
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
The context 

 

 

Since the fall of Communism, successive Bulgarian governments and NGOs have adopted a policy of 

improving institutions through refurbishment but this policy does nothing to address the damage that 

institutions cause to children’s psychological, cognitive and physical development and their ability to form 

attachments. Local childcare professionals report that economic improvement and the recent development 

of foster care, kinship and guardianship arrangements has had a negligible impact on the flow of children 

into institutional care. The country still has the highest rate of institutionalisation of infants in the European 

Union. 

 

When we began working in Bulgaria in 2009 there were 140 institutions for 7,276 children of whom 2,563 

were under 3. Approximately 3,000 new children entered these institutions each year. The overall number 

of institutions had reduced to 127 by the end of 2011 after a number of institutions with very low numbers 

were closed or merged. Of the 127 institutions remaining in 2012, 31 are for babies, 24 are for disabled 

children and young adults, and 72 are institutions for children aged 3 to 18. 

 

Despite Bulgaria’s 10-year track record of developing alternative 

services for children at risk of abandonment, the first choice of 

placement of children under 3 remains the baby institution. 

There is a lack of specialised services for this age group and 

few care options for Children Protection Departments and 

parents. Children under the age of three are most vulnerable to 

the damage caused by institutionalisation. Once children enter 

the system of institutional care, it becomes extremely difficult, 

labour intensive and time consuming to move them to a family 

environment. Consequently, most children entering the system 

are destined to spend their entire childhood in care, moving from 

institution to institution. 

 

Institutions for children under the age of five remain under the administration of the Ministry of Health. The 

‘medical’ model of care for vulnerable infants remains a significant financial burden for government. In 

2009, more than BGN 31 million was spent by the state on baby institutions. In addition the institutions 

received over BGN 1.3 million in donations. This means that, on average, the funds spent to support one 

child in a baby institution exceeded BGN 1,000 per month. Social support for vulnerable families remains a 

bureaucratic lottery rather than a reliable source of support.  

 

On average only 1% of children in the baby institutions are actually orphans. Typical reasons for placing 

children in baby institutions are: 

 

- Social problems and unemployment  

- Single parents and parents of large families lacking skills and capacity to look after their children 

- Medical conditions of the children demanding continuous attendance at hospitals, families unable to 

ensure adequate care at home after complex medical interventions 

- Domestic abuse and neglect 

- Prematurely born babies and babies born underweight  

- Giving birth to a child that the mother/the family does not want 

- A lack of community based alternatives supporting families to raise their children, particularly those 

with disabilities 
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The background to our work: a pilot closure in Lovech County 
 
Hope and Homes for Children (HHC) began working in Bulgaria in 2009, when the Government asked us to 

lead the closure of the Teteven Baby Institution in Lovech County. The aim of this project was to transform 

the lives of the 28 babies and young children resident in the institution by moving them into family-based 

care and to demonstrate to the relevant authorities that vulnerable babies can be cared for without relying 

on institutions.  

 

During 2010 we worked with each child in Teteven, assessing their needs, 

tracing their families and working out the best placement for them. The 

majority of the babies had been placed in the institution as a result of 

poverty, a lack of parental skills and family breakdown. Our aim was to 

move every baby into a loving family and develop community services to 

support vulnerable families in the Teteven Municipality. Where possible, 

children were reintegrated with their birth families and we provided 

practical and financial support to help parents and extended families care 

for their children. Those children who could not return home were placed 

with carefully selected and trained foster or adoptive families. The 

institution was officially closed in December 2010.  

 

Once empty the institution building was redeveloped into a Centre of Social Support to help families at risk 

of breakdown and to prevent more children from being separated from their parents. The range of services 

offered includes an emergency placement unit for mothers and babies, and a day care centre for preschool 

children. This service was officially opened on 20th April 2011. 

 

The next steps: supporting the Bulgarian Government with the closure of 8 baby institutions 

 

In 2010 a National Strategy was launched focusing on four key areas of childcare reform: the closure of all 

24 institutions for disabled children, the development of foster care across Bulgaria, the development of 

prevention services, and the closure of eight baby institutions. HHC was requested by the Bulgarian 

Government to take a leading role in the closure of the eight baby institutions and the deinstitutionalisation 

of children under the age of three. Our track record of over ten years experience in deinstitutionalisation 

and our successful pilot project in Teteven means we are perfectly positioned to take on this role.  

 

The Bulgarian Government has secured EU funds for this project 

but there are limitations as to how the funds can be used. Funds 

can be used to train staff, assess children and prepare them for the 

transition to their new homes, re-develop institution buildings to 

accommodate alternative services and cover the running costs of 

services until the Government takes over this responsibility in 2014.  

 

However, EU funds cannot be used to support families and improve 

living conditions (often essential for the reunification process) or to 

prevent family breakup – vital if the flow of children into the care 

system is to be reduced. Without HHC’s support therefore, many children who could return home (or stay at 

home) will be needlessly placed in alternative services at great financial cost and to the detriment of their 

development. 

 

At the outset of the project there were 410 children living in the 8 baby institutions. Of those, approximately 

80 were disabled children aged over three who will be transferred to family type care by another 

government-led project called Childhood for All. HHC will work to trace the families of the remaining 330 

children; we expect that 100 cases will result in reunification. We will play a key role in supporting families 

at risk of breakdown to ensure that children do not enter the institutions unnecessarily. We will work closely 

with senior local government representatives to develop their understanding of the deinstitutionalisation (DI) 

process including case management, children’s placements and post placement support. We will also 
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develop a system to bring together the various implementing teams of the EU funded DI projects to ensure 

that work is coordinated and outcomes are monitored and documented. 

 
 
Progress so far 
 
Training the project team responsible for the closure of eight baby institutions  
Over the last six months, we have been instrumental in building the capacity of the Government to manage 
childcare reform. At the request of the Ministry of Health we delivered a two day training course to the 
coordination team involved in the closure of the baby institutions. The training covered the assessment of 
children’s needs and care planning and was delivered to 25 participants including representatives from the 
Ministry of Health, State Agency for Child Protection and the Agency of Social Assistance. Training has also 
been delivered to the teams responsible for the assessment of babies in the eight institutions, who will 
ultimately make the decision as to whether or not a baby can return home to their parents. Our role in 
training the project and assessment teams will ensure that the best practice guidelines that were developed 
during the closure of Teteven will be used throughout the closure of the eight institutions. Our team will 
provide ongoing support to the assessment team, guaranteeing the high quality of the assessment process 
and ensuring the best possible outcomes for all babies. 
 
Direct work with families in the 8 target counties 
In the last few months we have also begun working with the Child Protection Department (CPD) social 
workers towards the reintegration of the first 30 children from these 8 institutions with their families. We 
have facilitated visits to their families (our team have transportation whereas the CPD social workers do 
not) and have advised on the best placement for each child. We have provided direct support to families in 
the form of baby items, milk and the provision of medical insurance for mothers. Parents have been helped 
to access benefits to which they are entitled but not currently receiving, and to improve their budgeting 
skills. The support we are providing fills the gaps in the support which the CPD social workers can provide 
and ensures that children do not needlessly remain separated from their parents. Through similar support to 
families who have been identified as at risk of abandoning their children into these eight institutions, our 
team has also successfully supported 31 families to keep their children.  
 
Over the course of the next 18 months we anticipate that we will need to provide support to the families of 
240 babies at risk of entering institutions and will successfully reunite 100 babies from the 8 institutions with 
their families. 
Our longer term plans and wider work in Bulgaria 
The Shiroka Laka Baby Institution 
Alongside the national project we have been asked by the Ministry of Health to coordinate and provide 
technical assistance in the closure of the Shiroka Laka Baby Institution. It is a small institution with capacity 
for 35 children but currently has less than 10 babies. Working with local partners we plan to move all the 
children into families by the end of 2012. The institution building itself will be transformed into a Centre for 
Social Services, funded through the relocation of the budget of the closed baby institution.  
 
 
The next phase of childcare reform and the closure of Pleven Baby Institution 
 
In addition to these eight initial closures, HHC has already been invited by the Government of Bulgaria to 
support the second wave of five more baby institution closures. While the specific institutions have not yet 
been selected it is expected that they will include some of the worst institutions in Bulgaria with a greater 
capacity than the first eight. One of these 5 institutions will be the Pleven Baby Institution, considered to be 
the worst and most notorious of all the institutions for babies in Bulgaria, currently housing 150 babies and 
young children, many with very severe disabilities.  Once these five closures are complete, over half of the 
baby institutions in Bulgaria will have been closed, creating a critical mass to trigger the complete reform of 
the childcare system. 



 

 
The structure of our team in Bulgaria 
 
Our team in Bulgaria is based in Sofia and primarily consists of a Programme  Director, Georgi Simeonov 
and a Programme Manager, Petia Varbanova. We have also identified eight coordinators to be based in 
each of the eight municipalities in which we will be closing an institution, several of them have worked in the 
institutions previously, know the children well and have existing relationships with other institution staff or  
with local child protection departments. In addition we have identified eight experts in childcare, three of 
whom will support the project methodologically in the specific areas of disability and child protection 
legislation, and five who will mentor the coordinators with more challenging cases. The whole programme 
will be overseen by our Director of Programmes, Dr Delia Pop and our Regional Manager for Central and 
Eastern Europe, Galya Pourcheva-Bisset (who is based in Bulgaria). 
 
 
Case study: Maya’s story 
 
Two year old Maya is the youngest of four siblings. She was placed in the Teteven Institution after a report 
was made that Maya and her older sister were being neglected. Maya and her sister had temporarily been 
left in the care of their grandparents while her mother went overseas to work but had remained there when 
their mother resettled in Sofia with their father and their two older children. Their mother visited them 
regularly and there was a strong emotional connection between them. One day Maya and her older sister 
Dana were found roaming the woods alone. When the Child Protection Department investigated they 
discovered that their grandmother had severe mental health issues and decided that it would be better for 
the children to be taken into institutional care. Sadly, they were separated and Maya was placed in the 
Teteven Institution for Babies. 
 
Our work to close the institution led to our involvement with Maya 
and her family. We provided free transport for Maya’s mother to 
Teteven so that contact with her youngest child could be maintained 
and strengthened. Maya’s mother made frequent visits to both girls 
in the institutions and it was clear that she loved her children and 
that there was real potential for reunification. Regular consultations 
with our team provided her with a source of emotional support and 
helped her to improve her parenting skills. This included developing 
her awareness of the importance of providing a safe and healthy 
environment for her children. At first she insisted that she would 
continue to live in Sofia where she had work and that all four 
children could live with her and their father. However, our team was 
concerned that she did not have a stable arrangement with the landlord and that the living conditions were 
not appropriate for the children. We helped her explore alternative living arrangements and she soon 
decided that the best thing for her and the children would be to relocate to her mother’s house in the 
Cherven Brjag municipality, where additional support from other relatives would be available.  
 
We then helped Maya’s mother organise the move and negotiate the return of her children from the 
institutions. One of our biggest tasks was coordinating the actions of three separate Child Protection 
Departments – in Sofia where Maya’s mother had a temporary address, in Cherven Brjag where the 
grandparents lived and in Teteven where the institution is located. Our intervention and support meant that 
Maya and Dana were very quickly reunited with their mother and other siblings. We continue to visit the 
family and Maya’s mother continues to respond well to our suggestions and guidance. She is caring for all 
four of her children, while their father works in Sofia to support the family. We are also helping Maya’s 
mother to register her with a GP and to apply for social benefits to improve their household income. At last, 
Maya and Dana are back with their family and are very well cared for. They have been well received by the 
extended family who are delighted to have the children back at home. 

 

Maya and her mother; reunited through 
our support 


