result, 
children with disabilities, child victims of violence or traf-
ficking, unaccompanied children, and children in conflict 
with the law continue their “search” for foster parents. As 
regards babies, the situation is almost identical, in par-
ticular following the ban on residential care placement for 
them, except for medical reasons, introduced in the Social 
Services Act. 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

406 167 189 169 134 98 

Number of applications from applicants 
 for foster parents by year
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The COVID-19 pandemic continues to have a 
significant impact on social work in the field 
of adoption. 

Social service providers have adapted their training pro-
grammes for prospective adopters for remote delivery so 
they could continue to operate adequately even when, in 
accordance with the anti-epidemic measures, it was im-
possible to have face-to-face meetings. It remains to be 
seen how thoroughly the attitudes and motivation of pro-
spective adopters can be examined in cases when meet-
ings with social workers and training are not held regularly 
and are done online. 

For yet another year, in 2021, the changes envisaged in the 
Bill to amend the Family Code since 2016 were put on hold. 
No administrative procedures have been put in place to 
adequately regulate the collection and storage of detailed 
records on biological relatives. There is further no legis-
lative framework and regulation to govern access to 
the history of biological relations, which would protect 
the interests of all three parties in the adoption process, in 

particular the child’s right to information about biological 
origin. Court decisions on access to information about bio-
logical origin in accordance with Article 105 of the Family 
Code also tend to be inconsistent, encouraging seekers to 
resort to unregulated sources of information.

Adoption rates in 2021 remained consistently low. Still, no 
in-depth analysis has been undertaken into the reasons 
for the decrease in the number of children entered in the 
Adoption Register and the persistent drop in the number 
of adoptions each year, despite the generally steady totals 
of both children raised outside a family environment and 
prospective adopters.

The growth trend in the number of terminated adoptions 
and the removal of adopted children from their adoptive 
families and placing them back in residential care remains 
steady. The ASA has failed to examine the underlying rea-
sons for the re-abandonment of children in order to pre-
vent and find early-stage solutions to problems that might 
lead to re-abandonment. There is also a mismatch between 
the actual number of terminated adoptions and the statis-
tical records of the ASA. 

No support is provided to prospective adopters in the 
period between registration and adoption. The change 
in attitudes and the motivation of prospective parents, 
which is the basis of successful adoption, is similarly left 
unexplored. 

Although a number of attempts have been 
made to find solutions to some of the problems 
encountered by unaccompanied minors, it 
should be noted that, on many occasions, 
these have been partial or not sufficiently ef-
fective. For example, the Coordination Mech-
anism, which everyone has been hoping for 
since 2015, has not yet seen the light of day. 
The government has developed a strategy 
addressing a number of issues concerning 
unaccompanied minors, but mainly in the 
context of their return to the country of origin, 
without much being discussed in the line of 
protection and integration.

In 2021, the number of unaccompanied minors arriving in 
Bulgaria increased at a higher rate compared to 2020, and 
reached 3,172, of whom 3,142 boys and 30 girls. This was 
an almost four-fold increase in the number of applica-
tions for international protection over the previous year, 
when 799 such applications were received. The number 
of children aged under 13 also rose, and, at the end of 
2021, stood at 293 (over 56 in 2020). An important fact 
worth noticing is that despite the escalating situation in 

Adoption

Protection and integration of unaccompanied minors (under 18)

Afghanistan since the withdrawal of the American troops 
and the return of the Taliban to power in 2021, the num-
ber of all Afghan children having been granted interna-
tional protection was as low as 37, in spite of the fact that 
the majority of unaccompanied children actually come 
from there. 

Number of unaccompanied minors  
who arrived in the country in 2020 

3,172 children

3,142 30

293 
children under 

age of 13

Only 37 
children from 

Afganistan
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Wrongful detention

The past year continued to produce fresh evidence of 
wrongful detention of unaccompanied minors in the 
special homes for temporary accommodation of foreign 
nationals managed by the Migration Directorate of the 
Ministry of Interior. The Ministry’s subsequent estimates 
pointed to a total of 775 such cases, even if Article 44 (9) 
of the Foreigners in the Republic of Bulgaria Act explicitly 
prohibits, without exception, the wrongful placement of 
unaccompanied children. Measures under the Child Pro-
tection Act were assigned and reports to the Directorate 
for Social Assistance were made for just two of the cases, 
while the others were handed over to the State Agency 
for Refugees. The average length of stay of unaccompa-
nied minors in MoI’s special homes, which, as of Septem-
ber 2021 also includes a 10-day mandatory quarantine 
period, remained unchanged from previous years, at 22 
days. This requirement, however, may not in any way 
be used as justification for wrongful detention. What is 
more, it reduces detainees’ access to legal advice and the 
opportunity to apply for international protection. There 
has been further evidence of unaccompanied children 
being listed in orders issued to adult foreign nationals 
without any proof of acquaintance or kinship between 
them, as was pointed out in the Ombudsman’s report for 
2020. Last but not least, wrongful detention can have a 
negative impact on children’s mental health and can fur-
ther compromise some of their other basic rights. 

Despite the existence of a special SAR procedure for 
placement of unaccompanied children appearing at a 
registration and reception centre on their own even af-
ter working hours, there are still cases where it is not ob-
served.

Accommodation of unaccompanied 
asylum seekers

In accordance with the Child Protection Act, unaccom-
panied minors are considered children at risk, in view of 
which their cases should be coordinated by the local Child 
Protection Department and the State Agency for Child 
Protection. EU guidelines and the Child Protection Act pre-
scribe the placement of unaccompanied children in resi-
dential services as a last resort, after all other family-based 
opportunities have been exhausted. Upon the submission 
of the application for international protection, unaccom-
panied minors are placed in one of the two safe zones in 
Sofia – at the registration and reception centres Ovcha Ku-
pel and Voenna Rampa – or, otherwise, within a territorial 
division of the State Agency for Refugees. In this way, the 
international protection system duplicates certain aspects 
of the child protection system. While both are equally 
good in terms of standards and conditions, in accordance 
with all EU recommendations in the field of human rights, 
migrant children should first and foremost be treated as 
children, and not as migrants. 

An inspection of the placement conditions for unaccom-
panied minors seeking international protection carried out 
in the safe zone in Voenna Rampa district by the National 
Ombudsman in May 2021 found out 100% ovecrowded-
ness within the zone and poor living conditions. A large 
number of children continue to leave the safe zones at 
their own initiative. According to the State Agency for Ref-

ugees, 51% of the children in the safe zone in Ovcha Kupel 
district spent between 2 and 14 days there, and 81% of the 
children in the safe zone in Voenna Rampa district spent 
less than a month. 

The State Agency for Refugees uses two types of social as-
sessment – quick and full – as a basis to determine the sup-
port measures and action plan for each individual case. It 
is commonly known that quick assessments are preferred, 
often hiding a risk that an urgent need, such as for medi-
cal, psycho-social and educational interventions, may be 
overlooked. Information about the contents of these as-
sessments is not publicly available, and, for example, it is 
unclear whether the risk of voluntary leaving of the zone 
is assessed. 

The new National Migration Strategy does not address 
the impossibility to monitor children’s pathways after the 
desired status has been granted or refused and when it is 
time for them to leave the safe zone or the SAR reception 
centre. All the same, all such children are at constant risk 
of getting involved in trafficking or falling prey to various 
forms of violence, which necessitates systematic efforts to 
prevent those risks as early as the placement of the child 
in the centre. 

 

Representation provisions

Since 2020, following changes to the Law on Asylum and 
Refugees, unaccompanied children who seek or have 
been granted protection have been assigned a legal repre-
sentative – lawyer, who is entered in the legal aid register 
kept by the National Legal Aid Bureau and appointed by its 
chairperson or an authorised representative. Although this 
may seem like a step in the right direction, the changes do 
not solve the issue of the access of unaccompanied minors 
to legal representation, as no maximum number has been 
specified for the children that can be represented by one 
representative.

Integration

The social integration of unaccompanied minors, unlike 
other groups of vulnerable children, is additionally com-
plicated by language barriers. Social service providers do 
not have budgets for translators. 

51%
of the children placed in safe zones  
stayed there between 2 and 14 days

81%
have total stay of less than a month
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It thus becomes necessary for unaccompanied minors 
seeking access to either rely on assistance from a num-
ber of non-governmental organisations or to use the 
services provided by non-governmental organisations 
within the reception centres of the State Agency for Ref-
ugees. It should be noted that these are project-funded 
services, without the necessary financial sustainability. At 
the same time, the set of provided services most often 
lacks special services for children at risk. A good example 
of this is the access to the National Helpline for Children 
116 111. 

In 2021, the State Agency for Child Protection prepared 
informational brochures in Arabic and Farsi despite not 
having professionals to provide advice in a language oth-
er than Bulgarian and English, and, as a result, having to 
approach the State Agency for Refugees for translation, 
which seriously limits the option to access and make full 
use of the service. The situation concerning the use of all 
other services is the same. 

Access to education

Despite there being no disagreement about the impor-
tance of education for the successful adaptation and inte-
gration into the host society, a very small number of unac-
companied children are likely to attend school. There is no 
evidence of any efforts being made to thoroughly analyse 
this situation, nor of any measures being taken to counter 
it. Moreover, in the past years, the access to education has 
been further complicated by the epidemic situation and 
the transition to distance learning. 

In the course of 2021, only 48 out of a total 
of 929 under-16 year-olds in compulsory 
school-age had submitted an application to 
start school. 

In accordance with the national legislation, in Bulgaria, a 
school-aged child can be enrolled in a grade that is maxi-
mum three years behind the one corresponding to the 
his/her age. As noted by the State Agency for Refugees, 
many of these children are illiterate even in their native 
language, and, therefore, do not have any learning habits. 
Getting into a foreign-language environment is thus, more 
often than not, overwhelmingly difficult for them, espe-
cially given that for many Bulgaria is not a final destination 
and large numbers choose to leave the country of their 
own accord or await being reunited with family members 
residing in another EU Member State in accordance with 
the Dublin procedure. 

45
cases with 

measures for 
protection 

10
children have 

received urgent 
substitute care

35
have used 

residential care

Alignment of the child protection system  
with that of international protection

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Urgently put the discussion and adoption of a 
comprehensive Vision for family policy on the political 
agenda. 

 Adopt, without any further delay, a National Strat-
egy for the Child.

 Ensure adequate living standards through a com-
bination of support measures.

 Ensure a safe and suitable housing and living envi-
ronment for each child.

 Ensure conditions for families to maintain a healthy 
work-life balance. 

 Ensure high-quality services for children and fami-
lies, including ECEC services.

 Increase support for parents for equal participa-
tion in the labour market.

 Provide opportunities for flexible working arrange-
ment for single parents or parents who cannot afford to 
have another adult taking care of a preschool- or early 
school-aged child, especially in cases of illness or in ex-
treme circumstances.

 Reform the social payments system to ensure full 
coverage of children’s needs for food, clothes, toys and 
medications for all families.

 Guarantee a minimum support baseline for fami-
lies and children living below the poverty line and ex-
periencing difficulties as a result of the pandemic situa-
tion.
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 Update the individual assessments and the plans 
for moving the children out of the four homes for medi-
cal and social care for children. 

 Review the updated 2022 financial standards for 
residential services in light of the oil crisis and rising in-
flation.

 Plan for resources and services in support of in-
dependent living in the community for young people 
with severe and permanent disabilities and for a gradu-
al reduction of residential care. 

 Develop and implement a comprehensive nation-
al policy in support of adoption.

 Set up a National Electronic Certified System for 
children who are available for full adoption in accor-
dance with the provisions of Article 83(1) and a Nation-
al Register of adopters under full adoption procedures 
(Article 85). 

 Ensure support for prospective adopters in the pe-
riod between registration and adoption.

 Integrate compulsory support services for adopt-
ed children and for adoptive parents in the post-adop-
tion period.

 Provide state financing for foster care and suspend 
its project-based delivery.

 Prepare a national campaign to recruit prospective 
foster parents.

 Make maximum effort, at the national level, to de-
velop specialised foster care.

 Finalise the coordination mechanism for unaccom-
panied minors to address the responsibility of the State 
Agency for Child Protection and child protection de-
partments in the regions in coordinating casework for 
unaccompanied minors. Social workers in child protec-
tion departments and the SACP should assume a lead-
ing role rather than just representative and controlling 
functions in the course of procedures, as is at present. 

The mechanism should also specify the collaboration 
between the SAR and the SACP to allow for actual treat-
ment of all cases of unaccompanied children as cases 
of children at risk and to ensure that their rights are re-
spected. 

 Appoint social workers for child protection in the 
special homes for temporary accommodation of foreign 
nationals under the Ministry of Interior, who should ex-
amine each case related to minors, even when there is 
an accompanying adult, and arrange for consultations 
with a lawyer as a matter of priority and for the poten-
tial submission of an application for international pro-
tection. 

 Continue promoting foster care as a better place-
ment option for unaccompanied minors and work 
towards opening a safe zone in each registration and 
reception centre, as well as a specialised centre for un-
accompanied minor girls to guarantee their safety.

 Plan for regular work to prevent the risk of volun-
tary leaving and involvement in trafficking and the de-
velopment of social and learning skills.

 Specific to the responsible institutions: State Agen-
cy for Refugees, Ministry of Health and National Health 
Insurance Fund – consider the risk of delay in the health 
insurance registration of newly registered unaccompa-
nied minors. Agree on a different model of healthcare 
provision during this period, which should also include 
hospital facilities for provision of emergency medical 
care if needed.

 Develop alternative educational incentives such 
as: 1. Preparatory classes for language learning and re-
ducing the need for catch-up learning at a later stage, 
with a special focus on the formation of learning habits; 
2. Incentivising dual-based education systems with an 
option for scholarships and certification of the acquired 
vocational skills. 

 Develop a system for assessing the integration 
process of unaccompanied minors and draft an integra-
tion strategy based on this system.
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3.
PROTECTION Of CHILDREN  

fROM ALL fORMs Of vIOLENCE
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PROTECTION Of 
CHILDREN fROM ALL 
fORMs Of vIOLENCE

AvERAGE 3.07

   Lack of a single registration system for cases of 
violence against children; 

   Lack of a single integrated vision and policy 
on the part of the state to address in a 
coordinated and institutional way the issue 
of violence against children, online violence 
included.

Data on prevalence of violence in bulgaria

In 2021 there is still no single registration system for cases 
of violence against children in Bulgaria. Different institu-
tions continue keeping their own statistics, however there 
are some inconsistencies among them. An analysis of reg-
istered cases of crimes against children is also missing. For 
example, according to data from the Ministry of Interior 
as of 31 October 2021, there were 18 murders reported, 
whereas according to the prosecution office, as of the end 
of September last year 12 pre-trial proceedings under Ar-
ticle 115 of the Criminal Code (murder) were initiated in 
connection with minor victims (aged up to 14) and 10 in 
connection with underage persons (aged 14–18).

According to data from the Ministry of Interior, the 
total number of offences against children in 2021 was 
1,533. This includes:

   Offences against the person – 516 in total, incl.: murder 
– 18; molestation/corruption of minors – 222; bodily injury 
– 227; abduction and unlawful imprisonment – 9; human 
trafficking – 6; other offences against the person – 34.

   Offences against property – 343 in total, incl.: robbery 
– 58; theft – 240; fraud – 4; extortion – 4; other offences 
against property – 37.

   Public endangerment offences – 150 in total. 

  Drug-related offences – 0; 

  Offences related to transport – 146.

   Other criminal offences – 494 in total, incl.: offenc-
es against marriage, family and youth – 451; offences 
against public order and public peace – 43. 

 
  “Policies to strengthen parenting capacity in early childhood 
(family being the key); focus on the development of social and 
communication skills of children (prevention of aggression later on in 
school environment); changing preschool and school environment: 
reducing sizes of groups and classes; monitoring and prevention of 
teacher burnout; introduction of fixed term of office for school directors; 
awareness campaigns focusing on the rights and obligations of all 
players in the education process (you would be surprised how many 
parents, teachers, directors and directorates have no knowledge of 
those).”

 
  “Good communication among institutions in charge. Follow-up moni-
toring after closing the cases to prevent this from happening ever 
again.”

Survey, Report Card 2022

The reports of violence against children in 2021 
received with Child Protection Departments 

Total Cases were opened 
in connection

1,387

585
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1802  
total number of offences against children in 2021 

516 Offences against the person 

    18 murder 

	    222 molestation/corruption of minors

	    227 bodily injury

	    9 abduction and unlawful imprisonment 

	    6 human trafficking 

	    34 other offences against the person 

343 Offences against property 

	 	58 robbery

	 	240  theft

	 	4  fraud

	 	4  extortion

	 	37 other offences against property

150 Public endangerment offences 

    0 Drug-related offences

146 Offences related to transport

494 Other criminal offences in total, incl.: offences against marriage 

	   451  family and youth

	   43  offences against public order and public peace 

738
reports of violence against 
children with the NHC

116 111

605
46 
30 
39 
20
3 
20 
1 
1
2 
1

in the family

in the street

in public places 

at family members or friends 

in school

in specialised institutions

in residential care 

in adoptive families 

in foster care 

online 

in other places.

Source: Ministry of Interior 

The reports of violence against children in 2021 received 
with Child Protection Departments total 1,387. Cases were 
opened in connection with 585 reports, according to data 
from the State Agency for Child Protection (SACP).

In 2021 the National Helpline for Children 116 111 (NHC) 
received 738 reports of violence against children in total 
(letter from SACP). The trend of highest incidence of vio-

lence against children in the family continues – 605, com-
pared to 560 in 2020. There were 46 reports of violence in 
the street, 30 – in public places, 39 – at family members or 
friends, 20 – in school; the number of children victims of 
violence in specialised institutions was 3, in residential care 
– 20, in adoptive families – 1, in foster care – 1, online – 3, 
and in other places – 1.
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violence in schools

Violence in school persists as a serious problem in Bulgar-
ia. Prevention programmes and measures tend to be on 
isolated basis rather than part of an integrated strategy 
operating at the level of each school. According to the 
comprehensive study of UNICEF on violence against chil-
dren in Bulgaria, violence, in different forms, most often 
happens among children in schools (38.3%), followed by 
violence in the community (37.6%) and at home (30.9%). 
Psychological violence and abuse are the most preva-
lent forms of violence reported by students. Data shows 
that physical and emotional violence is part of everyday 
school life. According to respondents, physical violence 
in schools has the highest incidence rate, more than 91% 
of cases being caused by another child (classmate). This 
brings into focus the violence that takes place among 
children in the school environment. Emotional violence 
is also reported to be most likely in schools compared to 
home or community settings. 

In the past year the incidence of violence was lower due 
to the remote schooling, however frustration among 
children was observed as a result of prolonged staying at 
home. Because of the measures introduced against the 
COVID-19 pandemic and because of online schooling, in-
cidences of domestic violence, online and cyberbullying 
were on the rise.

In part violence in schools can be attributed to specific 
social norms preventing children from recognising some 
types of behaviour as violence thus refraining from re-
porting to adults and from seeking help. Further, the situ-
ation in schools demonstrates that parents and school 
staff are not adequately prepared to respond to cases 
of violence in school. The surveys show that more ac-
tion is required for recognising and addressing systemic 
problems concerning relations that include violence in 
schools.

The data in the UNICEF report on violence against chil-
dren in Bulgaria launched in April is troubling. The survey 
was conducted in 2019-2020, and according to it 1 in 7 
children reported that he/she was a victim of bullying 
online, predominantly in social media and online forums. 
11.8% of girls and 6.2% of boys were victims of online 
sexual abuse, receiving unsolicited messages online or 
photographs with sexual content. Children with disabili-
ties report twice as often having been victims of online 
bullying and up to 8 times more often having suffered 
sexual abuse or rape. 1 in 10 children reports that he/she 
has suffered some kind of neglect. The report concludes 
that online violence is a growing phenomenon, however 
professionals do not feel confident to recognise such in-
cidences and respond accordingly.

In early March a new General Comment (General com-
ment No. 25 (2021) on children’s rights in relation to the 
digital environment) to the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child was adopted, with a series of legislative pro-
posals and social measures to guarantee the safety of 
children in the digital environment. Despite the fact that 
the General Comment is not legally binding, the guide-
lines there are designed to put forward specific actions 

that the countries that ratified the Convention could 
undertake to provide for adequate protection of minors 
online. The principles of non-discrimination, including 
prohibition of information filtering, based on online data 
concerning the child are reinforced. The Committee on 
the Rights of the Child calls upon states parties to under-
take legislative initiative to protect the rights of the child 
in the digital environment. This is to include criminal li-
ability for businesses in case of using data concerning 
minors for commercial purposes, awareness campaigns 
and trainings for children, parents and social workers, ac-
cess to specialists for victims of cybercrime as well as im-
proved overall protection of data of children online.

According to the document, “should mandate the use 
of child rights impact assessments to embed children’s 
rights into legislation, budgetary allocations and other 
administrative decisions relating to the digital environ-
ment and promote their use among public bodies and 
businesses relating to the digital environment.” State par-
ties are called upon to identify a government body that 
is mandated to coordinate policies, guidelines and pro-
grammes affecting the children’s rights.

Child neglect and abuse in cyberspace
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Adopt a policy and measures for violence preven-
tion governing all areas of operation of the relevant in-
stitution that can be connected with breaches of the 
rights of the child to safety, with support and interven-
tion where the life, health and wellbeing of children 
could be at risk.

 Ensure effective operation of the Coordination 
Mechanisms for interaction among experts – including 
educators and school psychologists – in cases of child 
victims of violence or children at risk of violence. Clear 
information allows students to analyse critically these 
norms and rules.

 Allow access for all professionals to the contact 
details of key institutions in charge of child protection.

 Train at least one teacher or educator per educa-
tion establishment in the methods and instruments for 
teaching children on the topic of protection against 
abuse and violence. This teacher or educator must have 
the knowledge and skills to train children on the topic 
of prevention of violence, and relevant education ma-
terials for class work with children at different ages.

 Ensure the entire teaching staff get training on 
recognising the signs of abuse or violence against chil-
dren and responding accordingly if such concerns are 
in place.

 Provide for supervision for teachers as a form of 
support and reflection.

 Develop a single state registration system for cases 
of violence against children and measures undertaken, 
which would allow analysis and evaluation of trends, 
policies and measures.

 Guarantee effective operation of a coordination 
mechanism pursuant to General Comment No. 25 of 
the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

 Improve the quality of interinstitutional coopera-
tion.

 Raise the awareness with respect to child neglect 
and child abuse in cyberspace.

 Organise initial and continued specialised train-
ings for professionals working with children in different 
areas.

 The Ministry of Education and Science (MES) to 
conduct risk analysis with regard to safeguarding chil-
dren‘s rights when processing their personal data in 
online schooling.

 Strengthen the focus on more disguised forms 
of violence against children, including online bullying 
and online sexual abuse.



38

4. 
jusTICE fOR CHILDREN



39Education

jusTICE fOR CHILDREN

AvERAGE 3.28

   Continued stagnation in the area of criminal 
justice for children;

   Not enough actions are taken to ensure that 
the best interests of the child are central 
when solving parental conflicts. 

In 2021 the stagnation in the area of criminal 
justice for children still persists. 

The Bill on diversion from criminal proceedings and in-
troducing educational measures for minors saw no prog-
ress with the Ministry of Justice (MJ). The objective of the 
draft legislation, which was prepared with a broad par-
ticipation of experts, UNICEF, National Network for Chil-
dren (NNC) and other NGO, was to move forward a reform 
that has been in discussion for a long time. Another tasks 
of the last governments in this area was to transpose Di-
rective (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 and Directive 2012/29/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 estab-
lishing minimum standards on the rights, support and 
protection of victims of crime. Central to the transposi-
tion should have been the creation of a legislative, expert 
and financial framework for individual assessments of 
children and the rights related to this – the right to be 
heard and the best interests of the child to be a primary 
consideration. The transposition of both directives con-
tinues to be but an imitation. In 2021 no actions were un-

dertaken in either direction; this can be in part attributed 
to several consecutive rounds of elections, short-lived 
parliaments and traditional disengagement on the part 
of the Bulgarian political class with children’s rights. 

There is still no legislative framework enabling a holistic 
and inclusive child-cantered approach in criminal jus-
tice. In parallel, the multidisciplinary models ensuring 
the most beneficial approach for the child for prevention 
of re-victimisation are neither put in place nor followed. 
Currently, there is no statutory requirement for recording 
on video the first statement of a child victim of violence 
and subsequent hearing by exception. The introduction 
of individual assessment of child victims of violence as 
an instrument to establish the needs of the victim and 
to ensure better quality of evidence collection is still 
pending. All this cumulatively allows for an unlimited 
number of interviews of the victim, with no prescribed 
specialised protocol for conducting these interviews by 
specially trained for that purpose interviewers. Neither 
the Criminal Procedure Code (CPC), nor the 2020 draft 
to amend it introduced in criminal proceedings require-
ments for individual assessments and making the best 
interests of the child primary consideration. None of the 
revisions even mentions the interests of the child – sus-
pected or accused for a committed offence. His/her rights 
are derived from the general right to fair trial. The indi-
vidual assessment with its objectives is not recognised as 
an instrument in the benefit of the child, for consistence 
and relevance with his/her special needs or specific edu-
cation measures for effective diversion. 

Rights of child victims of violence 

 
 “Establish and disseminate effective and efficient practices instead of 
doing only administrative reporting and just pretend to be working.” . 

Survey, Report Card 2022
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The protection measures for child victims of violence 
continue to be chaotic, with heavy dependence on the 
discretion of judges and investigators to implement one 
action or another. Thus, a procedural requirement that all 
minors shall be interviewed in specially equipped rooms 
(the so called ‘Blue Rooms’) or via videoconference is still 
not in place, the provisions of Article 140 (5) of the CPC 
leaving this at the discretion of those conducting the in-
terview. 

The past year saw no improvement in the operation of 
the Coordination Mechanism in cases of violence (under 
Article 36d (3) of the Child Protection Act), where each 
institution is required in a specially dedicated meeting to 
provide any available information on the relevant case 
and based of this information appropriate measures are 
undertaken. It is important to note that at this early stage 
one of the key tasks is to assess the risks for the child – 
his/her health status and psycho-social situation; ability 
to take part in legal proceedings and vulnerability/need 

for child-friendly/adapted practices for engagement in 
court proceedings; any risks of secondary victimisation; 
any risks of threats or retaliation on the part of the of-
fender or persons related to the offender. However, the 
method of conducting the individual assessment is not 
specified, the latter again being left at the discretion of 
professionals.

The criminal justice system traditionally does not engage 
with other systems – the social, healthcare and education 
systems, when a child is involved. This precludes imple-
mentation of measures for rehabilitation and integra-
tion of children in contact with the criminal justice sys-
tem for procedural and penal purposes alike (Article 60 
of the Criminal Code). Thus, the system remains focused 
on repression, i.e. achieving the procedural and penal ob-
jectives for their own sake. Nowhere in the CPC or in the 
draft CPC are there any objectives related to measures in 
the benefit of the child, his/her specific needs or supervi-
sion measures. 

In 2021 the multidisciplinary approach to 
juvenile offenders, as provided for back in 
Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Parlia-
ment and of the Council of 25 October 2012 
establishing minimum standards on the 
rights, support and protection of victims of 
crime is still not in place. 

Once penal measures for imprisonment or detention 
in custody are imposed, the due support on the part of 
the MES for the directors and staff of the relevant Social-
Pedagogical Boarding Schools and Correctional Boarding 
School is not provided. This is especially true in the context 
of the COVID-19 containment measures. There is no set of 
instruments to be followed for an initial assessment of the 
risk of re-offending for the young offender, or of the need 
for immediate moving out of an unfavourable family or so-
cial environment. 

Despite the safeguards in the CPC for a more caring ap-
proach towards juvenile offenders, with the assumption 
that punishment is about making them fit as active and con-
tributing members of the public upon reaching legal age, 
controversial legislative amendments effectively allow for 
unwarranted police arbitrariness towards them. The amend-
ment to the provisions of Article 386 (5) of the CPC, allowing 
the investigative authorities to postpone with up to 24 hours 
the notice to the parents of underage suspects of the latter’s 
detention, was not subsequently resolved through case law. 
Instead, it remained a poorly disguised possibility for indis-
criminate restrictions of personal rights, moreover with re-
spect to children. Under the above provisions, resorting to 
postponement of this notice shall be in view of the specifics 
of each case, and shall not be disproportionate and confined 

solely to the type or severity of the offence committed. Ef-
fectively, this conditions unchecked and indiscriminate dis-
cretion “based on expedience” whether or not to notify the 
parents or the Child Protection Agency, disregarding any 
psychological harms not just for the young detainees but for 
their family too. The judicial scrutiny envisaged under para 6 
for non-notification is non-functioning in practice. Even if a 
complaint is filed against an unauthorised use of the actions 
under Article 386 (5) of the CPC, the actual administration 
of the complaint and the ruling of the court takes far longer 
than the envisioned 24-hour time limit in such specific ur-
gent proceedings.

Some courts (incl. Sofia Regional Court) stick with the prac-
tice of allocating cases involving children to judges trained 
to work with children; the situation with lay judges, how-
ever, is different, and lay judges are involved in the majority 
of extended court panels for these cases. The requirement 
that those persons be with pedagogical qualification is 
disregarded by the system for random appointment of lay 
judges. 

Rights of children suspected or accused of committing an offence
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In the past 2021, in view of the political and 
government crisis in the country, no develop-
ments were reported in this area. The general 
legal framework in Bulgaria relating to child 
victims of violence, can be viewed from three 
perspectives, depending on the elements of 
the system for prevention of and response to 
violence identified in the rights, procedural 
safeguards for exercising these rights, the in-
volvement and responsibility of individual 
institutions, authorities and professionals and 
depending on the subsequent protection for 
children. 

It should be noted that in the context of the system for 
prevention of violence, according to the latest amend-
ments to the Criminal Code, promulgated in State Ga-
zette issue No 74/2015, persons who have committed 
serious crimes of sexual assault against minors shall, as 
punishment, be disallowed to hold governmental or pub-
lic position or disallowed to practice a specific profession 
or activity (Articles 158b and 188 (5 of the CC). With this, 
for the first time primary prevention of crimes through 
deterrence was introduced in the legislation. It is about 
avoiding the consequences of criminal prosecution in 
case of such serious offences against children, as these 
consequences may significantly preclude the offender 
from holding government or public positions at all. This 
prevention is in terms of a punishment designed to serve 
as warning and deterrence with respect to specific of-
fences such as the one described above. 

Such offences are trafficking, offences against sexual in-
tegrity, bodily injury, offences against youth etc. From the 
standpoint of criminal procedure and the CPC, with re-
spect to the victim, the five main elements of protection 
against violence can be found in identifying and recog-
nising the child as a victim of violence, as early as possible 
– at the time of the first contact with criminal prosecution 
authorities; effectively this means that upon reporting a 
case of violence by the victim or by another person, the 
victim is to receive all possible protection in the context 
of criminal proceedings. 

Another element is the response – namely stopping the 
abuse, through measures for protection such as a re-
straining order against the accused person to stay away 
from the child (Article 67 of the CPC). Such measures can 
be imposed at the pre-trial phase with a determination of 
the relevant first-level court on hearing the victim. Lastly, 
other elements refer to the protection in the context of 
interviewing minors as witnesses of crimes, the involve-
ment of a pedagogue or a psychologist during the in-
terview, the possibility for prevention of secondary vic-

timisation by restricting the number of encounters with 
the offender, interviewing in the presence of a judge at 
the pre-trial stage, the possibility to use audio and video 
recording, interviewing in specialised premises (the so 
called ‘Blue Rooms’), allocation of cases involving chil-
dren to specialised court panels. Training of professionals 
in the framework of criminal court proceedings for work-
ing with children is another important part of protection 
as an element of the overall system for protection against 
violence.

The CPC contains special rules for interviewing minors 
as witnesses (Article 140). During the interviewing of a 
minor (under 14) as witness, this witness is not advised 
of his or her liability under Article 290 of the CC because 
minors are below the age of criminal liability. However, 
minors are explicitly informed about the need to provide 
truthful statements (Article 140 (4) of the CPC). The act 
amending the CPC revises Article 140 (5) and Article 280 
(6) (effective from November 5, 2017) thus allowing in-
terviews of minors and underage (14-18) persons as wit-
nesses in the country to be conducted with measures 
to avoid contact with the accused, including the use of 
specially equipped spaces or video conference commu-
nication; the latter, at pre-trial stage, takes place in the 
presence of a judge.

The main rules for witness protection in criminal proceed-
ings are regulated in the CPC. Additionally, there is a more 
extended regime of protection of all persons that are un-
der threat in connection with criminal proceedings. This 
is established in the Protection of Persons Threatened in 
Connection with Criminal Proceedings Act. The measures 
under this act are implemented if the witnesses cannot 
be protected according to the CPC. Pursuant to the Act 
amending the CPC, Article 140 (5) and Article 280 (6) are 
revised (effective from 5 November 2017), to allow inter-
views of minors and underage persons as witnesses to 
be conducted with measures to avoid contact with the 
accused, including the use of specially equipped spaces 
or video conference communication; the latter, when at 
pre-trial stage, takes place in the presence of a judge. It 
must be noted that Article 19 of the Directive requiring 
Member States to provide conditions for avoiding con-
tact between the victim and the offender as well as for 
conducting interviews with victims in specialised spaces, 
effectively rules out resorting to a line-up as an admis-
sible evidentiary method. In this sense an explicit provi-
sion in the CPC is required ruling out line-ups in cases of 
child victims of violence.

These rules are with relevance to the rules for I interview-
ing minors as witnesses regardless of whether they have 
specific protection needs or not. The term ‘specific pro-
tection needs’ is elaborated in the Supplementary Provi-
sions of the CPC, reading that “such needs would exist 
where implementation of additional means for protec-
tion against secondary victimisation and re-victimisation, 
intimidation and retaliation, emotional or psychological 
suffering, as well as for preservation of dignity of victims 
during interviewing are required.”

Protection against domestic violence and penal policy in the area of 
domestic violence against children 
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Parental conflicts in the context of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic became more prevalent and 
exacerbated, with no serious commitment 
on the part of relevant authorities to address 
them with timely professional intervention. 
In 2021, again, no mandatory first mediation 
meeting for parties to family disputes was in-
troduced.

The initiative of introducing mandatory court mediation in 
divorce proceedings, disputes concerning revision of mea-
sures related to parental responsibility and the regime of 
personal contacts with the grandparents continued (Con-
cept for Introduction of Mandatory Court Mediation of the 
Judges’ College of the Supreme Judicial Council). Despite 
this however, such mandatory mediation was introduced 
in only four courts on pilot basis (Sofia, Varna, Pazardjik and 
Pernik), with referrals of such cases for resolution to the 
mediation centres at the regional and district courts in the 
said four cities. The National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
of Bulgaria provides for similar measures. However, those 
ideas are formulated rather broadly without due granular-
ity. On this basis it can be concluded that in 2021 still no 
single unified approach for multidisciplinary resolution of 

family conflicts in a way that safeguards the best interests 
of the child was in place, despite the growing need for such 
approaches in this field.

The absence of a clear political vision and will for compre-
hensive transformation and for introducing a unified ap-
proach for multidisciplinary resolution of parental conflicts 
persists. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the prob-
lems resulting from the current model. The main problem 
in resolving parental conflicts while safeguarding the best 
interests of the child stems from the absence of a single 
methodology for multidisciplinary work in such cases. 
Consequently, the prevailing scenario would be to refer 
the dispute to be solved by the court which does not allow 
due psychosocial work to overcome the negative aspects 
of parental conflict. As a result, even though a court deci-
sion is passed on a case, this often doesn’t help resolve the 
conflict between the parents, and the child is placed in a 
traumatising environment.

Further, currently judges are essentially unable to mandate 
parties to attend social services for improvement of par-
enting capacity and functional relations with the other par-
ent in the interest of the child. Thus, a fallout between par-
ents, oftentimes leads to multiple court and administrative 
proceedings, that only amplify the negative consequences 
of the conflict for children. Alternative conflict resolution, 
referral for mediation included, is still underused despite 
the recognised advantages of the approach. 

safeguarding the best interests of the child when involved in legal 
proceedings. Legal proceedings under the family Code – parental 
conflicts

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Refer for discussion at the National Assembly and 
adopt the Bill on diversion from criminal proceedings 
and introducing educational measures for minors, der-
ogating the effective Combating the Antisocial Behav-
iour of Minors Act.

 Relaunch the public discussion by experts and 
NGO of the 2020 bill for amending the CPC before pro-
ceeding with the legislative procedure.

 The Ministry of Justice to organise public aware-
ness campaigns on criminal justice for children – objec-
tives, child participation and safeguards of the rights 
and best interests of the child.

 Conduct a discussion at the Council of Ministers 
(CoM) on the role of the MLSP in reforming the poli-
cies for children for prevention of delinquent behaviour 
through development of specialised services for chil-
dren with behavioural difficulties.

 Introduce in statutory terms the Coordination 
Mechanism for protection of child victims of violence as 
a well-established mechanism for multidisciplinary as-
sessment of the needs of child victims and child offend-
ers alike.

 Provide for full-fledged transposition 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 crimi-
nal proceedings and Directive 2012/29/EU of the Euro-
pean Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 
establishing minimum standards on the rights, support 
and protection of victims of crime. 

 Refer for discussion at the National Assembly and 
adopt the Bill on diversion from criminal proceedings 
and introducing educational measures for minors, der-
ogating the effective Combating the Antisocial Behav-
iour of Minors Act.
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 Revise the permissions under the currently effec-
tive revision of Article 386 (5) of the CPC.

 Introduce systemic training of magistrates, inves-
tigators, social workers, etc. focusing on specific chal-
lenges related to working with children suspected or 
accused of committing an offense.

 Introduce systemic training of lay judges for work-
ing with underage persons, with the participation of 
pedagogues and social workers.

 Design consistent and well-coordinated national 
plans to reduce the persisting high prevalence of vio-
lence against girls and against boys, from early child-
hood to adolescence.

 Implement comprehensive, coordinated, multi-
sectoral initiatives that involve both the government 
and the civil society. Those initiatives should be evi-
dence-based as to what methods are effective for pre-
vention of and responding to the diverse forms of vio-
lence children suffer in early childhood.

 Build social infrastructure supporting the imple-
mentation of the above.

 The Agency for Social Assistance and the Ministry 
of Justice to jointly provide for an operational mecha-
nism for development of social services for juvenile of-
fenders.

 Design and implement unified methodology for 
multidisciplinary resolution of parental conflicts that 
includes mandatory first mediation for parties to family 
disputes with a mediator in order to overcome the ad-
versarial elements between parents vis-à-vis their chil-
dren and ensure the primary consideration of the best 
interests of the child when solving parental conflicts.

 The Ministry of Justice to review the Act amending 
the Family Code/2016 and to continue the work on it.

 Improve the qualification of judges, lawyers and 
mediators engaged with family disputes.

 The Ministry of Justice to propose a solution to the 
problem related to refusals on the part of private and 
state enforcement agents to conduct forced execution 
with respect to personal contacts regimes between a 
parent and a child.

 Improve the capacity of Child Protection Depart-
ments to refer to social services as a child protection 
measure. 
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EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEvELOPMENT

AvERAGE 3.32

   Lack of shared understanding regarding early 
childhood development and no national strategy 
in the area;

   Lack of focus on maternal and child health; 
regional and ethnic imbalances are too big;

   Insufficient range, quality and diversity of services 
for early education and care;

   Lack of sustainable financing and shortage of 
workforce for early childhood intervention (ECI);

   Lack of a single system for referral to ECI services.

In 2021 the state, represented by the Ministry of Health 
(MH), did not undertake any action in order to analyse 
maternal mortality in the recent years; moreover, the addi-
tional risks associated with COVID-19 for pregnant women 
were neglected. This led to preventable maternal deaths in 
the neonatal period.

Maternal mortality
The problems in the governance and the functioning 
of the health system caused by the pandemic negative-
ly impacted the welfare of pregnant women and new 
mothers and their families, further limiting their access to 
quality health services; threatening their health and lives 
and strengthening the practice of separating women giv-
ing birth from their partners and of newborn infants from 
their parents. The lack of officially endorsed recommen-
dations for clinical protocols consistent with the interna-
tional scientific consensus led to growth of unwarranted 
invasive interventions as well as to potentially prevent-
able deaths due to COVID-19 among pregnant women 
and women giving birth.

According to data of the National Health Insurance Fund 
(NHIF), between 1 January and 30 September 30, 2021, 7 
women with COVID-19 infection died, and 5 others died 
without proven corona virus infection, while they were 

pregnant or during the perinatal period. However, due to 
the method of reporting the mortality rate for this group, 
it is possible that the data is incomplete. In 2021 the Bul-
garian Helsinki Committee reported inconsistency in the 
data on maternal mortality for 2019 reported by differ-
ent institutions, and following a number of inquiries, in 
early 2022 the NHIF published a report entitled “Study of 
Maternal Mortality in the Neonatal Period, 2010-2020”, 
identifying possible reasons for the discrepancy in sta-
tistics. According to the report, maternal mortality in the 
country is “average to high” compared to the other EU 
countries, and specific recommendations were given to 
address the problem.

Maternal and child health

 
  “Build local support centres (psychologist, paediatrician, midwife, 
speech therapist, social worker, educator) for children and parents, to 
deliver prevention, support, information, health services.

           
There is a huge need to open the early childhood care system. Anyway, 
the capacity of public child care establishments is not sufficient. Why 
not legalise and encourage parent cooperatives that have been in ex-
istence for years, providing to children modern and adequate care?”

Survey, Report Card 2022 

Between 1 January and 30 September 

30, 2021, 7 women with COVID-19 

infection died, and 5 others died 
without proven corona virus infection, 
while they were pregnant or during  
the perinatal period. 
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births from january 1, 2021 
until september 30, 2021 

(NHIF reference)

Maternal health and COvID-19

According to information of the MH in Bulgaria no clini-
cal protocol, mandatory or recommended, was issued for 
treatment of COVID-19 infections in pregnant women, ei-
ther on outpatient or inpatient basis. Also missing are any 
established guidelines for conducting delivery of women 
who tested positive for SARS-CoV-2 or for providing medi-
cal care in the early postnatal period for such mothers and 
their infants. This puts into question both the equal access 
to medical care in case of COVID-19 infections for preg-
nant women and the quality of care they would receive in 
such a case. In addition to intrinsic clinical risks, this further 
aggravated the situation of pregnant women and women 
giving birth in our country. In the majority of health estab-
lishments, the access of persons to accompany mothers 
during birth was prohibited back in March 2020, and the 
ban was never lifted since; in many locations visits were re-
stricted, according to analysis of ‘Our Premature Children’ 
Foundation.

vaccination of pregnant and breastfeeding 
women

Recommendations regarding vaccination of young wom-
en planning pregnancy and pregnant women were issued 
in February 2021, and according to those the latter were 
advised against getting a vaccine, while the former were 
advised to avoid getting pregnant for at least six months 
after the vaccine. Despite reports that this is contrary to 
international scientific consensus and poses a risk to the 
lives and health of pregnant women and their babies, 
these recommendations have not been revised as of the 
end of January 2022. Breastfeeding women were altogeth-
er absent from the recommendations.

Implementation of the National Programme 
for Improvement of Maternal and Child 
Health (NPIMCH) and Ordinance 26 in 2020.

At the end of 2020 the National Programme for Improve-
ment of Maternal and Child Health (NPIMCH) 2014-2020 
expired. The updated programme with a horizon up until 
2030 was adopted with Decision No. 333 of 9 April 2021 of 
the CoM, with an Action Plan for 2021-2023.

According to the MH, the 2021 budget for the activities un-
der the Programme amounts to BGN 4.69 mln. At the same 
time, however, the Ministry reported that the agreements 
with health establishments carrying out activities under 
the Programme, were not signed until November 2021, 
which suggests that most likely spending of the budget 
on the planned activities before that was not possible. 

According to the plan, for 2021 outpatient health centres 
were supposed to conduct 12,000 check-ups and receive a 
bit more than BGN 1.2 mln for this.

At the same time, according to data from the NHIF, the 
trend from previous years of slightly more than 1/3 unin-
sured pregnant women failing to get a check-up by spe-
cialist, and less than ¼ failing to get the tests they were 
entitled to under Ordinance 26/14.06.2007 remained un-
changed.

According to NHIF reports between 1 January and 30 Sep-
tember 2021 the number of uninsured women who gave 
birth was 5,332. This accounts for nearly 16% of all births 
reported by this institution for the same period. During 
it, 2,196 uninsured pregnant women got check-ups with  
OB-GYNs, as entitled under the Ordinance, and only 
around 1,000 uninsured pregnant women did get the lab 
tests thereunder.

The budget of the NHIF for 2021 covered the following 
activities and reimbursements for general practitioners 
and specialist doctors under the “Maternal Health” 
Programme:

 For regular check-ups of pregnant women, 325,578 
check-ups were reported, at the amount of BGN 4,939,211.

 For medical and diagnostic activities the reimbursement 
of tests amounted to BGN 2,956,934.

In 2021 the NHIF paid for 21,544 normal childbirths (BGN 
23,693,888). C-section deliveries were 24,224, amounting 
to BGN 23,247,976.

The reported check-ups and tests for uninsured preg-
nant women in 2021 were 2,922 and 9,086 respectively, 
amounting to BGN 70,128 and BGN 34,982.

The irregularities in the operation of outpatient health 
centres, along with the generally deteriorated access to 
medical care due to COVID-19 are highly likely to have 
further compromised the already insufficient access to 
prenatal and neonatal diagnostic activities, affecting most 
women from vulnerable groups – women living in pover-
ty, in remote locations or in segregated communities.

5,332 (16%)
the number of uninsured women 
who gave birth

2,196
uninsured pregnant women  
got check-ups with OB-GYNs, as 
entitled under the Ordinance

only around 1,000  
uninsured pregnant women  
did get the lab tests thereunder
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Information system on births

Medical standards and quality of care in 
maternity and neonatology wards

Workforce and policy

According to the NSI, as of 31 December 2020, there were 
3,251 midwives and 1,766 OB-GYN specialists in the coun-
try. The data on practising midwives is comparable with the 
data from the previous year, with a slight decrease, while the 
number of doctors goes up. According to data from the Bul-
garian Association of Health Professionals, the average age 
of midwives continues to increase and is 55 years in 2021.

In 2021 there were more new admissions in “Healthcare” 
majors, which includes midwifery, after being identified as 
priority professional area in 2020. The demand for these 
majors on the part of applicants is still insufficient to re-
verse the severe understaffing in the system.

Access for parents to neonatal wards during 
the pandemic

The state policies and priorities to promote 
contact between parents and their babies 
demonstrate no development or intention in 
this respect; the same holds true regarding 
the promotion of family-oriented care in 
neonatal wards in view of the events from 
the past two years.

For a second consecutive year the COVID-19 pandemic 
had a stable impact on the practices related to family-
oriented care in neonatal wards worldwide. While at the 
start of the pandemic we witnessed massive restriction of 
the access of parents to their prematurely born or ailing 
infants, only months later, the access of parents to inten-
sive care units and promotion of skin-to-skin (kangaroo 
care) and breastfeeding in neonatal wards were resumed, 
following the WHO recommendations from the spring 
of 2020. Bulgaria remained one of the few countries that 
despite global research on the harming consequences of 
separation and despite the recommendations to encour-
age again contacts between parents and infants in neo-
natal care, premature babies included, failed to undertake 
relevant measures. The WHO endorsed a project for psy-
chological counselling of families with premature babies 
that was met with great interest. 

While 2020 was marked with extreme restrictions of vis-
its to hospital patients, including infants in neonatal care, 
in the summer and autumn of 2021 two notable changes 
took place: 1) visits to patients hospitalised for more than 5 
days were allowed (Order No. RD-01-515/21.06.2021) and 
2) the management of relevant medical establishments re-
ceived full authority regarding the regime of hospital visits, 
with the requirement for wearing personal protective equip-
ment (shoe covers, gloves, gowns and protective face mask) 
and allowing maximum one visitor per room at a time.“ (Or-
der No. RD-01-748/02.09.2021).

As premature and ailing babies tend to be “patients hospi-
talised for more than 5 days” this allowed more access for 
the families to neonatal units in the summer months; the 
special status of these patients, however, remained unrec-
ognised by state institutions. In other words – the disre-
gard of fundamental differences between the needs of 
hospitalised adults and premature or ailing infants in 
neonatal care continued.

A global survey of 56 countries, including Bulgaria, con-
ducted by the European Foundation for the Care of New-
born Infants (EFCNI) between August and November 2020 
and released on 11 November 2021 revealed no less wor-
rying facts regarding the organisation of neonatal care in 
our country in times of pandemic.

While on average 21% of respondent parents globally re-
ported that they were completely denied access to their 
infants, for Bulgaria this share was 42%.

“In the forty-day stay in neonatal care of my baby girl we 
were received information about her only by phone. Access 

17 850 (53%)
C-section births for the period Jan-Sept 2021   

(data by NHIF)

Access to medical care and quality of ma-
ternity care in COvID-19 pandemic

Quality of maternity care in COvID-19 pan-
demic

According to data from the NHIF, 17,850 or 53% of births 
reported by the institution between January and Septem-
ber 2021 were C-section deliveries. Back in 2020 there 
were warring signals that Bulgaria would not follow the 
international scientific consensus that only obstetric indi-
cations should warrant C-section, and the pandemic did 
not change this recommendation. The WHO holds that in 
around 19% of all deliveries, the benefits of C-section out-
weigh risks. Conversely, nearly one in three women giving 
birth undergo unnecessary surgery entailing more direct 
and long-term risks for mothers and infants alike com-
pared to normal childbirth.

3251 midwives  
55 years average age

1766 obstetricians  
and gynecologists
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was completely denied; the first time we hugged her was 
when she was discharged. (...) Premature birth is traumatis-
ing enough; on top of that if you cannot see or touch your 
child for over a month, the pain is huge.”
(Quote from Bulgaria)

As to support of breastfeeding, 18% of all respondents 
stated that they got no support to breastfeed their prema-
ture or ailing newborns during the stay in neonatal care; 
for Bulgaria the share of mothers reporting no support for 
breastfeeding for the said period was 70%.

The COVID-19 pandemic further affected the mental con-
dition of parents of premature or ailing infants. 45% of all 
respondents said that they were not offered any form of 
psychological support at all (incl. counselling, self-help 
groups, etc.). For Bulgaria the share of those parents was 
75%.

Further worrying information regarding maternal and 
child health and the impact of the pandemic on the care 
for pregnant women, new mothers and their infants re-
lates to monitoring of pregnancy. 70% of respondents 
from Bulgaria reported that in connection with the pan-
demic their pregnancy was not monitored by OB-GYN or 
any other medical specialists, in contrast with the regular 
practice with no pandemic.

It is necessary to recognise the special status of newborn 
infants in neonatal care when regulating the regime of 
visits to hospitalised patients. There should be clear dis-
tinction between the therapeutic needs of premature and 
ailing infants and of adult patients in hospital care, as evi-
denced by a large body of research.

survey of Our Premature Children foundation

93%    were not allowed in the NICU 

in the period june-October 2021in the period March-May 2020

40%  did not have access to their babies

25%  were alowed once in a few days

21% once in a week

14%  were allowed to visit the baby everyday

The politically turbulent 2021 in fact proved to be a very 
promising year with respect to ECD. In the spring the CoM 
adopted the National Programme for Maternal and Child 
Health 2021-2030 and a three-year Action Plan thereto. 
The MH amended Ordinance 9/2019, whereby the pack-
age of activities financed by the budget of the NHIF was 
extended to include home healthcare for infants up to 
14 days after discharge from hospital. The service is to be 
provided by nurses, midwives or doctor’s assistants from 
primary care. The healthcare will include: information on 
the options to improve the health of the child and to pro-
mote healthy lifestyle and life skills; evaluation of the en-
vironment in which the child is raised to identify and raise 
awareness of potential health risks and unhealthy habits. 
Also planned is counselling for parents on healthy nutri-
tion of infants, on the benefits of exclusive breastfeeding 
in the first 6 months and on the duration of natural feed-
ing according to accepted norms; guidelines for proper 
hygiene and for promoting the natural health resilience 
of children, as well as counselling for improvement of 
parenting capacity for the upbringing of the child; where 
needed, measurement, registration and evaluation of vital 
indicators shall be done, as well as detection of signs of 
life-threatening conditions and relevant response.

These and some other constructive measures undertaken 
during the year by the state do not resolve the following 
still outstanding needs, namely:

  design, agree and adopt a national ECD strategy;
  introduce quality integrated ECD services in coop-
eration and coordination between the education, social, 
health systems and local communities;
  engage in focused information and awareness cam-
paigns on the importance of ECD for children and the pub-
lic alike;
  address the problem of shortage of ECD specialists in 
the social, education and health systems;
  introduce programmes for health education in schools 
in order to provide basic health competences of students, 
in the area of ECD included.

In 2021 for the first time the state started consistently in-
vesting in municipalities to subsidise the contributions for 
kindergarten fees parents have to pay for mandatory pre-
school education. The latter is to start at 4 years of age now. 
According to information from the Ministry of Finance pro-
vided by the Trust for Social Achievement (TSA), in 2021 
the allocations from the central budget for municipalities 
to subsidise fees under Article 283 (9) of the Preschool and 
School Education Act (PSEA) (BGN 174 per child, for more 
than 112 thousand children in total) amount to BGN 19.6 
mln. A monitoring report by the TSA reveals that in 2021, 
52,000 children attended kindergarten completely free-
of-charge and some 30,000 of them were in municipalities 
with fee waiver for parents. Around 19 thousand children 

Early childhood development
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go to kindergarten for free thanks to a project called “Ac-
tive Inclusion in the Preschool Education System” of the 
MES. The initiative covers approximately 29,500 children 
from more than 100 kindergartens with additional Bulgar-
ian language classes. Nearly 300 educators and nearly 900 
non-pedagogical staff are engaged under the project. Ac-
cording to the MES, the measure of partial or full fee waiv-
ing extends to 32,500 children (3,000 more than the partic-
ipants covered under the project). The total duration of the 
project is 42 months. If in 2021 around 220,000 children 
enrolled in kindergarten (according to NSI data) then the 
MES project covers one in seven children, or 14%. Further, 
the criteria on which the absorption of BGN 3.5 mln. by 
Sofia Municipality, or nearly one fifth of the entire budget 
provided by the MF took place, are not clear, provided that 
the number of free-of-charge places in Sofia increased by 
the modest 262 places for the entire 2021.

In 2021 the topic of universal monitoring of pregnancy was 
brought by members of parliament in the 46th National 
Assembly. According to a study by LARGO Association, 
the absence of monitoring during pregnancy impacts ad-
versely not just ECD but also the budgets of the health and 
social systems. Every year around 7,000 women give birth 
without proper monitoring of their pregnancy by relevant 
specialists.

In 2021, one in ten women admitted for de-
livery had no check-up or test during preg-
nancy whatsoever, which entails serous risks 
for the health and lives of both infants and 
mothers.

This is the reason why Bulgaria is associated with some 
of the worst indicators in Europe for stillbirths, infant 
mortality and abortions. At least one third of the severe 
health conditions in premature babies are complications 
from untreated infections of the mother during preg-
nancy, according to the study of LARGO Association. Until 
discharge from hospital, the expenditure for the care of a 
healthy infant amounts to BGN 340. The costs of care for 
an infant born prematurely with mild complications are 20 
times higher (BGN 6,058) and for infants with medium com-
plications – 100 times more (BGN 30,497). Hospital care for 
an infant with severe complications can soar up to 300 times 
that of a healthy infant (BGN 100 thousand). After the pre-
mature infant with complications is discharged, the cost of 

care ranges between BGN 4 and 12 thousand in the first two 
years alone. The National Framework Agreement between 
the NHIF and healthcare providers envisioned around BGN 
65 mln in 2021 for hospital care of babies. The investment in 
monitoring the pregnancy for all women would be slightly 
over BGN 1 mln. If this reduces the incidence of complica-
tions with as little as 5%, the savings will be double (more 
than BGN 2 mln). If preventable complications are avoided 
in only 26 babies, the savings will be enough to cover the 
costs of monitoring the pregnancy of all mothers. 

After some delay at the end of 2021, active work started 
on the elaboration of standards for social services under 
the Social Services Act (SSA). An empirical study of LARGO 
Association reveals under-recognition in our country of 
the importance of ECD for optimal physical, emotional and 
intellectual development of children. The issue is heav-
ily dominated by the medical paradigm, and the focus is 
largely on the physical needs, children with disabilities or 
children from economically vulnerable families. The key 
obstacle to providing specialised ECD services is the ab-
sence of a readily available mainstream service promoting 
parenting capacity for optimal care in a family environ-
ment. The SSA provides operating space for efforts focus-
ing on ECD that is worth the pursuit, as it is much more 
feasible to invest in prophylaxis and prevention than to 
reactively address the negative consequences. Moreover, 
according to an empirical study of the Bulgarian Family 
Planning and Sexual Health Association of 2021, due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many of the ECD services provided in 
local communities, were either limited or altogether dis-
continued. This was a survey under the project “The Young 
Speak, the Young Choose” and was conducted in five coun-
tries with the coordination of the International Planned 
Parenthood Federation, and the support of the corporate 
social responsibility programme of MSD. 

The three rounds of general elections in 2021 and the in-
tense political competition made candidates for members 
of parliament from various political parties participate in 
multiple public pre-election events initiated by the civil soci-
ety and focusing on children, the topic of ECD included. This 
is a good practice to be sustained, and it is important that 
the civil society position itself as an active player not only in 
tabling issues crucial for children but also in the process of 
translating these issues into long-term public policies. 

4000 – 12 000 
BGN in the first two 
years 

Care for premature 
baby with 
complications after 
discharge

340 bGN 
healthy baby

20 times more
for premature 

baby with minor 
complications

100 times more
(30,497 BGN) premature 

baby with moderate 
complications

300 times more
(100,000 BGN) for 

premature baby with 
severe complications

Care for baby after discharge



50

Early Childhood Intervention (ECI) is one of the areas of 
the pilot project on the implementation of the European 
Child Guarantee in Bulgaria. The project is developed 
with the support of UNICEF, line ministries, pilot munici-
palities, training, research and non-governmental organ-
isations. One of the objectives is to introduce a systemic 
approach for ECI for families with small children with 
developmental difficulties and disabilities. At the same 
time and in connection with the Council Recommen-
dation of 14 June 2021 establishing a European Child 
Guarantee, an inter-institutional working group with the 
participation of all stakeholders was created, with repre-
sentatives from government institutions, social partners, 
NGO and academia. The working group already came up 
with the structure of a National Action Plan until 2030. 
It is expected the development of ECI to be accommo-
dated in the Plan, provided that children with disabilities 
are one of the target groups, and one of the impact areas 
is early childhood education and care.

In 2021 continued the implementation of the Proce-
dure “Services for Early Childhood Development,” with 
beneficiaries – municipalities across the country that 
have received funding under the Social Inclusion Proj-
ect financed with a loan from the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development. The objective is 
to prevent social exclusion, to alleviate poverty among 
children through investment in ECD and to support the 
operation of the already created integrated social servic-
es for children from vulnerable groups. The implementa-
tion of 61 agreements is in progress, and a range of activ-
ities centred on the needs of children and their families 
are provided for 49,005 children aged 0–7. The activities 
involve individual and group work with children and par-
ents, including children and parents not from vulnerable 
groups, to promote kindergarten attendance; individual 
pedagogical support for children with disabilities; addi-
tional pedagogical support to improve school readiness 
for children to ensure equal start; early intervention of 
disabilities, direct work with children with disabilities 
and their families, including rehabilitation and coun-
selling, training, mobile work with the child at his/her 
home; improving access to healthcare and health pro-
motion through support for check-ups and measure-
ments of the child to prevent diseases; psychological 
support and counselling for parents (including future 
parents) for development of parental skills; family coun-
selling and support, including working with parents and 
children; family planning activities, individual work; pro-
vision of transport to help with attending the services, 
kindergarten, mobile work etc.

These services were launched in 2014–2015. Their cur-
rent financing under “Human Resources Development” 
OP is renewed year by year. This gives rise to insecurity 
and tension for the teams and undermines the sustain-
ability of the service for users. The financing under the 
OP means that on many occasions available funds are 
not sufficient to make remunerations consistent with 
inflation as well as to cover other running needs of the 
functioning community centres. Staff are not entitled 
to social benefits such as allowances for work clothes, 
food or transport. The low remuneration leads to high 
turnover, oftentimes professionals choosing to switch to 

the education sector instead. The remuneration of the 
social sector workforce as a whole is quite low and has 
not been in the focus of any political platform. The ECI 
services developed in the country are essentially social 
services. Attracting and retaining qualified professionals 
such as speech therapists, psychologists, and physical 
therapists is difficult because they would get higher pay 
in alternative sectors such as education and health.

Early identification of the various social and biological 
risks leading to developmental delays and difficulties is 
essential for timely provision of ECI services for children 
and families. General practitioners and paediatricians 
tend to be under-informed about the available ECI ser-
vices. There is no single system for referral to ECI services. 
There is no single governmental policy concerning chil-
dren in early age with developmental difficulties and dis-
abilities. In the framework of the deinstitutionalisation of 
child care in the country, many Homes for Medical and 
Social Care for Children (HMSCC) were closed down, the 
remaining ones being transformed into Centres for com-
plex care of children with disabilities and chronic diseas-
es (CCCCDCD). These alternative centres provide services 
that to a certain extent duplicate the ones available at 
community centres. In these cases, doctors refer children 
with disabilities to CCCCDCD. This further hampers the 
recognition and promotion of the service “Centre for ear-
ly intervention of disabilities” at the community centres. 
It also compromises the promotion and reinforcement 
of the family-cantered model of working with small chil-
dren with disabilities, where the family plays a key role, 
as the prevailing model in the health sector is one where 
the expert has the leading role. 

Early childhood intervention

Early diagnosis and intervention can some-
times effectively prevent a disability. While 
parents struggle to navigate the system 
they may lose precious time that could al-
ternatively be used for engagement with 
the child – there is no substantial progress 
in this area as well, due to the absence of 
services, of coordination among institutions 
and of a holistic approach.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Modernise existing practices and introduce new 
practices in the maternity care system in Bulgaria that is 
evidence-based and is consistent with the good practic-
es and recommendations of international professional 
organisations;

 Introduce legislative changes ensuring optimal ac-
cess to healthcare during pregnancy and after birth for 
every pregnant woman, regardless of her health insur-
ance status; 

 Guarantee measures for strengthening the health 
and sexual education of children and young people in 
order to empower girls and mothers-to-be to take better 
care of their health before, during and after pregnancy;

 Elaborate and adopt, subject to public discussion, 
a National ECD Strategy;

 Elaborate and adopt standards for social services 
that shall be included in the national map of social ser-
vices, and shall serve as a basis for the introduction of 
specialised and readily accessible ECD services in col-
laboration between the social, education and health 
systems;

 Carry out targeted public awareness campaigns on 
ECD for young people, parents and other family mem-
bers of small children;

 Invest in attracting, training and professional de-
velopment of ECD professionals in the health, educa-
tion and social sectors;

 Ensure financing from the central budget to guar-
antee access to the education system for all children 
aged 4 and over;

 Improve the system for collecting reliable statisti-
cal information on children aged 0 to 7, on their social, 
health, education and economic status;

 Modify the financing of local ECD services – from 
project-based to mixed funding, guaranteeing mini-
mum standards but also allowing for upgrading and 
promoting competition, proactiveness and creativity of 
providers;

 Create a single information portal with inventory 
and description of all ECI services available in the coun-
try, with the relevant contact details, to allow referral 
and self-referral for families and other stakeholders;

 Provide for the relevant technology and equip-
ment for remote delivery of ECI services; train ECI con-
sultants in digital competencies; provide psychologi-
cal support for both parents and professionals in the 
context of social isolation, because of the high risk of 
professional burnout; invest in knowledge and skills 
for parents to be able to work directly with their chil-
dren; provide financial support for personal protection 
equipment, disinfectants, tests and other extra costs 
for safe operation of all organisations providing ser-
vices;

 Search for more sustainable financing of ECI ser-
vices in order to ensure their successful operation in the 
context of COVID-19 pandemic that is still ongoing for a 
second years now;

 Communicate solutions regarding ECI which shall 
ensure more transparency and opportunities for partici-
pation of all stakeholders in the design of the national 
ECI system;

 Outline a mechanism and structure for cross-sec-
toral cooperation, with clearly defined responsibilities 
of individual systems – the social, health, education sys-
tems and enabling interaction with other players, the 
child and the family being at the centre.
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6. 
CHILD HEALTH
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CHILD HEALTH 

AvERAGE 3.17

 
  “To solve the issue with the children’s hospital in Sofia, to provide 
access to clean toilet facilities and warm water in all schools, to in-
crease the number of places for specialisation in paediatrics and 
general medicine, to introduce a requirement for continuing educa-
tion for GPs with specific competences related to children. To appoint 
ex officio family doctors for all children who have not been regis-
tered with a family doctor by their parents.”

 
  “Child healthcare is not a priority but it should become one. To start 
with a situational analysis and a concept of child healthcare. To ad-
dress the issue that fewer and fewer young doctors choose to special-
ise in paediatrics and that quite soon will become grave.”

Survey, Report Card 2022 

Workforce

In 2021, the number of registered paediatricians who had 
signed an agreement with the NHIF for the “Children’s 
Diseases” Package was 755. For comparison, in 2020 their 
number was 872, or the number of registered paediatri-
cians dropped by 117. In the past year, only 11 child psy-
chiatrists signed agreements with the NHIF. They too are 
fewer than in 2020 (down by 2).

The problem of the shortage of nurses continues to be 
quite severe. According to NSI data, as of 31 December 
2020 there were 29,160 nurses in Bulgaria, their number 
falling by 1,816 for the period 2016–2020. The average ra-
tio of nurses per 10,000 of population is 42.2. The shortage 
is most critical in the regions of Dobrich and Vidin, where 
the ratios are 26.1 and 26.8 respectively. The best ratios are 
reported in the regions of Pleven and Sofia City (57.1 and 
47.8 respectively).

Effectively twice as many nurses are required to cover the 
shortfall. 

   Lack of clear enough focus on child health and 
no dedicated paediatric strategy covering all its 
aspects;

   Lack of regional focus of health policies to address 
severe imbalances in the access to healthcare, 
infant mortality and vulnerability of certain 
groups;

   There is still no comprehensive analysis of the 
needs of child healthcare to serve as basis for the 
construction design of the National Paediatric 
Hospital;

   Lack of integrated workforce policy to address the 
shortage of health professionals and in particular 
nurses.

Children psychiatrists working with NHIf 

   2020               2021

13 11

Pediatricians working with NHIf

   2020               2021

872 755
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In 2021 fewer and fewer Bulgarian children 
have received the vaccinations from the 
mandatory vaccination schedule as key pre-
vention of severe communicable diseases. 

The coverage for most vaccines for 2021 for the first time 
dropped below 90%, according to data of the National 
Centre for Public Health and Analyses (NCPHA). The down-
ward trend was reported back in 2020, with the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, only to exacerbate in 2021, de-
spite the fact that in the past year no administrative sus-
pension of vaccination as a measure to contain the spread 
of COVID-19 was required.

In 2021, as in the years prior, the largest coverage is the 
coverage of the vaccination against tuberculosis. It is ad-
ministered shortly after birth (48 hours), in the maternity 
ward. The vaccination rate is 96.7%, compared to 97% in 
the previous year.

Another vaccine administered in the maternity ward 
within 24 hours after birth is the one against Hepatitis B, 
but it requires three booster doses at months two, three 
and four, and unless all those are administered, the cov-

erage would be considered incomplete. In 2021 89.4% of 
children received it, and again there is a drop compared 
to 2020. 

Combined vaccines against poliomyelitis, diphtheria, teta-
nus, whooping cough, haemophilus influenza type B, that 
are administered in the second, third and fourth month of 
the infant’s life, had a coverage of 89.5% in 2021, while in 
2020 the coverage was over 90%. The coverage of vacci-
nation against measles, parotitis and rubella, due after the 
age of 13 months, in 2021 was 86.7%, and this is the only 
vaccine reporting improvement compared to 2020 (at the 
same time there is a substantial decline vis-à-vis the 2019 
indicator of 95.1%). 

The retreat of vaccination coverage spells risks of reap-
pearance of long-forgotten diseases preventable with vac-
cines. Periodic outbreaks of measles are already reported, 
and diphtheria and poliomyelitis may also follow suit. 

With respect to the vaccine against COVID-19, from 3 June 
2021, the MH officially approved vaccination of children 
older than 12 with the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine. The ad-
ministration is according to the standard protocol, requir-
ing one of the parents to fill in an informed consent form. 
Since the end of 2021, by force of an order by the compe-
tent authorities, children aged 5–11 may also get vaccina-
tion against COVID-19, and 69 temporary locations were 
opened across the country to administer the vaccine. 

Bulgaria continues to be the only European country with 
no National Paediatric Hospital, and the events in 2021 
contributed little to reverse this, despite the stated politi-
cal intention to promote the issue to a national priority. 
The main reason for the delay of the project was the deci-
sion of 19 December 2018 for completing the construction 
of a children’s hospital at the construction site started back 
in 1978 on the campus of Alexandrovska University Gener-
al Hospital and the signing of a reconstruction agreement 
with special-purpose vehicle named ‘Child Health’ (origi-
nally DZZD ‘Detsko Zdrave’), in breach of the urban zoning 
plan adopted back in 2011, the latter providing for demoli-
tion of the construction. The Chamber of Architects in Bul-
garia (CAB), the Chamber of Engineers in the Investment 
Design (CEID) and civil society organisations on multiple 
occasions revealed the flaws of this project and insisted 
that it be immediately terminated. Following months of in-
terrupted dialogue between the state and the public, the 
National Citizens’ Initiative (NCI) For a Real Children’s Hos-
pital demanded answers from institutions in accordance 
with the Access to Public Information Act (APIA).

 On their basis the following transpired:

			The institutions have come to the conclusion that the 
abandoned construction is not compliant with the law, 
and its completion would require burdensome and 
lengthy administrative procedures;

			Following a survey of the construction it was estab-
lished that 9 out of all 12 floors are not compliant with 
requirements and should be torn down and rebuilt;

			An advance payment in the amount of 10% of the value 
of the signed agreement, or BGN 7.7 mln. without VAT 

was made, with no implementation of any activity and 
in breach of the agreement.

A definitive view on the matter on the part of the Minis-
ter of Regional Development and Public Works, Architect 
Violeta Komitova from the then caretaker government fol-
lowed, to the effect that the resumption of the old struc-
ture was illegal and that the public procurement proce-
dure should be terminated. 

The Minister of Health Stoycho Katzarov confirmed in front 
of Parliament that the National Paediatric Hospital would 
be built from scratch and that no children’s hospital can 
be built around the abandoned structure on the campus 
of Alexandrovska Hospital. In late 2021 he proposed that 
the Specialised Hospital for Active Treatment of Children’s 
Diseases ‘Prof. Ivan Mitev’ be relocated temporarily on the 
premises of Lozenetz University General Hospital, an old 
and controversial idea that re-sparked public discussions 
only to be eventually dismissed. 

The only significant event concerning the hospital in 2021 
was the recognition on the part of the state of the position 
of NCI For a Real Children’s Hospital that the resumption of 
the abandoned structure on the campus of Alexandrovska 
University General Hospital was impossible, illegal and 
incompliant with safety requirements and modern stan-
dards for hospital construction. On signing of the coalition 
agreement, the new government embraced the building 
of a National Children’s Hospital as a priority and took a 
commitment to have a comprehensive analysis of child 
healthcare conducted to inform the designing and the 
construction of a new hospital for children and the overall 
improvement of child healthcare in the country.

National General Paediatric Hospital
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On 30 June 2021 a new petition was submitted, 
supported by 92,567 persons, demanding the 
following from the MH:

1.    Immediate termination of the agreement 
for reconstruction signed with the consor-
tium. This agreement is controversial not 
only in legal terms as the subject-matter of 
the agreement is impossible, but also is of-
fensive in moral terms;

2.   Transparency of actions of the Ministry by 
establishing a Public Council with ‘Health 
Investment Company for Children’s Hospi-
tal’ EAD to ensure scrutiny on the part of the 
civil society to safeguard the best interests 
of young patients and their parent alike;

3.   In-depth analysis of the needs of child 
healthcare followed by professional and de-
tailed terms of reference for designing of the 
future children’s hospital;

4.   Preparation of quality investment designs 
on the basis of open international architec-
tural design contest explicitly for a world-
class children’s hospital;

5.   Guarantees for quality works, with uncom-
promising and clear criteria for contractor 
selection;

6.   Staffing of the future paediatric hospital with 
qualified and motivated doctors and other 
healthcare professionals, by providing for 
the establishment of a National Children’s 
Health Centre under the auspices of the MH 
pursuant to Article 5 (1) of the Medical Es-
tablishments Act, for the operation and fi-
nancing of existing university paediatric 
clinics and the National Children’s’ Hospi-
tal according to EU standards, with care for 
young patients, parents and paediatricians.

“fund for Treatment of Children” Centre

Activities under Ordinance No 2/27.03.2019 
on the medical and other services under Ar-
ticle 82 (1a) and (3) of the Health Act and on 
the terms and conditions for their approval, 
use and payment, for persons under 18 years 
of age.

According to data from the NHIF for 2021, submitted ap-
plications for payment of medical and other services un-
der the Ordinance for persons under 18 years of age be-
tween 1 January and 31 December, 2021 were by 12.46% 
more than the previous year (1,453 for 2020). The orders 
issued by the Director of the NHIF in the past year were 
by 26.75% more compared to the same period in 2020.

Treatment in bulgaria

  Number of approved applications

  Spending for treatment (BGN)
919

976

1049

1486

4,276,000

5,712,000

6,800,000 

33,576,668.06

Treatment abroad

2014

2015

2016

2021  

356

414

326

256

6,781,000

7,159,000

7,700,000

8,487,368.34

In 2021, 1,634 applications for treatment of children were filed with the National Health Insurance 
Fund; 1,867 orders for financial and organisational support were issued. The number of orders for 
treatment in Bulgaria was 1,546, including 1,486 approvals, 20 denials and 37 orders for dismissal of 
procedure. 321 orders for treatment abroad were issued, of which 256 for approval, 34 denials and 
28 dismissals. There were three orders repealing previously issued ones.
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Infant mortality

The reduction of the infant mortality rate in 
the country is stable but insufficient in order 
to close the gap for this indicator vis-à-vis 
the other EU countries. The underlying cause 
is the absence of targeted efforts on the  
part of the state matched with relevant  
resources.

Infant mortality continued its downward trend, reaching 
in 2020 its lowest levels in the demographic history of 
the country, while at the same time achieving the targets 
under the National Health Strategy. Despite this optimis-
tic development, Bulgaria still is among the leaders in the 
EU in terms of infant mortality.

The COVID-19 pandemic had no impact on statistics, 
yet once again it underscored the deficiency in collect-
ing and reporting accurate data and the suboptimal a 
doption of evidence-based approaches in medical prac-
tice.

In 2021 the dynamics of infant mortality for the preced-
ing year were reported. 2020 data indicated that the 
downward trend of infant mortality in the country was 
preserved. The indicator is 5.1 per 1,000 live births, the 
values for 2019 and for 2018 being 5.6‰ and 5.8‰ re-
spectively. In absolute numbers this translates into 301 
deaths of children under 1 year of age, compared to 342 
in 2019 and 358 in 2018. Our country continues to lag 
behind the EU average for infant mortality of 3.4‰ in 
2019. The trend of substantially higher infant mortality 
in rural areas compared to urban areas, or 6.9‰ v. 4.5‰ 
sustains.

Perinatal infant mortality in 2020 slightly grew to 7.9 per 
1,000 live births from 7.8 in 2019. Neonatal infant mortal-
ity continued to fall, with 2.8‰ for 2020 against 3.1 ‰ 
in 2019.

Post-neonatal infant mortality for 2020 modestly de-
clined to 2.3‰ following the spike to 2.5 per 1,000 live 
births in the previous year.

Stillbirths dropped to 5.9‰ after staying at 6.1‰ in the 
two years prior. 

The trend in the underlying causes for mortality in chil-
dren under 1 year of age in 2020 remained constant. 
Prevalent were deaths due to conditions detectable dur-
ing pregnancy. 137 children died due to “Conditions aris-
ing in the perinatal period”, and 57 – due to “Congenital 
abnormalities, malformations and chromosome aberra-
tions”. 

Child mortality 
age 1-9

2020 г. – 0.17 per 1000,  
drops significantly 
compared to 2016-2018 

2019 г. – 0.29 per 1000, 
returns to stable levels  
from the period 2016-2018

Child mortality 
age 10-19

All in all, most of the targets for reduction of infant mor-
tality set in the 2020 National Health Strategy were ac-
complished. Significant regional divergences with stable 
unfavourable indicators in some regions persist though, 
as do the relatively high rates of infant mortality com-
pared to the average values for the EU countries.

COvID-19 morbidity and mortality among 
children

According to data from the MH published in the open 
data portal, in 2021, 15 children aged 0 to 19 died from 
COVID-19 in Bulgaria – four in each of the age groups 
0–11 and 12–14, two in the age group 15–16, and five in 
the age group 17–19. It should be noted that this data is 
inconsistent with the data provided by the MH under the 
APIA, the latter reporting more deaths in the age group 
under 12 and fewer deaths in the age group up to 17 
years of age inclusive. According to the data provided un-
der the APIA, from the beginning of January up until the 
end of October, 2,050 children were hospitalised due to 
COVID-19, and 24 of those required intensive care. As per 
data from the MH provided to the Ombudsman, in 2021 
the children diagnosed with COVID-19 were 23,707, and 
2,428 of them were hospitalised. The deaths due to CO-
VID-19 in 2021 were 9. 

The serious discrepancy in the data both on morbidity and 
hospitalisation and on child mortality raises concerns. Yet 
again the key importance of collecting (or of the failure to 
collect) information in a unified and reliable way on areas 
concerning children to inform the design and implemen-
tation of relevant policies is underscored. 

In June 2021 vaccination of children aged 12 and over 
against COVID-19 was officially approved. According 
to data from the MH, as of 29 December, 259 children 
(5–11) were administered one dose of the vaccine 
against COVID-19, 17,856 children aged 12–17 were fully 
vaccinated, and 20,805 children aged 12–17 had one dose 
of the vaccine. 
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Child mental health

The adopted National Strategy for the Mental 
Health of the Citizens of the Republic of 
Bulgaria 2020–2030 reflected the comments 
made during the public discussion and was 
extended (compared to the draft) in the 
part concerning child and youth mental 
health. However, the Strategy as proposed 
does not contain important components of 
universally available and responding mental 
health services in the healthcare, social and 
education sectors. No substantial progress is 
reported whatsoever regarding effectively 
undertaken measures on the part of the 
state to protect mental health and to provide 
support for children and young people with 
mental health issues and for their families.

In 2021 the National Strategy for the Mental Health of the 
Citizens of the Republic of Bulgaria 2020–2030 was ad-
opted with revisions strengthening the focus on child and 
youth mental health. This is not enough though especially 
in the absence of data that would allow to reliably identify 
the exact mental health issues, their aetiology and preva-
lence. The ongoing pandemic mandates a clear plan for 
protection of child mental health and for helping individu-
als struggling with mental health problems; the year, how-
ever, witnessed no massive action, of the relevant scale, by 
state authorities.

Activities focusing on child mental health under the Strat-
egy include designing of programmes to support children 
with mental health conditions and their families, modules 
on the problems of violence against children and training 
of healthcare professionals and general practitioners to in-
tegrate activities and services for early diagnosis of mental 
health problems. The MH, together with the MES, plans to 
develop a public register of approved qualified profession-
als providing mental health help to children and young 
people. This activity is of exceptional value and would pro-
mote professionalization and establishment of standards; 

it would make it easier for clients to navigate the system 
and make choices. Surveys of the opinion of young people 
and families as well as their participation in the designing 
of new strategies for prevention and promotion of mental 
health in schools are also envisioned. The activities under 
the strategy are to a large extent consistent with contem-
porary trends in the provision of mental health services for 
children and young people and their families and caregiv-
ers, but they do not cover all activities required for the es-
tablishment of a modern child and youth mental health 
system which is responsive to the needs and provides for 
interventions and services at the key levels – universal pre-
vention and information, intervention for children at risk of 
mental health problems and conditions and intervention 
for children with mental health conditions. However the 
Strategy does not provide for all the necessary resources, 
and many of the planned activities are not matched with 
methods and sources of financing; thus, ultimately putting 
into question their implementation. Pursuant to a WHO 
recommendation, the Bulgarian Recovery and Resilience 
Plan provided for a number of activities on mental health, 
including development of community-based services, 
trainings, supervision, etc. The expectations are that this 
Plan shall provide funding for the Strategy. Another seri-
ous issue is that there is no data to inform a needs analy-
sis of children and young people with respect to mental 
health care that may substantiate planned activities; the 
Strategy does not envision collection of such data.

Also missing are any successful efforts to address the 
pressing and urgent mental health problems of children 
due to the ongoing pandemic. The disruption of everyday 
routine, social contacts and regular schooling environ-
ment is a massive risk factor that would inevitably increase 
the number of children and young people with mental 
health conditions. There is no specific commitment on the 
part of the state to address this risk or to tackle the im-
pending mental health crisis despite insistent calls on the 
part of teachers, parents and NGO for dedicated measures. 
The provision of emergency psychological assistance on 
the phone and in person in six regional centres continues 
– Burgas, Varna, Veliko Tarnovo, Plovdiv, Stara Zagora and 
Sofia City – upon request from children, students, parents, 
teaching and non-teaching staff, yet no data is available on 
the number of recipients of such assistance by category. 

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

In 2021 two national programmes for universal preven-
tion of use of narcotic substances in schools were in-
troduced, with 27 implementing municipalities. The 
outreach of these is extremely small compared to the 
total number of students in the country for school year 
2020/2021.

According to the 2021 World Drug Report launched by 
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 
5.5% of the population aged 15–64 have used drugs at 

least ones in the past year. The most widely used drug 
continues to be cannabis, and young people in Bulgaria 
(15–16) are not exception. 17% of them report cannabis 
use at least once in their lives. A worrying fact is that in the 
last 24 years cannabis potency had increased by as much 
as four times, while the percentage of adolescents who 
perceived the drug as harmful fell by as much as 40%, de-
spite evidence that cannabis use is associated with a va-
riety of health and other harms, especially among regular 
long-term users. 
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The data from the NCPHA continues to raise concerns too, 
indicating that in the third quarter of 2021 alone, a total 
of 364 children, including 181 children aged 15 or below, 
got in hospitals due to acute intoxication associated with 
narcotics and alcohol; 56 of them were hospitalised due 
to drug use (including 26 aged 15 or below) and 48 – due 
to combined use of alcohol and drugs (including 33 aged 
15 or below).

One alarming trend in that year is that Bulgaria is at the 
top in the EU in terms of amphetamine, methamphet-
amine, cocaine and heroin use among adolescents of 15 
and 16 years of age, as per the study of ESPAD (the Euro-
pean School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs) 
conducted among students aged 15–16.

Another source of trouble is the falling age of children 
deciding to experiment with narcotic substances – it is as 
low as 11-12 years, as reported by NCPHA experts.

For 2021 the MH reports the implementation of two na-
tional programmes for universal prevention of use of 
narcotic substances in schools, approved by the MH and 

the MES. Some 12,848 children were involved, and this 
outreach was extremely small having in mind the total 
number of students enrolled in general education pro-
grammes for school year 2020/ 2021 – 565,000 (accord-
ing to NSI data). A positive fact is that 2021 saw activities 
under programmes for selective prevention focusing on 
children and young people aged 12-19 living in Family-
type Placement Centres, as well as in high-risk environ-
ment. 2,421 children and young people were covered.

Despite the working meetings that took place during the 
year at the NCPHA on the treatment of children and ado-
lescents under 18 years of age, there are still no available 
services and options for treatment and psycho-social re-
habilitation or support (social and psychological) services 
for families/caregivers of children undergoing treatment 
or experimenting with drugs. Another major area that re-
mains outstanding relates to introduction of prevention 
measures in locations for leisure – where youngsters un-
der 18 tend to hang out and where the risk of drug use 
and of acute intoxication associated with use of drugs or 
drugs and alcohol is highest and may be even lethal.

smoking and waterpipe use among children

Research data on smoking among children and young 
people in Bulgaria continue to raise concerns, but nev-
ertheless the state still falls short of taking any effective 
urgent measures to reverse the situation. There is little 
difference compared to the previous year, and the low 
grade given then failed to bring about any change on 
the part of institutions in charge, the primary ones be-
ing the MH and the MES.

smoking among children and the 
indifference of the state

In 2020 a national study on health risks among the popu-
lation of Bulgaria took place. Data processed in 2021 and 
analysed results on smoking among children revealed the 
following:

   26.3% of children aged 10–19 had tried smoking ciga-
rettes;

   Nearly one in five is a current smoker, with the relative 
share of girls slightly exceeding that of boys (17.3% v. 
16.4%);

   Smoking is more prevalent among young people aged 
15–19 (31.4%) compared to those aged 10–14 (4.0%);

   5.7% had their first cigarette when they were over 16;

   11.2% had their first cigarette at 14–15;

   8.8% had their first cigarette at 12–13;

   Less than 2.0% of children younger than 10 tried ciga-
rettes;

   Half of children aged 10–14 and 24.3% of adolescents 
aged 15–19 report having smoked 2 to 5 cigarettes per 
day in the past 30 days;

   57.5% of smoking students are active smokers. Among 
them 22.9% of boys and 26.7% of girls smoke between 6 
and 10 cigarettes per day; 25.7% and 15.6% respectively 
– 11 to 20 cigarettes, and over 20 cigarettes per day – 
11.4% and 13.3% respectively;

   Nearly one in four respondents reports being exposed 
to passive smoking every day at home in the past week, 
with the share of girls being higher than that of boys 
(26.9% v. 16.9%), and the share of 15–19-year-olds be-
ing nearly double that of the 10–14 age group (with no 
difference by gender) – 29.8% v. 15.1%.“

Bulgaria is still a country in which advertising of tobac-
co products is allowed and admissible; these products 
continue to be on the shelves right next to sweets and 
chocolate in large or small retail outlets alike. Also prev-
alent are sales of cigarettes with no proof of legal age. 
Various products containing nicotine, both smoking and 
smokeless, with a range of flavours and as enticing to 
the imagination of children as they can be – are found in 
every corner shop, grocery store or café in the country, 
oftentimes right next to schools.

Bulgaria is the only country from the Europe-
an Region of the WHO were smoking is more 
prevalent among girls than among boys, 
which poses a threat to the former’s physical 
and reproductive health and further com-
pounds the unfavourable demographic out-
look for the country.
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Healthy nutrition

Nutrition is the crossing point of various policies focus-
ing on children and within the remit of several ministries 
(MH, Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry (MAFF), 
MLSP). Undoubtedly, the past year saw several important 
steps to promote healthier nutrition for children.

Revisions of Ordinance 9 of the MH stipulating the pack-
age of health activities guaranteed by the NHIF budget 
were made, introducing a package of home healthcare 
for infants up to 14 days after discharge from hospital. 
This is considered a needed step to promote breastfeed-
ing.

The amendments to the Foods Act regulating the follow-
on formula for infants marketed by business operators 
entered into force in February.

Draft Programme for Food and Basic Material Support 
2021-2027 was developed and launched for public dis-
cussion. The Ordinance governing its implementation 
entered into force on 28 September 2021.

Nutrition outside the family

At the beginning of the year the MAFF codified the safety 
and quality requirements for the food offered at child-
care establishments, school canteens and retail outlets 
on the premises of schools and childcare establishments 
as well as for the food catered during organised events 
for children and students. This is a significant step to im-
prove the quality and safety of food provided to children 
outside home. However, the issue with controlling how 
contractors and retailers comply with the requirements 
is still pending.

breastfeeding and introduction of solid food

Breastfeeding, along with the transition to solid food, 
are crucial periods for the development of the infant 
and should be among the top priorities of child nutrition 
policies.

In 2021 became fully effective the Regulation (EU) No 
609/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council 
on the specific compositional requirements and the 
requirements for provision of information on infant 
formula and follow-on formula and with respect to the 
requirements concerning information to be provided in 
relation to infant and young child feeding.

The amendments to the Foods Act stipulate specific 
compositional requirements and the requirements for 
provision of information on infant formula and follow-
on formula. This is an important step allowing parents 
to make informed choices regarding the food they 
are introducing to their babies, moreover in the light 
of some research indicating that mothers in Bulgaria 
tend to introduce solid food as early as in the first four 
to six months of babies’ lives, primarily industrially 
manufactured foods for children and that these foods 
are preferred over home-cooked food or food provide by 
special baby-food catering services. 

Despite this, support for early start of breastfeeding in 
maternity wards and subsequently support from GPs, is 

still insufficient. According to NCPHA data in Bulgaria the 
share of newborns that started nursing within the first 
hour from birth was as low as 10.4%, the share of infants 
exclusively breastfed up to month 4–6 was 18.6% and of 
infants breastfed beyond the sixth month of their lives – 
46%.

Nutrition of children from vulnerable 
groups

No recent research on child nutrition in Bulgaria is avail-
able. The most current data comes from the EU Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) for 2020 – NSI 
data. The survey indicates that besides the household 
income, ethnicity too strongly impacts child nutrition. 
Data on nutrition of children in Roma communities raises 
particular concern, as one in two children (or 51.5%) fails 
to get fresh fruit or vegetables once a day and at least 
one daily meal that includes meat, poultry or fish (or their 
vegetarian equivalent) (47.2 %), for financial reasons. 
The Roma Early Childhood Inclusion+ (RECI+) Survey 
from September 2020 indicates that a potential risk in 
the studied groups in general may be the regular access 
to and high consumption of “junk food” (i.e. food/drinks 
with high salt, fast carbohydrate, and fat content, such 
as carbonated drinks, pre-packaged salty snacks, sweets, 
and instant soups and broths). These are widely available 
“cheap calories” that provide affordable basic sustenance. 
Support is required to enable parents to provide ade-
quate nutrition, healthcare and nurturing care for their 
children in a family environment.

The draft Food and Basic Material Support Programme 
2021-2027 is designed to further the national objectives 
and priorities for poverty alleviation. The Programme 
envisions an integrated approach combining material 
assistance and support in the form of food supplies for 
those most in need with referral to suitable social servic-
es. Particularly favourable is the planned voucher-based 
support with foods for the most vulnerable children aged 
between 10 months and three years through the baby-
food catering services (Assistance 4), to be provided to at 
least 10,000 children in need. 

At the same time, however, the Programme provides 
no measures to support the newborns in need of food 
assistance. It is not clear whether the packages to be 
provided under Assistance 3 (“Packages for newborns”) 
would contain infant formula when needed. Also no 
measures are envisioned to support families during the 
period of active transition to solid food after the age 
of four months. This period is of critical importance for 
child development and requires that mothers and care-
givers be equipped with specific knowledge, as well as 
resources, to successfully navigate it. Despite the indis-
putable advantages in terms of quality and variety of 
the food of baby-food catering services, it is intended 
for children aged 10 months and up and the nutritional 
value is equivalent to a single daily meal. No alternative 
solutions are envisioned for children in need that would 
be eligible for food assistance yet tend to live in remote 
locations (municipalities) where no baby-food catering 
services is practically available, which would preclude 
access to this service for their families.
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The amendments to the SSA and the fact that children in 
day-care will no longer be able to get food there, reduces 
access to nutrition and to services for some of the most 
vulnerable children. The social services under Article 15 
of the SSA, as defined in the Supplementary Provisions 
thereunder, effectively exclude the children from the 
poorest and most marginalised communities. 

One hopeful development is related to the public discus-
sions triggered by the proactiveness of suppliers of social 
services on inclusion of options to improve access to food 
for the most vulnerable children into the standard for the 
‘Shelter for children at risk’ service.

Promoting a health mediators’ model as a prerequisite to improve 
access to healthcare for vulnerable groups

The MH every year increases the number of health medi-
ators, and the allocation of positions within the budget 
for state-delegated activities takes place on the basis of a 
dialogue and cooperation with the National Network of 
Health Mediators (NNHM). Some key questions from the 
recommendations are still unresolved; another aspect is 
that health mediators (and Regional Health Inspector-
ates too) require active and effectual support in terms of 
personal protection equipment and information materi-
als in order to be able to do their job accordingly amidst 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

In 2021 the MH took a decision to fund 30 extra posi-
tions for health mediators for efficient response to the  
COVID-19 pandemic in the most vulnerable commu-
nities. In 2020 there were 260 health mediators in 137 
municipalities, and in 2021 – 290 in 148 municipalities. 
Health mediators are on the payroll of municipalities, 
within the budget for state-delegated activities, and 
they operate in neighbourhoods and/or locations with 
vulnerable communities. Mediators speak the language 
of relevant communities (most often Roma or Turkish); 
they are appointed according to a transparent proce-
dure and attend trainings provided by medical universi-
ties to obtain professional qualification. 

In 2021 health mediators continued to be at the first line 
enforcing measures against the spread of COVID-19 in 
neighbourhoods with concentrated Roma population. In 
the first half of the year the MH made it possible health 
mediators to get extra compensation from HRD OP for 
working in conditions of COVID-19. Regretfully, a signifi-
cant number of municipalities refused to pay out these 
allowances or did so for several months only.

As soon as vaccines against COVID-19 got available, 
health mediators focused on informing the communities 
and organising mobile vaccination outlets in conjunc-
tion with the Regional Health Inspectorates. The absence 
of public awareness campaign nationally, the absence of 
information materials, conflicting messages from the 
media and experts invited to shows, the overwhelming 
wave of disinformation that flooded social media and 

impacted a huge part of the public in the country, the 
vulnerable communities included, the controversial role 
of local churches that would oftentimes refuse to com-
ply with the restrictions and subsequently would start 
preaching against the vaccines, all proved to undermine 
the success of these activities.

Given this challenging situation, the NNHM managed, 
with funding from private sources, to come up with in-
formation materials about COVID-19 and the methods of 
protection against it, about the importance to get vac-
cinated and about the authorised COVID-19 vaccines 
available in the country. These were the only materials 
health mediators received to be able to carry out public 
awareness campaigns in the relevant communities.

The information coming from health mediators on vac-
cination as per the mandatory vaccination schedule is 
worrisome. Due to strong fears about the COVID-19 vac-
cines stemming from massive disinformation campaigns 
in conventional and social media alike, health mediators 
more and more often encounter parents refusing to have 
their children vaccinated according to the mandatory 
vaccination schedule. Distrust in the health system in the 
form of fear as to what vaccine children would get is the 
underlying driver of parents’ behaviour. 

Working health mediators in the country

   2020               2021

290
260

in 148 
munici- 
palities

in 137 
munici- 
palities
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Provide better perinatal care for prophylaxis of pre-
ventable diseases and conditions associated with preg-
nancy and leading to early death or disability;

 Provide for specific measures, matched with dead-
lines and budgets, for analysing and addressing the 
drivers behind vastly differing death rates in some re-
gions (more than five-fold);

 Equip with information and additional skills the 
workforce of the public systems for preserving the child 
mental health;

 Roll out universal programmes for prevention of 
mental conditions that include trainings of profession-
als in schools and kindergartens as well as in the health-
care and social systems;

 Introduce and scale up possibilities for counselling 
on the phone or online for prevention and early inter-
vention of drug dependences amongst children and 
young people; 

 Introduce sustainable models for engagement 
with parents and to include prevention activities in ear-
ly childhood programmes;

 Provide support from the state to already existing 
national programmes for universal, selective and indica-
tive prevention in order to translate those into sustain-
able models and practices for working with children to 
reduce risk of narcotic substances use;

 Fund and implement actively the adopted Nation-
al Programme for Prevention of Chronic Non-communi-
cable Diseases 2021-2025 and the Action Plan thereto, 
with regular evaluation of its efficiency;

 Design a state project on the topic of “Smoke-free 
Generation”, to respond to the expansion of tobacco in-
dustry and to ensure smoke-free and nicotine-free fu-
ture for the next generations;

 Impose higher excise duties on ALL tobacco prod-
ucts and related products in order to decrease the ac-
cess to such products for young people;

 Introduce full ban on advertising and promotion of 
tobacco products and related products as well as spon-
sorship on the part of the tobacco industry with a view 
to denormalise the tobacco industry and its products in 
the eyes of children, young people and the entire popu-
lation;

 Strengthen enforcement of the full ban on smok-
ing in closed and in some open-door public spaces;

 Strengthen enforcement of the ban on selling to-
bacco products and related products to persons below 
legal age;

 Introduce extensive and massive awareness cam-
paigns among students on health risks of smoking;

 Design a comprehensive programme, on a stand-
alone basis or as part of a programme for early child-
hood development, for promotion of breastfeeding and 
healthy nutrition for children which includes strength-
ening the knowledge and skills related to healthy nu-
trition for parents and food support for children, where 
necessary;

 Design a specialised programme for improvement 
of nutrition for children (0-3) of families from vulnerable 
groups;

 Bring to the fore a national policy in the area of 
nutrition, as a stand-alone policy or as an element of 
a broader framework for promotion of early childhood 
development;

 Regulate the support for improvement of nutri-
tion as a stand-alone social service; provide permanent 
financing of services from the state budget, ensuring 
that they have a common methodological framework 
and that they are based in the communities for which 
they are intended;

 Provide enough protective equipment and infor-
mation materials to health mediators in order to ensure 
that they work in a safe and efficient way;

 Have a dialogue between the MLSP and the MH on 
the status of the service provided by health mediators 
and ensure continuing training for them with relevance 
to the social profile of their work;

 Collect in a systematic way and analyse data from 
the reports of health mediators by municipality, in order 
to inform the elaboration of local policies;

 Introduce effective monitoring of the health me-
diators’ programme. 
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7. 
EDUCATION
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EDuCATION
GOOD 3.65

The Covid-19 crisis and the transition to remote school-
ing exacerbated the problem of significant educational 
inequalities expressed in huge disparities as regards ac-
cess to quality education and the learning outcomes of 
children depending on their social, economic and cultural 
background.

The gaps among students widened because of the lack 
of sufficient number of electronic devices and/ or inter-
net, as well as an adult member of the family to help out 
with the electronic education. In less than half of the 
schools in big towns (43.5%) all children have access to 
the Internet. In rural settings this percentage drastically 
drops to 12.5%. The unequal access to remote schooling 
is confirmed also by the comparison between different 
school types – one in every five students in vocational 
high schools has no access to electronic devices and the 
Internet, these institutions training about 50% of the 
high-school students. According to MES data 66% of the 
students respond they have access to a desktop, laptop 

or tablet. One third (29,7%) of the students, however, rely 
only on their smartphones, which constitutes no prem-
ise or condition for a quality and effective online learning 
process. The largest proportion of such students is com-
prised of students whose mother tongue is Roma or Turk-
ish – 46,3% and 42,7% respectively. The share of students 
in rural areas educated through the use of a smartphone 
as part of online distance learning is 41% compared to 
25% in Sofia. According to MES data as of mid-2021 over 
43,000 students in Bulgaria had no electronic device to 
use for online distance learning purposes. About 20-
25% of the students in the country belong to vulnerable 
groups – they come from undereducated and poor fami-
lies, they do not speak Bulgarian at home or have special 
educational needs (SEN). For them the additional support 
received as part of non-remote schooling at their school 
by teachers, education mediators, social workers and 
other non-pedagogical staff is fundamental for address-
ing the deficits in their family or community environment 
and their inherent educational inequalities. 

 
 ‘Because of the homework assignments (and there is a lot of that), the 
projects and all school stuff we don’t have enough free time to use for 
our favourite things like creating, listening to music (music lets your 
hair down a lot these days) and generally doing the things we love 
doing and make us feel good about ourselves.’

 
 ‘The learning content should be simplified and worded more un-
derstandably. Also, there should be more practical sessions. Focus 
should be placed on the individual approach to every child. The 
personal qualities of children should be developed as opposed to the 
children feeling as part of a matrix.’

Survey, Report Card 2022

Providing equal access to quality preschool  
and school education for all children

   Lack of understanding and analysis of the reasons 
for the stark inequalities in education and of 
management of the processes leading to these;

   Insufficient focus and insufficiently effective 
measures to overcome the deficits arising from the 
unnecessarily long remote schooling;

   Lack of actual inclusion of all children depending 
on their specific needs;

   Lack of practical training of and support to young 
professionals entering the system adequate 
enough to retain them;

   Lack of quality integration of various 
interdisciplinary topics such as digital media 
literacy and health and sexual education into the 
general-education core curriculum;
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The comparative analysis of the national external assess-
ment and state graduation exam scores over the last five 
years indicates a gradual widening of the inequalities. 
Students coming from the most poorly educated fami-
lies have had increasingly worse academic achievements 
and the ones from families with secondary and higher 
education have demonstrated the same or higher out-
comes in percentage terms compared to the average, 
including in online distance learning settings. The only 
exception has been the national external assessment in 
Grade VII where students from better educated families 
too have had lower achievements as a percentage of the 
average scores over the years. The results from the na-
tional assessment after Grades IV and VII, as well as the 
state graduation exam at the end of Grade XII in 2021 
indicated for yet another successive year that a large 
percentage of the children and young people have been 
failing to cope with the learning content and have seri-
ous gaps in their knowledge and skills. One in five 12-th-
graders did not do well on the assignment to extract 
information from an unfamiliar text on the graduation 
exam in Bulgarian Language and Literature. The aver-
age score in Mathematics of 7-th-graders was 37,94 out 
of 100, whilst the equivalent score of 10th-graders was 
13,84 out of 50.

It is important to note that prior to COVID-19 too, a good 
part of Bulgarian children felt excluded due to poverty, 
area of residence, ethnic background, access to digital 
media. Those in power do not seem to understand or 
wish to manage the processes leading to the inequali-
ties. In 2021 precious time was wasted that could have 
been used to undertake suitable measures for phased 
opening of the schools to compensate for the interrupt-
ed connection and the ineffective participation of chil-
dren in the modes of instruction used. The initial decision 
to lock down all schools, followed by the option of each 
school using their own discretion to decide on wheth-
er to remain locked down or not in a very complicated 
media and social atmosphere, left children at home and 
school directors alone to face parents’ attitudes. The very 
rapid attunement of the system to remote schooling 
seems to have led those in power to believe that online 
distance learning is a good solution. Meanwhile, how-
ever, there has not been a sufficiently thorough analy-
sis of the risks of its continued use. Outcomes such as 
demotivation, increased risk of school dropout, teacher 
overload, anxiety, loss of social skills and opportunities 
to communicate in the official language in which sub-
jects are taught, were considered after the fact. This af-
fected the most children living in material deprivation, 
with no parental support, from rural or remote areas. The 
strong campaign with support from the business and 
the funds allocated by the Ministry for provision of tab-
lets, laptops and internet was only part of the measures 
seeking to reduce the inequalities. But this proves insuf-
ficient to assist the school in making up for the deficits 
of the unhealthy environment, the ineffective parenting, 
the quality of teachers, the peer influence, the regional 
disparities and poverty. One is under the impression that 
the inequalities problem is left to be addressed at the 
school level, where there are neither mechanisms, nor 
sufficient competencies to solve it. 

Since the onset of the emergency situation nearly BGN 6.7 
million have been invested in the qualification of educa-
tion professionals; however, there is still no evidence that 
this has resulted in better understanding and manage-
ment of the inequalities and in higher quality of educa-
tion. There are several reasons for this: 

 43.5%

of the children in 

big cities have 
access to internet 

 12.5% 

of the children 

in the villages  
have access to interne

uneven access to remote education

66%
of the students  

have access to PC, 
laptop ot tablet 

More than 43 000
students in Bulgaria  

do not have a device 
to participate in 

remote education

29.7%
of the student 

rely only on their 
smartphones

46.3%
of the Roma  

students

42.7%
of the Turkish 

students

41%
of the students living  

in villages
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 No actual analysis of teachers’ needs to upgrade their 
knowledge and skills is made. This needs analysis and the 
link of teacher’s qualifications with the quality of instruc-
tion should be undertaken by the school itself. It is nec-
essary that the State provides supplementary funding for 
teacher upskilling at least in small schools. Even though 
the portfolio of the Information Register of Approved 
Programmes for Enhancing the Qualifications of Educa-
tion Professionals is comprehensive, usually the choice 
is among a modest number of options. Every school and 
training organisation should be able to agree specifically 
what training course is needed by the education profes-
sionals;

 There are numerous fraud reports concerning teacher 
qualifications; however, the criticism and recommenda-
tions should provide specific details rather than be target-
ing in general terms the opportunities provided by the 
state. If the Regional Department of Education (RDE) is re-
ported to make teachers go ‘marching’ to particular train-
ings, the case should be investigated. Also, cases of teach-
ers going on an excursion instead of training should also 
be subject to investigation. This is also an opportunity to 
overcome the mediocre attitude which many schools have 
towards teacher qualifications. 

 The forms of qualification are unsystematic, brief and 
there is still no opportunity for feedback and monitoring 
the quality of trainings and trainers. Part of the problem 
is also the fact that schools are not accustomed to choose 
suitable topics and various forms to address their specific 
needs – mentoring, coaching, etc., be active during train-
ing, negotiate specific training they need, put into practice 
what they have learnt.

These conclusions are confirmed also by the elaborated 
Roadmap for developing teacher policies in Bulgaria 
which recommends “reconsidering the teachers’ profes-
sional development”.

The aging workforce in the teaching profession, the age-
ing workforce and the stagnant students’ achievements 
are challenges to education. Among the priorities in 
the Government’s agenda are the investments targeted 
at human capital and, specifically, the problems of the 
workforce in the teaching professions, the aim of these 
investments being to facilitate professional development 
and attract talent in order to tackle the challenges to 
learning and improve the competencies all learners will 
need in the future.

Yet another national programme ‘Participate and  
Change – Parents as Active Partners in School Life’, which 
seeks to establish positive communication-based coop-
eration between parents and the school, is also an im-
portant step towards understanding and overcoming the 
inequalities. It is aimed at the connection between par-
ents and teachers, who are the significant adults in the 
life of children. However, there is no notion of systematic 
work with parents, especially as regards eliminating bias 
and stereotypes, segregation of students due to parental 
choice, skills to interact with other parents from different 
ethnic and social groups.

The issues concerning the factors impacting inequalities remain unresolved.

1.  How to reduce poverty?
   (1/3 of the Bulgarian children are at risk of poverty.)

2.  How to address regional disparities in access to quality education?
 (There is a strong correlation between urbanisation and good outcomes in academic performance.)

3.   How to attract highly-qualified teachers in locations with concentration of low education 
outcomes?

  (Due to the lack of specialists in small schools one teacher teaches several subjects for which they might not even 
have pre-service training. This is a tendency not only in villages but also in municipal centres for subjects like biol-
ogy, chemistry, mathematics, physics). 

4.   How to develop parenting capacity and teach parents to be better parents, more helpful for 
their children, including how to make parents themselves more included in society?

  (For example, in Germany there is a system of home assistants who help parents with time management, bringing 
up the children, liaison with institutions.)

5.   How to re-establish boundaries at school – observing the rules, respecting the personality, 
doing away with discriminatory practices?

  (The pandemic and the subsequent return of children back to school posed a lot of questions about rules of behav-
iour, aggression, noise in the classroom, tolerance). 
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share of students (in %) with low commitment 
and self-esteem of learning abilities 

(comparison with the results of the study in 2020)

   2020        2021

21%

32%

40% 40%

24%

30%
34%

30%

Behavioral 
commitment

Emotional 
commitment

Cognitive 
commitment

Self-esteem 
of abilities to 

learn

share of students with low behavior 
commitment according to the language in 

which they communicate at home (comparison 
with the results from the 2020 survey)

   2020        2021

17%

29.9%

47.5%

32.4%
34%

26%

Bulgarian Roma Turkish

Source:  Institute for Researches in Education

Remote schooling increased the risk of early dropout 
from the education system. Without the face-to-face con-
tact with teachers, students from vulnerable groups not 
only lose motivation and commitment and pace in terms 
of the learning content but also get out of the habit of 
studying and socialising. For these reasons they are at risk 
of not coming back to school. According to MES data, in 
2021 the students at risk of early school-leaving in Bul-
garia were around 180,000 or 25%. And whereas from 
2018 to 2020 the average percentage of children covered 
by the education system increased by around 0.4 per-
centage points annually, in 2021 it remained unchanged 
– the non-covered children were on average 5% from the 
children aged between 5 and 16. The largest percentage 
of children not covered by the education system is to be 
found in the regions of Shumen, Sliven and Haskovo.

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 compromised, hence the 
risk of dropping out of the education system.” The link be-
tween this child or young person and the school is wan-
ing or getting lost, to a varying extent, due to a complex 
mix of social, pedagogical, psychological, and other rea-
sons. 

During remote schooling children’s connection with the 
school was even further compromised. One in two teach-
ers reported that part of the students often failed to at-
tend the full length of the online lessons and one in three 
had students regularly skipping classes. The problem was 

serious in small towns and rural areas, where in one in 
five schools, less than 60% of students attended regularly 
online lessons. The non-attendance, the lowered require-
ments, the lack of control have contributed further to-
wards this. 

With the phased cancelling of lockdowns the coverage 
mechanism brought a large number of children back 
into the education system; however, the latter was not 
prepared to strengthen the connection with the school. 
“More of the same” in the form of catch-up programmes 
cannot possibly help children develop a sense of belong-
ing and motivation to learn. The pandemic brought back 
to Bulgaria children and young people who were born or 
have studied abroad over a long period. They need adap-
tation and targeted efforts to stay covered by the system, 
due to the poor command of standard Bulgarian, on the 
one hand, and, on the other hand, due to the differences 
in the education systems and the recruitments they set.

It is necessary to develop regional policies correspond-
ing to the specificities of the settlements with the highest 
number of uncovered children. The initiative to involve 
education mediators to the school to assist in widening 
the coverage and strengthening the children is com-
mendable. It is important, however, what pre-service 
training and follow-up support they receive. It is also im-
portant that schools have wider opportunity for flexible 
curricula, especially in locations with concentrations of 
children with various levels of knowledge. Teachers, as 
well as all stakeholders, should contribute together to 
supporting children.

Prevention of early school-leaving and sustainable coverage  
in mandatory education
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180,000 (25%)
in 2021 the students at risk of early school-

leaving in Bulgaria

The largest percentage of children not 
covered by the education system is to 

be found in the regions of shumen, 
sliven and Haskovo.

 1 of 5
school in small towns and in villages, 

 less than 60% of students attend online classes

Sliven

Haskovo

Shumen

The following issues remain unresolved:

1.   How to establish a connection of the child with their school? How to diagnose when it is 
compromised? How to strengthen the connection?

2.   How can institutions improve their joint work in order to solve the comprehensive school 
dropout problem?

3.   How to develop in children the sense of acceptance and success, which are the lead motiva-
tors to continue with education?

4.   How to provide children with compromised connection to the school new opportunities and 
how to develop in them the capacity to imagine what these opportunities might be like?

5.  How to address regional cases?

It is important to understand that the child who fails to 
connect to the school and their peers, find it difficult to 
connect to society too. They are at risk of social exclu-
sion, poverty and criminality. Depending on the educa-
tion level at which they left school, children have limited 
employment, parenting and active-citizenship skills. In 
this sense the emphasis should be not so much on pro-

grammes for catching up on learning content, but on 
programmes for connecting to learning, to one’s peers 
and the community. In addition to education mediators, 
also community leaders, other children’s parents, Per-
sonal Development Support Centres, community cultural 
centres and libraries could have a very useful role to play 
in these programmes.

For over 20 years now the achievements of a large pro-
portion of the Bulgarian children and young people have 
been critically low – 40% of the 15-year-olds in the country 
are functionally illiterate, as the PISA international survey 
shows. In order to improve these outcomes, the most im-
portant and urgent condition is well trained teachers.

The increased salaries of teachers and the economic crisis 
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic have significantly 
increased the interest in the teaching profession over the 
last two years. Meanwhile, school directors more often 
share that, despite the larger number of applicants with 
pedagogical qualifications, a great proportion of them are 

not prepared for work in a dynamically changing educa-
tion environment and especially for work with students 
from vulnerable groups and low performing students. In 
addition, a World Bank study of November 2021 also indi-
cated that only 10% of the new teachers stay long-term in 
the system. This is due to a number of factors among which 
the insufficient practical training in the University, the lack 
of quality support by mentors and a set of tools for work-
ing in the various challenging school situations. 

The main issues as regards the effectiveness of teachers in 
the system are along several lines.

Higher number of effective teachers in schools
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Only 10% of newly  
employed teachers stay long-term in the system

1. The way new teachers are selected

Today’s teacher recruitment competitions include one 
main criterion – formal qualifications. The presence of a 
diploma, however, is no guarantee for the knowledge, 
skills and attitudes that make a teacher effective. It is nec-
essary to invest in an up-to-date competency profile for 
holders of these positions, which should be reflected in 
the legislation, both in terms of minimum requirements 
and also as part of their professional development, and 
in support of school teams in the process of selection 
of education professionals. The problem is that schools 
should have the freedom to decide on their own what the 
competency profile of teachers should be, aligning it to 
the profile and specific needs of the school.

2. No effective mentoring for new teachers

Supporting teachers in their early days at school is key 
to enable them to develop their potential and stay long-
term in the profession. The current legislation sets out 
the provision of mandatory induction training for each 
newly appointed teacher to be delivered by a mentor 
(appointed by the school director) in the process of adap-
tation to the teaching profession and assist methodologi-
cally and administratively the new teacher in performing 
his/her obligations. Despite this, the mentoring system is 
ineffective for several reasons. A World Bank analysis pub-
lished in November 2021 indicated that “financial incen-
tives for experienced teachers to mentor teacher trainees 

or novice teachers are negligible and the format, content, 
duration and monitoring of results from the mentoring of 
beginner teachers is unregulated and uncommon prac-
tice”. Designing a national mentoring programme and 
incorporating incentives for mentors to new teachers, for 
example, would help achieve more effective training and 
introduction of new teaching staff to the profession. It is 
essential that mentors have sufficient time so that they 
can support their new colleagues in a quality manner, 
which requires a reduction of their mandatory hours of 
classroom teaching.

 
3.  Lack of quality continuing qualification 
for education professionals

A huge public resource is devoted to the continuing 
qualification of teachers. According to MES data, since 
the start of the emergency situation triggered by CO-
VID-19, some BGN 6,696,041 have been invested in the 
qualifications of education professionals under the Op-
erational Programme ‘Science and Education for Intelli-
gent Growth’ and the national programmes. This amount 
does not include the funds schools have invested from 
their own budgets. According to a World Bank analysis 
of 2021, the continuing qualification of education pro-
fessionals has been happening without a clear plan and 
without any compliance with the pressing basic needs 
of teachers. Despite the significant resources input, the 
outcomes for students, as measured by the PISA interna-
tional survey, as well as through the national external as-
sessments after Grade VII, have not been improving. Nei-
ther has been seen the effect of teacher qualifications on 
students’ academic achievements and wellbeing; and the 
outcomes have been reported only as number of train-
ings conducted or number of teachers trained. Therefore, 
it is high time to develop a mechanism to relate the cost 
of continuing training for teachers with the outcome of 
their work. 

The quantitative measurement of the value added of 
schools, the regular and objective professional attestation 
(performance appraisal) of teachers and the implementa-
tion of professional development plans would push the 
system towards looking for qualification opportunities 
that will indeed contribute to teachers’ growth. 

A manager, a public figure, an administrator, a team 
leader, a man who everybody turns to – the school direc-
tor has various roles that outline the path the school will 
move along – towards high achievements and wellbeing 
of students and teachers or towards low achievements 
and poor work environment. Nevertheless, the training 
and support for school directors and their leadership 
teams is a subject area that is underestimated as far as 
education policies are concerned. 

The job requirements for school director positions are 
largely administrative; in effect, there is no preliminary 
training prior to taking up the school director post; neither 
is there support for continuing qualification and carrying 
out one’s duties up to a standard. In 2021 the Ministry of 
Education and Science declared its willingness to adopt 

measures seeking to strengthen the capacity of school 
directors; however, no actual work has been undertaken.

Legislative changes concerning school leadership have 
been passed recently. The Preschool and School Education 
Act and Ordinance No. 15 on the status and professional 
development of teachers, school directors and the other 
education professionals set out the job requirements for 
school directors in the form of a reference framework with 
areas of competence and the related knowledge, skills and 
attitudes. The school director’s profile covers pedagogi-
cal (teaching), managerial, social and civic competences 
and among the over 60 listed knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes items there are quite a few relevant and well-worded 
ones. However, it is not clear how these competencies are 
measured and how school directors are supported to de-

successful school governance and development
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velop them. Many school leaders put efforts in enhancing 
their qualifications, but this is left to their own initiative 
and readiness to devote extra hours over and above their 
working days, busy as they are.

School directors face several main types of challenges in 
their work:

 heavy administrative burden because of which the 
time a school director can devote to the professional de-
velopment of education professionals, improving the 
learning process and the outcomes of students and staff is 
very limited;

 lack of focus and priorities: many leadership teams 
have difficulties prioritising among all the options – decide 
which practices could be sustainable, could be replicated 
on more levels of school life and could have a positive ef-
fect on the objectives the school seeks to achieve;

 Lack of actual autonomy, including due to the central-
ised rules such as the rigorous curricula and the teacher 
working-hours requirements, which are in the way of 
school directors developing work culture within their own 
teams.

For a school leadership team to be able to do actual work 
towards the wellbeing and success of the students and 
their teachers, changes are required along several lines. 
The roles and responsibilities of school directors should 

be reconsidered and updated, including with a view to the 
wider leadership team in the educational establishment. 
The job requirements for school director posts should be 
driven by a competency model rather than solely by the 
administrative requirements. The training, support and the 
continuing qualification of leadership teams should corre-
spond to the modern-world requirements.

The effectiveness of school leadership teams depends di-
rectly on the environment they work in. Irrespective of the 
fact that the Preschool and School Education Act envis-
ages the availability of state educational quality assurance 
standards within the institutions and for inspection work, 
in Bulgaria there is no overall vision and a unified frame-
work on what quality means depending on the respec-
tive stage of education (preschool, primary, secondary, 
higher education) and depending on the type of instruc-
tion (general, specialised, vocational, extracurricular). This 
definition should be developed following discussions with 
all stakeholders, public consultation and public presenta-
tion. The development of such an overall quality standard 
would provide a clear vision about what we expect from 
the education system, which is a necessary precondition 
prior to deciding on the ways to achieve these objectives. 
School leadership teams will be able to develop their vi-
sions based on this standard, taking into consideration the 
specifics of the environment in which they work and the 
students’ needs.

Inclusive education

Despite the increased number of special education teach-
ers in the kindergartens, schools and the Regional Centres 
for Inclusive Education (RCIE) no balance has been reached 
yet so that each child or student with SEN (especially in 
small settlements and remote schools) receives all the nec-
essary general and extra support, in the relevant amount 
and intensity, to promote their strengths and cope with 
barriers to learning and development. The huge difficulties 
in securing professional teams to adequately respond to 
the needs of children requiring more extended and consis-
tent extra support persist.

To date financial support for children at risk and for addi-
tional activities is still not regulated. It is important to ad-
dress this issue in a timely manner, provided the demon-
strated political will to develop also a national programme 
for prevention of violence against children and child abuse.

In response to the prolonged online distance learning, the 
Ministry of Education and Science has provided the op-
portunity to obtain extra online support remotely, with the 

MES data indicating that 75% of the children and students 
with special educational needs were included in online dis-
tance work with the help of their parents. In an attempt to 
pursue further the achievements over the year, it is neces-
sary to continue with the efforts to develop a supportive 
educational environment in kindergartens, schools and 
the RCIE. The funds should correspond to the number of 
children and students assisted by special education teach-
ers, to the various types of special educational needs, as 
well as the envisaged measures for general or extra sup-
port in the assessment of the individual child or student. 
Special attention needs to be paid to the proper targeting 
of funds kindergartens and schools receive for children 
with special educational needs. 

Irrespective of the overall increase of the number of spe-
cial education teachers, the huge difficulties in securing 
professional teams to adequately respond to the needs 
of children requiring more extended and consistent extra 
support persist.

In 2021 the issue of digitalisation in education, respec-
tively digital media literacy, was largely associated with 
the need to provide to students distance learning over 
large spans of the school year due to the still complicated 
epidemiological situation in the country triggered by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. After the preceding year, 2020, saw 
teachers (and students alike) forced to adapt urgently to 
schooling in digital settings, without getting a period of 
prior training or special support by the MES, which teach-

ers had to compensate for by self-study, and in many 
schools by in-house training (with this teachers coped 
better compared to other countries), in 2021 they were 
sufficiently adapted and managed quickly to ‘migrate’ the 
training process to a digital setting, whenever the situa-
tion required it. The lack of unification and the freedom 
of choice of a specific online platform teachers or schools 
had, brought about some confusion initially, but in 2021 
the platforms were established and teachers, as well as 

Digital media competence in education
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Did you received a task, associated  
with finding and evaluating credibility  

of the internet source?  
(survey on the youth platform

opinion U-Report)

No Yes, just once

62% 20%

students, were used enough to their specifics and func-
tionalities. 

Despite the already good overall level of adaptation of 
teachers and students to the technical aspects of dis-
tance learning, training continued to be insufficiently 
interactive. Most often than not, the heavy focus on ‘lec-
turing’ continued as a form of instruction mechanically 
transferred to digital settings, albeit lacking the oppor-
tunities to control the involvement of students as in face-
to-face training. In this sense, often enough online dis-
tance learning continued to be even less interactive than 
school-based instruction. The functionalities of platforms 
for interactive teaching were strongly underused. 

In this sense, even though training happened in online 
settings over long periods of time, the issue of the con-
sistency of efforts to promote full digital media literacy 
– with its essential components such as communication 
and collaboration, information and data literacy, safety, 
problem solving and digital content creation (according 
to the frameworks of EU DigComp Digital Competence 
Framework and EAVI Media Literacy Framework) – was 
still left pending. The comprehensive and interdisciplin-
ary development of the required digital media skills con-
tinued to be missing.

As regards information literacy, a consultation on the U-
Report Youth Platform developed by the Bulgarian Safer 
Internet Centre indicated that 62% of the young respon-
dents shared that they had not been asked at school 
to establish and evaluate the reliability of a source.  
Another 20% shared that they have been asked only 
once.

Against this background, it is no surprise that two of the 
ways for enhancing media literacy preferred by young 
people concern school education. 60% of respondents 
recommended providing an opportunity for experts in 
the field to work with the young people at school, while 
36% of the respondents believed that teachers should 
give more often assignments related to fact finding and 
evaluation of the reliability of a source.

Another important and, unfortunately, already standing 
issue in the focus of media attention, as prompted by 
individual serious cases around the end of the year, 
is online bullying among children, which is related 
to another aspect of digital media literacy, namely – 
deficits in the social and communication skills of young 
people. Although in the past years the MES has invariably 
demonstrated the good will to promote as a priority the 
digital media competence of students and to cooperate 
with all relevant stakeholders, the need to revise curricula 
for integrating in the relevant subjects digital media 
literacy for children as an explicit component of the State 
Educational Requirements for all the levels of education, 
is still outstanding. Notwithstanding the fact that some 
elements of digital media competence are present in the 
curricula, there is still no consistent and holistic approach 
and no contextualisation of digital media competence 
vis-à-vis real-life situations for children, either online 
or offline. The social and communication skills in both 
types of media continue to be poorly covered, which is 
confirmed also by the increased level of online and offline 
bullying (UNICEF data suggests that one in two children 
(47%) has experienced some form of violence).

Preferred ways to increase media literacy  
(survey on the youth platform  

opinion U-Report)

60%

36%

   to be given opportunity 
to experts in the field to 
work with young people 
in school; 

   teachers to assign more 
often tasks, connected 
to finding information 
and evaluating the 
credibility of the source



71Education

According to the Institute for Market Economics Analysis of 
Budget Expenditure Targeting Children and Families within 
“Financial Investments of the Bulgarian State in Children”, 
2021, the funds for education between 2017 and 2021 dis-
bursed through the municipal budgets and the MES bud-
get increased significantly. Only to compare – in 2017 mu-
nicipalities had at their disposal just over BGN 1,7 billion, 
whereas in 2021 this amount grew to almost BGN 2,9 bil-
lion. The funds for programmes within the 2017 MES bud-
get were BGN 613 million, while in 2021 they were twice as 
much – just over BGN 1,2 billion.

In theory, it should be considered a favourable fact that the 
National Programme on HIV and Sexually Transmitted Dis-
eases (STDs) Prevention and Control in the Republic of Bul-
garia (2021-2025) covers among its target groups a special 
separate group “young people, children and youth at risk”. 
Regretfully, however, there were no activities or progress 
on this programme. 

According to the National Programme on HIV and Sexu-
ally Transmitted Diseases (STDs) Prevention and Control in 
the Republic of Bulgaria for the 2021-2025 period, over the 
last years a number of nationally representative surveys 
and statistical data have found some particularly alarming 
tendencies with respect to young people’s health and their 
knowledge and behaviours: 

The number of abortions among girls aged 15–19 was 
1,891 in 2019 (8.8% of the total number of abortions), 
whereas among girls under 15 – 146 (0.68%). One in every 
eleven abortions was performed on a female no older than 
19. The newly registered HIV-positive persons aged 15 to 
18 over the 2020 – 2021 period were 169 (18%) out of the 
934 newly registered HIV-positive cases for the period. 

The lack of family planning policies and of 
health and sexual education knowledge 
mainstreamed into the students curricula in 
primary and secondary education contribute 
to the significant number of school-aged chil-
dren and young people of reproductive age 
who later on often fall victim to unwanted ‘ef-
fects’ in their personal lives expressed in dif-
ficulties or not being able to have children. 

There is a stable tendency for reducing child abandon-
ment but still there is a significant number of children 
abandoned in the Homes for Medical and Social Care for 
Children – according to data for 2018, 2019 and 2020 these 
were respectively 630, 650 and 408 children aged 0 to 3. 
A proportion of these children were abandoned following 
an unplanned and unwanted pregnancy, and this is partly 
also the result of the missing family planning policies and 
health and sexual education topics to be mainstreamed in 
the general education core curriculum.

According to a #WeProtect Global Alliance report on pro-
tection of children from online sexual exploitation, 34% of 

Health and sexual education

18.79% of the young males and females 
aged 15 to 24 years (year 2016) 
know the ways to prevent 
contracting HIV and reject the 
main misconceptions about HIV 
transmission;

5.49% of the young males and females 
aged 15 to 24 years have had a 
sexual intercourse before tuning 15;

Over 
one fifth 
(22.69%)

of the young males and females 
aged 15 to 24 years have had more 
than one sex partner in the last 12 
months;

25.6% of the young males and females 
aged 15 to 24 years who have had 
sex with an incidental sex partner 
over the last 12 months have not 
used a condom.

The lack of effective healthcare  
education leads to worrying trends  

among young people:

the children globally are forced to perform some online sex-
ual activity. The lack of sexual education and clear mecha-
nisms for response, prevention and dealing with such risks 
and abuses, among children and adults alike, who often do 
not know how to go about it or where to report such cases, 
contributes to the impossibility to eradicate the problem 
with child sexual abuse and exploitation.

The projects seeking to improve sexual and reproductive 
health in Bulgaria are incidental and have no stable fund-
ing either as project work or as part of the national budget.

According to the Gallup International Omnibus survey 
data of March 2021, a positive answer to the question “In 
your opinion should there be a school subject/ classes in 
sexual and reproductive health?” was provided by 50.7% 
(compared to 61.6% in 2015); a negative answer – by 
26.5% (compared to 18.2% in 2015); 22.9% cannot say (as 
opposed to 20.2% in 2015). Data unequivocally suggests 
that the public opinion on this matter has been undergo-
ing a negative tendency and this is only natural, bearing in 
mind the strong influence in recent years of fake news, of 
the extreme right-wing conservative parties, movements 
and organisations working against the adoption of the Is-
tanbul Convention, the new Strategy for the Child and the 
absolutely artificially cultivated “gender–ideology” myth, 
coupled with the Government’s lack of position and poor 
communication on the subject.
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Accessible environment in schools, kinder-
gartens and public spaces

Children with disabilities still face serious challenges in 
pre-school and school education. One of these challeng-
es is the accessible architectural environment in kinder-
garten and school buildings. A large proportion of the 
mainstream schools remain inaccessible for children with 
motor and multiple disabilities. According to information 
from the MES in accordance with the Access to Public 
Information Act, the number of state schools in Bulgaria 
with accessible environment elements is as follows: with 
elevators – 34, with ramps – 147, with toilets – 199, with 
lift platforms – 70.

All of these are built under the National Programme for 
Promoting Accessible Architectural Environment. In addi-
tion, the MES has been implementing 7 projects under the 
Regions in Growth Operational Programme, which cover 
the renovation of 101 vocational high schools where toilets 
and elevators will be built. Over the past 2021, activities in 
18 schools were funded under the National Programme 
for Promoting Accessible Architectural Environment and 
Security in Schools.

As part of the same programme in 2021 refurbishment 
works were undertaken and accessible environment se-
cured in three sports schools – in Plovdiv, Ruse and Burgas.

The requested data was not provided for municipal 
schools and kindergartens on the grounds that there is no 
such consolidated data on the accessibility of their envi-
ronment.

The accessibility of the environment often constitutes in a 
ramp at the entrance up to the first floor. The understand-
ing of accessible environment as an opportunity to use 
freely every possible functional section of buildings – spe-
cialised studies, the library, the canteen, etc., as well as the 
yards and sports facilities adjacent to the buildings, is still 
nowhere to be found.

Parking places near the entrance bearing the “Person with 
disability on board” sticker, the accessible environment 
in the yards, sport facilities and play grounds for children 
with special needs in schools and kindergartens are the 
exception rather than the rule and there is no consolidat-
ed data on their number. There is also no understanding 
that the right to accessible environment belongs to both 
students, their parents and close relatives, and teachers 
with disabilities.

Accessible environment of residential build-
ings and public spaces

The urban environment, the institutions parents have to 
visit together with their children – social service offices, 
public spaces for play and recreation, a large proportion of 
the public cultural institutions such as galleries, theatres, 
movie theatres, museums, etc. – remain largely inacces-
sible. There are only several designated playgrounds for 
children with disabilities, in large towns and cities, usually 
built by donors, and not by government institutions. 

Last year, 2021, the Ministry of Regional Development and 
Public Works (MRDPW) proposed amendments to the con-
tested Ordinance No. РД-02-20-2/2021 on determining the 

requirements for accessibility and universal design of the 
elements of accessible environment in urbanised territo-
ries, buildings and facilities. The change was triggered by 
concerns expressed in a letter by the Chamber of Architects 
in Bulgaria with regard to the prices of housing going up 
by 30% should the new requirements for the technical pa-
rameters of the accessible environment for all housing units 
in condominium buildings be observed. The Ordinance en-
tered into force on 23 May 2022. By deciding so, the State 
postponed again the urgent update of the technical re-
quirements ensuring accessible environment in new build-
ings, having given priority to market considerations. 
 
Effects of the lack of accessible environment 
for children

The accessible environment and its non-existence in 
schools is a factor affecting the choice of school too. Un-
fortunately, there are cases when children with disabilities 
have to choose a school not based on what they wish to 
study but on the availability of accessible environment, 
since its absence is a challenge to children, parents and 
teachers on a daily basis. The accessible environment also 
determines the quality of life for children with disabilities 
and their successful inclusion in society, while its absence 
may lead to their social exclusion. In some small munici-
palities, where there are no schools with accessible envi-
ronment, children are left with no option but home-based 
schooling. The consequences exclusion entails could be: 
deterioration of their conditions, gaps in their knowledge 
for the respective grade, secondary deficits in their skills, 
no circle of supportive friends, rejection, etc.

Although the State recognises inclusive education as a 
national priority, the mechanisms for supporting children 
with disabilities do not produce a satisfying outcome. 
There are no mechanisms to gather and aggregate data 
on accessible environment, while the distribution of the 
financial resources is not sufficiently balanced and con-
sistent to ensure the required accessible architectural en-
vironment for inclusive education. National programmes 
fund phased refurbishment works, and as long as the pro-
cess is a long-term one, the environment in hundreds of 
schools and kindergartens shall remain inaccessible.

Often enough, the lack of accessible environment is “com-
pensated for” by moving the classes in which children with 
disabilities are enrolled to the lower floors. This creates in-
equality among classes and can cause difficulties for chil-
dren with disabilities to build their relations with the other 
students.

There is still no detailed and operationally useful statisti-
cal data on children with disabilities and chronic diseases. 
Despite the implemented projects and the commitment 
made to the public, neither the register of the Agency for 
People with Disabilities (APD), nor the ones of the Territo-
rial Expert Medical Panels and the National Expert Medi-
cal Panel, or the Agency for Social Assistance (ASA) or the 
National Statistical Institute (NSI) can provide up-to-date 
information on the number of children with disabilities 
in Bulgaria and the type of their needs. Without such in-
formation base we cannot possibly expect targeted and 
effective policies for children with disabilities locally and 
nationally.

Physical accessibility in schools 
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The access of children with disabilities to education has been difficult even in non-crisis situations. 
During the pandemic, just like the remaining children, the children with disabilities have been 
through online remote schooling for a third year in a row. This year too, the pandemic locked at 
home part of the children with disabilities for a lengthy period; this only goes to show again the 
inability of the education system to cope with the training and socialisation of these children. 
In reality there are no results and the training of children with disabilities (mainly in Centres for 
Special Education Support) is further segregating them, since children are not trained in a way 
that is adequate, suitable and useful to them. The education of children with intellectual difficul-
ties (especially where the difficulties are more than slight) should be aligned with the individual 
characteristics of every child and be aimed primarily at coping with life, at teaching the children 
to take care of themselves, at developing their strengths and opportunities as opposed to reduc-
ing it to “adapting the learning content for the respective grade” activities (just to tick the box), 
because this is not what is useful to the child. There are no indications whatsoever that efforts are 
made in this direction. A large part of the teaching is left to parents and wherever there are suc-
cessful models, these are the product of the personal motivation of some teachers and are by far 
not the standard scenario or a consistent institutional policy.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Provide for larger volume and more effective prac-
tical training for new teachers. As early as the start of the 
latter’s university training include tutorials where stu-
dents analyse actual classroom situations. The quality of 
the practical training depends also on how effectively it 
is monitored, as well as on the adequate training of the 
teacher mentors who support students during the first 
lessons they deliver in school;

 Introduce a new way of teacher selection, based 
on a competency model: currently, the requirements 
in teacher competitions are mainly administrative. It is 
necessary to change the selection process in such a way 
so that education system would indeed embrace those 
teachers who would like to work for their students’ suc-
cess;

 Introduce effective training for mentors of newly 
appointed teachers by developing a national mentor-
ing programme and introducing incentives for mentors 
of new teachers;

 Provide for quality continuing qualification aligned 
with the needs of teachers and students. There is a need 
to objectively assess students’ and teachers’ needs, as 
well as introduce a monitoring system to track the ef-
fect of trainings;

 Ensure greater autonomy in the work of teachers 
selected as a result of a new selection-procedure based 
on an up-to-date competency profile. This involves 
teachers being responsible for achieving clearly set 
objectives for the respective stage of education while 

observing a binding quality standard but also enjoying 
the freedom to choose or develop their own syllabi and 
curricula, as well as introducing innovations in the way 
they organise the learning process;

 Introduce a new way of selecting school directors, 
based on a competency model. It is necessary to change 
the selection process in such a way so that education 
system would indeed embrace those school directors 
who would like to work for their students’ success.

 Introduce a comprehensive professional devel-
opment system for school leadership teams through 
provision of quality trainings, a mentoring programme 
for school directors and support for newly appointed 
school directors;

 Adopt a state educational standard for quality the 
of the education system that would indicate what out-
come the system needs to produce, how to measure it 
and how to achieve it;

 Identify suitable forms for appointment of assistant 
teachers in kindergartens and schools to assist in the ac-
tual instruction process during mandatory classes;

 Provide resources for implementing general sup-
port measures and for building capacity in education 
professionals to implement these measures. This is a 
matter of systemic approach and teamwork and cannot 
be reduced to only increasing the number of appointed 
school counsellors and psychologists;
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 Create a system for monitoring the ratio of the 
number children and students benefiting from the spe-
cial education support to the number and type of spe-
cial education teachers providing this extra support;

 Synchronise procedures for collection of data on 
the number of children with SEN in the different stages 
and levels of education. This data needs to be carefully 
analysed in the light of the situation with the spread of 
COVID-19 and its repercussions on the access to educa-
tion and support, especially for children and students 
with SEN;

 Build capacity for providing quality online teach-
ing for 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-
assessment in the process of teaching and learning.

 Support the implementation of activities on in-
troducing health and sexual education in Bulgarian 
schools as of 2022, as envisaged in the National Recov-
ery and Resilience Plan;

 Develop a communication campaign targeting 
parents aimed at overcoming stereotypes and fears as-
sociated with health and sex related topics; 

 Train a sufficient number of teachers who can 
freely teach and talk with students on health and sexual 
education topics;

 Introduce in the general education core curriculum 
for lower and upper secondary school integrated teach-
ing on health and sexual education topics, with a focus 
on prevention and preserving the proper functioning of 
the reproductive system;

 Introduce organised mandatory annual general 
prophylactic check-ups for students in upper secondary 
school and, if deemed necessary, complete with talks 
and consultations on topics related to healthy lifestyle 
and responsible sexual behaviour;

 Compile a single register of cases of sexually trans-
mitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, syphilis, gonor-
rhoea, chlamydia, HPV (high-risk strains);

 Provide annually data on the schools and kinder-
gartens that still lack accessible environment;

 Secure sustainable funding for the timely building 
of accessible environment in kindergartens and educa-
tional establishments.
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8. 
SPORTS, RECREATION AND LEISURE
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sPORTs, RECREATION 
AND LEIsuRE

AvERAGE 2.98

   Lack of comprehensive policy in respect of 
using culture and the arts as instruments for 
achieving learning objectives;

   Lack of comprehensive policy for developing 
sports for children and children’s sports clubs 
enrolling very young children;

   Lack of suitable conditions for outdoor and 
indoor sports and play, especially in small 
towns and city centres.

Up until now the access of children to culture and the arts 
has been directly dependent on TV programmes and the 
interests and means of their parents. In towns, especially 
large ones, parents can take their children to the the-
atre, to an exhibition or concert. Theatre groups or music 
bands – state, municipal or private – offer a rich and varied 
production targeting children under 10 years, with no spe-
cial needs and able to afford the tickets.

In recent years the Culture National Fund, and later the Cul-
ture Sofia City Programme, have started to fund socially 
engaged art projects, including ones aimed at people with 
special needs, among others. It is primarily small private 
teams who commit themselves to working for and with 
children with SEN, being much more mobile than their state 
and municipal equivalents in terms of structure and plan-
ning. However, they too prefer more often than not to tar-
get with their projects children from ethnic minorities rather 
than children with SEN, since the SEN audience is too spe-
cific and indeed requires prior preparation. The deaf com-
munity has their own culture, art and traditions; however, 
the chance for people with hearing impairments to get in 
touch with the by-far-richer culture of the wider community 
has emerged only recently. Now we often see simultaneous 
sign-language interpreters on the TV screen. However, the 
audio description for blind people is still missing. 

The lack of works of art created or adapted for children 
with special needs is combined with inaccessibility for 
people with limited mobility of most places where events 
are held.

In small towns and villages the situation is even less fa-
vourable due to the decades of missing targeted policy in 
the field of culture. In Bulgaria there are 3,614 community 
cultural centres. The State and municipalities should devel-
op this resource by making opportunities for guest perfor-
mance possible both in terms of maintaining the facilities 
and funding the performers’ travel.

In the last two years the global pandemic drastically re-
duced the opportunity for access of children to cultural 
events. At specific times the size of the audience at indoor 
performances was legislatively reduced to 30% sometimes 
even 0%. Culture as a sector had to digitalise its output – 
an extrinsic, unwanted, difficult and expensive exercise. In 
its capacity of EU Member State, the Bulgaria too support-
ed this process financially. However, there is nothing like 
the live communication between children and performers 
and in order to make it possible even in epidemiologically 
challenging situations, the State should support perform-
ers financially so as to make performances possible even 
before an audience of only 30% of the hall capacity.

 
  “Children need grassroots sport. Sofia schools are packed and there are 
no sports opportunities. The places which offer some are paid and the 
quality questionable. There are no facilities, no gyms, no sport grounds 
in the open.”

 
  “I have a direct connection with adolescents aged 12 and above. I live 
in Sofia; I work with bicycles; a large proportion of our clients are adoles-
cents and their parents. The situation is deplorable as regards spaces and 
places for bicycling, getting together and sharing joint ideas, hobbies, 
etc. Teenagers remain a vulnerable group getting the least attention, 
even neglect. No space for play between residential buildings; no play 
facilities there. Not all parents can afford to enrol their child in extracur-
ricular activities to fill up their time after school. It is a very long story.”

Survey, Report Card 2022

Access to culture and arts events and activities
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Number of educational programmes in 2018, 2019 and 2020 in collaboration  
between Ministry of Education and science and Ministry of Culture

2018 2019 2020 

Educational programmes and initiatuves in museums/galleries 1063 1339 734

In total, incl: 5700 6612 1825

• in museum 5282 6035 1281

• outside museum 418 577 544

Total number of participants 84 469 114 838 37 852

Number of children included in initiatives whose mother 
language is not Bulgarian

3053 4922 1153

Educational initiatives with children with special needs over 290 over 323 over 90

Thematic meetings of teachers for planning of extracurricular 
initiatives for children

654 873 377

Access of children to the creative process 

Children are provided this opportunity in arts schools, 
extracurricular activities organised by the schools or kin-
dergartens, in community cultural centres or Personal De-
velopment Support Centres and semi-professional private 
schools for extra-curricular classes. 

The extra-curricular interest groups organised by schools 
are an excellent means for children to enhance their knowl-
edge and skills in areas they are interested in. Most often in 
these activities they meet with their teachers again. And 
how much more interesting would it be for them to meet 
new people who are not part of the instruction process but 
of the creative process, in case there is the opportunity to 
invite creative artists and external trainers.

Extra-curricular sessions should not act as consultations 
where students get explained issues they have failed to 
grasp during the lesson – this is for another time slot. In-
stead, extracurricular sessions should be different, interest-
sparking, building on or changing the attitudes of ado-
lescents. Here again, the lack of communication between 
the ministries of culture, education and social policy put 
children at a disadvantage. For teachers, especially those 
who undertake to teach in extra-curricular activities, such 
additional qualifications would be extremely valuable. As 
a first step towards such a renewal of the learning process, 
such training should be introduced in the training of future 
educators, current students, especially those studying in 
non-formal education related specialties.

It is unfortunate that the potential of art, and especially 
theatre, as a powerful tool for positive social and educa-
tional change, is not being capitalised on in our country. 
Educational drama and theatre have long proved their po-
tential. While the leaders of school-based theatre groups 
(usually teachers of Bulgarian or history) present their 
work in a performance prepared throughout the school 
year, teachers using drama methods in their work use the-
atre techniques to go through a process in which students 

jointly reach a learning outcome without having necessar-
ily to perform before an audience.

Community cultural centres are a great place for children 
from the neighbourhood to gather together in interest 
clubs – they construct, dance, read, sing, paint, act. Their 
work is led by numerous talented professionals, many of 
whom have university degrees. Unfortunately, the Min-
istry of Culture, and often the municipalities, for various 
reasons, treat these local structures negligently. More than 
half of the community cultural centres do not have a com-
puter, visitors often shiver with cold in the winter, the staff 
work on a semi-voluntary basis.

The joint venture of the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry 
of Education and Science to link the activities of museums 
and galleries with the learning process is commendable. 
Through the development of museum educational pro-
grammes, children get to learn about our cultural heritage, 
past and traditions. They are introduced to Bulgarian his-
tory and an emotional attitude towards cultural heritage is 
formed. The Ministries point to the success of the children 
involved in the educational programmes as a very positive 
effect. They report an increased interest in the relevant 
subjects and topics, successful participation in interschool 
competitions and willingness to be involved in other edu-
cational initiatives too.

Similarly, opportunities for access to art and the use of 
art methods in the education process and for enriching 
educational content should be expanded. Libraries could 
make a great place for staged presentation of interesting 
books, including mandatory content in Literature.

A theatrical form that has recently been gaining ground is 
interactive theatre performances. Audiences become in-
tellectually and emotionally engaged in the staged action 
and experience the results of it. The outcome is more pow-
erful and lasting than the one achieved didactically.
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Access to organised sports activities for children

In 2021, for the first time, more money was allocated to 
kindergartens and schools for physical education, sports 
and sport-and-tourism activities. It is the Ministry of Youth 
and Sports’ expectation that the differentiated standards 
increased in 2020 – from BGN 2 to BGN 3 per child in kin-
dergartens and from BGN 3 to BGN 5 for students – will im-
prove the conditions for sport for more than 1 million chil-
dren and students in educational institutions. Last year, 117 
projects were implemented under the Sport for Children in 
their Leisure Time Programme of the Ministry of Youth and 
Sports involving more than 4,300 children. Young athletes 
were able to choose from 29 sports in 50 locations. They 
trained 2–3 times a week for 6 months. The projects were 
supervised by 217 sports professionals. The total amount 
allocated under the Sport for Children in their Leisure Time 
Programme is BGN 736,400. The aim of the Programme is 
to provide children with free-of-charge access to sports ac-
tivities in order to improve their health and reduce the neg-
ative impact of aggression, violence, alcohol and drug use, 
intolerant attitudes, etc. In another programme of the Min-
istry of Youth and Sports, Sport for Children at Risk, a total 
of 242 children participated, of whom 174 were identified 
as children at risk. For half a year the children had the op-
portunity to be trained in 7 sports – basketball, volleyball, 
wrestling, aikido, badminton, athletics and fencing. Under 
this programme the Ministry has supported 10 projects 
worth BGN 65,000.

The Ministry of Education and Science also supports sport 
through Student Sports Schools, of which there are 5 
across the country – in Sofia, Ruse, Shumen, Pleven and 
Razgrad. They offer a wide variety of sports and coaches in 
each sport. These schools are municipal and are registered 
as Personal Development Support Centres. Other centres 
offer not only sport but also arts and science, mathematics 
and technology. The activities are free of charge for chil-
dren and this is a good opportunity that the state provides 
for all who wish to participate. 

Contrary to the popular theory that children do not play 
sports, interest in sports, especially after the pandemic, has 
not declined. There are good conditions for sport, as long 
as parents and children are willing. In the 4-to-10-years age 
range, parents are leading the way in seeking and pointing 
their child in the direction of a particular sport. The earlier 
children start playing sport, the quicker they get used to it 
being part of their daily routine and make time for training. 
In junior high school (grades V-VIII), children begin to initi-
ate being active in sports because most of them can go to 
the gym on their own. It is also at this age that we see the 
largest proportion of children playing sports. High school 
is the time when they strive for high sport achievements. 
Ball team sports are children’s favourite, but there is no di-

Forum theatre is particularly suitable for changing existing 
and developing new socially positive attitudes in adoles-
cents, for preventing them from participating in acts of vio-
lence, drug use, trafficking and other serious social prob-
lems; it is with great potential, but still largely unknown in 
Bulgaria. Despite its proven positive effect, the ministries 
of culture, education and the institutions involved in the 
prevention of violence and bullying in schools are not in-
terested in it.

Applied theatre is a particularly suitable tool for working 
with children with SEN. In the process of preparing a the-
atre performance, depending on the specific needs of the 
individual child actor, the latter can be given such tasks 
in which they can rehearse overcoming their deficits. 
These diverse opportunities still remain an undeveloped 
resource in Bulgarian formal education and children‘s lei-
sure time.

117 
implemented  

projects

29  
sports in 50 locations

4300 
children

The projects were 

supervised by 217 
sports professionals

minishing interest in martial sports – karate, taekwondo, 
etc. Swimming remains a favourite of children and parents 
as regards interest in it, as it is believed to develop harmo-
niously the entire system of muscles, strengthen the im-
mune system and help the development of the body in 
case of a spinal curvature. Swimming is also the sport in 
which there are fewest injuries.

sport for Children at Risk Programme

242 children participated

174 
children at risk

7  
sports

(basketball, volleyball, wrestling, aikido, 
badminton, athletics and fencing) 
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schoolyards – shared spaces for learning, sport and play?

schoolyards in national and municipal policies

Although municipalities and institutions declare their in-
terest in solving the problem, there are still no consistent 
steps and no lasting commitment. There is a will. It is early 
days of this becoming a priority for institutions, organisa-
tions and citizens. Schoolyards, their maintenance and 
access management, extracurricular and free activities in 
them are subject to reactive solutions, whenever problems 
accumulate, without real dialogue with the local commu-
nity or students.

The paving surfaces of most of the yards are broken and 
many of them lack modern sports facilities. Although out-
door classrooms and modern facilities have been emerg-
ing, this is not a lasting trend due to lack of resources. It 
is therefore important to promote municipal and national 

policy to develop these shared urban spaces for sport, play 
and learning, with user participation in their design, shared 
responsibility for maintenance and for initiatives with the 
local community.

The yards of municipal schools are maintained with funds 
from the schools‘ budgets, and also with the assistance of 
the municipality, through donations and volunteering, via 
project funding. The MES and the Ministry of Youth and 
Sports fund the maintenance of some of them, but not un-
til this year has there been any discussion of programmes 
to renovate them, as well as a focus on building and main-
taining sports grounds in them. Outdoor learning has been 
encouraged as a result of the construction and growing 
popularity of the so-called open-air classrooms.

It was only in the second half of 2021 that MES pro-
grammes were launched under which schools can apply 
for funding for projects related to the construction and 
renovation of sports grounds and gyms. This is positive 
news in a situation where outdoor activities for students 
are extremely limited, due to the COVID bans, and because 
of the low and unencouraged interest of teachers to use 
the yards for games and sports, and experiential learning, 
other than what is incorporated in the curriculum.

Parents, students, and teachers realised the potential of 
these places for sport, play, and learning, but also the 
lack of vision and resources, and they sought opportu-
nities for change, in interaction with municipalities and 
institutions. The change is slow but it is happening – there 
are commitments made and hopefully we will see results. 
There is still a lot of resistance from some school directors 
who do not wish to have outside visitors and changes in the 
design of these spaces to allow for more and new sports, for 
diverse activities.

The response to a request for information under the Access 
to Public Information Act the Ministry of Education and Sci-
ence indicated that in the 2020-2021 period the yards of 21 
state schools were renovated and refurbished with funds 
worth just over BGN 2 million. In 2021 under the Annual 
Programme was approved the refurbishment of 2 sports 
grounds in 2 schools amounting to BGN 84,000. This is far 
from sufficient, but it also shows how responsible school 
directors feel and that they are willing to apply for projects 
along this line.

The good news is that Plovdiv, Sofia, Burgas and Yambol are 
allocating funds and directing their efforts towards the reg-
ulated opening of the yards for citizens in non-school hours 
and their renovation. Access is based on rules that are ad-
opted and applied voluntarily. Organisations and schools 
work on volunteer projects for making outdoor classrooms, 
painting play spaces and maintenance activities. In Sofia 
the Open Schoolyards Programme is awaiting the official 
position of Sofia RDE. It is a challenge that physical guard-
ing services will be provided for through the districts‘ bud-
get, which needs to be sustained with funds.

The municipal enterprise „Sofiaplan“ presented a strategy 
Sofia Plays Sports in which it analysed the state of play 
with public sports venues in the capital, including school-
yards. According to it, 76% of kindergartens comply with 
the standards regarding area of the property and its occu-
pancy, and can provide enough space for children to play 
in them. Around 93% of the municipal schools in Sofia Mu-
nicipality are located in properties meeting all the stan-
dards in relation to their current occupancy, while those 
in the central part of the city have insufficient space for 
sport. There is no data on the condition and safety of yards 
in the capital.

At national level there is no such study, and consequently 
no strategy, which is within the competence of the Minis-
try of Education and Science and the Ministry of Youth and 
Sports, the Ministry of Regional Development and Public 
Works and the municipalities.
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Poor condition and no diversity

Most schoolyards are designed and built solely for up to 
2-3 types of sports activities – football, basketball, athlet-
ics, which serves the needs of physical education classes. 
Some yards have playgrounds for preschool groups and 
first graders, usually built with donations or as part of a 
project. These are basic and meet the real needs of children 
up to the age of 6.

Diversity and the construction of modern, student-appro-
priate playgrounds in schoolyards is rarely a topic of dis-
cussion and this leaves children without the opportunity 
for meaningful outdoor activities between lessons. Conse-
quently, this gives teachers an excuse not to take children 

out due to lack of something to do in the yard. Boredom 
and monotony in some cases lead to conflicts, vandalism 
and low-quality recess. 

In general, the paving surfaces are old and unsafe, the 
sports facilities have missing elements, such as baskets 
and nets, and the benches, waste bins and gazebos are old, 
broken, even dangerous. Despite massive tree and flower 
planting campaigns, the imagination in terms of offering 
a variety of yard activities is curbed. With the advent of 
outdoor classrooms, some progress is made but overall the 
potential of these spaces remains untapped.

New visions

In 2021 Safe Playgrounds Association worked on a contest 
to encourage students to submit their vision for changing 
the schoolyard. Students from Grades I to XI presented their 
ideas – for urban flower and vegetable gardens, sports ramps 
for cycling, a climbing wall, balance equipment, spaces for 
theatre and outdoor painting, more litter bins, an outdoor 
library and open-air study corner, etc. These were presented 
to school directors and district mayors who were surprised. 
The students asked them uncomfortable questions, but it 
sparked reflection and a willingness to change.

Involving students, teachers and also the local commu-
nity in the renovation and design of these spaces proved 
important to ensure they are under sustainable care. 
The outdoor classroom at 138 High School in Sofia can be 
given as an example; it is maintained by the people from 
the neighbourhood. The good example of volunteers has 
impressed Sofia Municipality too which, at the request of 
students, has allocated funds also for fitness equipment in 
the schoolyard.

However, due to the still low priority of this challenge com-
pared to the remaining challenges in education, stronger 
will is needed on the part of school directors, the municipal-
ity and citizens to develop schoolyards sustainably. NGOs, 
boards of trustees, parents and students need to be proac-
tively involved in the efforts to develop the yards. Shared 
budgetary and institutional management does not con-
stitute a sufficient stable basis for their revival. Volun-
teers working for this cause need institutional support. This 
is where the MES role comes to encourage such innovations.

The development of schoolyards should also include the 
placement of play elements designed for free play. As a 
place for recreation, playgrounds should be age-appropri-
ate for all users, namely children between 7 and 18 years of 
age, should have appropriate capacity and should comply 
with the needs of all students, including those with mobility 
or other limitations.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

 Expand the number and coverage of programmes 
introducing the achievements of culture and art in kin-
dergartens and schools;

 Develop programmes to involve culture and art 
practitioners in visits, open classes, book readings and 
other types of in-school activities; 

 Develop programmes at the municipal interschool 
level, as well as out-of-classroom forms of education 
related to arts and culture within and beyond the cur-
riculum;

 The state should devote a great deal of resources 
to the development of grassroots sport, whether in 
schools, sports clubs or personal development centres;

 More children to be covered from an early age so 
that clubs can steer the best to strive for high sport 
achievements;

 Upgrade facilities and provide for the construction 
of new, smaller gyms with more basic facilities to cover 
more children;

 Develop a government policy on staffing – attract-
ing coaches and implementing programmes to improve 
the specialist staff in different sports;

 Develop inter-institutional coordination in grass-
roots sports development;

 Develop, if not a national, at least a municipal plan 
for monitoring, maintaining and developing school-
yards as a learning, play and outdoor sports hub, a 
shared place for local community development. Due to 
the shared budgetary responsibilities for the mainte-
nance of schoolyards – between schools, municipalities, 
the MES, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, best practic-
es for shared responsibility should be explored;

 Involve students, teachers, civic neighbourhood-
based formal and informal structures in the mainte-
nance and use of these spaces to create a true and 
traceable commitment;

 Allocate more funds from the budgets of the Min-
istry of Education and Science, the Ministry of Youth 
and Sports and from municipal budgets to maintain the 
schoolyards;

 Encourage the modernisation of schoolyards by 
incorporating more outdoor classrooms, urban farm-
ing areas, opportunities for play and sports activities, 
including extreme ones, targeting different ages.
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AAPI Application for access to public information

AsA Agency for Social Assistance 

bAsPPA Bill Amending and Supplementing the Penal Procedure Code

bHC Bulgarian Helsinki Committee

bIs Births Information System

CAb Chamber of Architects in Bulgaria

CAbMA Combating the Antisocial Behaviour of Minors Act

CC Children’s Council (with the SACP)

CC Criminal Code

CEID Chamber of Engineers in the Investment Design

CIPE Centre for Information Provision of Education

COCA Company under the Obligations and Contracts Act

CoM Council of Ministers

COvID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019

CPA Child Protection Act

CPC Criminal Procedure Code

CsC Community Support Centre

CsRI Centre for Social Rehabilitation and Integration

CvAfCA Crime Victim Assistance and Financial Compensation Act

DML Digital media literacy

DsA Directorate for Social Assistance

EAMs Executive Agency "Medical supervision"

ECEC Early Childhood Education and Care

ECEC Early Childhood Education and Care 

ECI Early childhood intervention

EP European Parliament

EsPAD European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs 

Eu European Union

fC Family Code

fIERsT From Inclusive Education to Real Scale Transfer

fTCC “Fund for Treatment of Children Centre” Centre

fTPC Family-Type Placement Centre

fTPCCYPD - CMC Family-Type Placement Centre for children and young people with disabilities in need of constant medical care

fTPCCYPD Family-Type Placement Centre for children and young people with disabilities

GDCCR General Directorate for Control of Children's Rights

GDCOC General Directorate “Combating Organised Crime”

GDNP General Directorate “National Police”

GDP Gross Domestic Product

HbsC Health Behaviour in School-aged Children

HCC Health Counselling Centres

HCDPC Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care

HIv Human Immunodeficiency Viruses

HMsCC Home for Medical and Social Care for Children

HRD OP Human Resources Development Operational Programme

ICf International Coach Federation

IE Inclusive education

IjDu Inspectors from Juvenile Delinquency Unit

IOM International Organisation for Migration

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
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KA3 Key activity 3

LAR Law on Asylum and Refugees

LfNRb Law on Foreign Nationals in the Republic of Bulgaria

LGbTI Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex persons

LPDv Law on Protection from Domestic Violence

MDT Multidisciplinary team

MEs Ministry of Education and Science

Mj Ministry of Justice

MLsP Ministry of Labour and Social Policy

MoI Ministry of Interior

MsM Men having Sex with Men

Nbu New Bulgarian University

NCCEII National Council for Coordination on Ethnic and Integration Issues

NCI National Citizens' Initiative

NCPHA National Centre for Public Health and Analyses

NEf National Eurochild Forum

NfC National framework contract

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

NHIf National Health Insurance Fund

NHIs National Health Information System

NHLC National Help-line for Children

NNC National Network for Children

NNHM National Network of Health Mediators

NOH National Operational Headquarters

NPIMCH National Programme for Improvement of Maternal and Child Health

NPM National Preventive Mechanism

NsI INFOSTAT Information System of the National Statistical Institute

NsI National Statistical Institute

Ob-GYN Obstetrics and Gynaecology

ODL Online distance learning

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PCR Polymerase chain reaction

PIsA Programme for International Student Assessment

PP Political party

PsEA Preschool and School Education Act

RCIE Regional Centre for Inclusive Education

RDE Regional Department of Education

RHI Regional Health Inspectorate

RRC Registration and Reception Centre

sACP State Agency for Child Protection

sAPI Social Activities and Practice Institute

sAR State Agency for Refugees

sEN special educational needs

sEWGD Standing Expert Working Group on Deinstitutionalisation

sG State Gazette

sHTAfN Special home for temporary accommodation of foreign nationals

ssA Social Services Act

sTD sexually transmitted diseases

sTEM Science Technology Engineering Mathematics
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TALIs Teaching and Learning International Survey

TfR Total fertility rate

TIMss Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study

uGHAT University General Hospital for Active Treatment

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

vMRO (bND) Political Party VMRO (BND)

WHO World Health Organisation



NETWORK MEMBERS
burgas Region 
‘The Faithful Steward’ 
Association – Bourgas
‘Demetra’ Association – Bourgas 
‘Regional Roma Alliance’ 
Association – Bourgas
‘Smile’ Association – Bourgas 
“Together for a Better Future” 
Association – Sredetz 

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

veliko Tarnovo Region 
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 
Good Samaritan Association –
Kravoder Village

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

Ruse Region 
Open Society Club – Ruse 
‘Bulgarian-Romanian Transborder 
Mediation Institute’ (BRTMI) 
Association – Ruse 
‘Equilibrium’ Association – Ruse 
Centre Dynamica Association – 
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 
‘For our Children’ Foundation 
Health and Social Development 
Foundation (HESED) 
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 
Social Theatre Formation ‘Flower’ 
Association for Pedagogical and 
social help for children
FICE Bulgaria
Worldwide Orphans Foundation 
Bulgaria 
‘Centre Nadya’ Foundation 
ELA Association
Centre for Psychosocial Support 
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria 
‘Evrika’ Foundation 
‘Agapedia – Bulgaria’ Foundation 
‘Teach for Bulgaria’ Foundation 
National Association of Resource 
Teachers 
ECIP 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’ 
‘Children’s Books’ Association 
National Centre for Social and 
Emotional Development 
M&M Physio Foundation 
‘Re-Act’ Association 
‘Bulgarian Psychoanalytic Space’

Institute for Progressive Education 
‘Single Step’ Foundation 
Law and Internet Foundation 
The Change Foundation
‘Zographche’ Centre
‘Dechitsa’ 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) 
Foundation III 
“Three” Foundation
Association of Parents of Children 
with Kidney Problems
National Scouts Organisation of 
Bulgaria
Hestia Foundation
‘Center for Experiential Learning‘ 
Association
Council of Refugee Women in 
Bulgaria
“Private Primary School Milea” 
Association
Safe Playgrounds Association
“I want a baby” Foundation 

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 

shumen Region 
Association of Roma Women 
‘Hayatchi’ – Novi Pazar 
Roma Spark Foundation - 
Shoumen

Yambol Region 
Municipal School Board of 
Trustees – Boliarovo 
Chitalishte ‘Umenie 2003’ – 
Yambol
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This document was created under the project „Children in the heart of the Bulgarian Democracy“, which 
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to improve democratic culture and civic awareness. The entire responsibility for the content of the document 
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