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Executive Summary

The issue of children left without parental care in the country has been studied by consultants of the Information Analysis Centre of the Ministry of Education. The research included analysis of the legislation of the Republic of Belarus, as well as provisions of relevant regulatory documents. The national and regional statistical reports relating to children deprived of parental care for the period of 1991 to 2001 have also been analysed. 

The study is based on the analysis of the work of childhood protection authorities and state institutions for orphaned children in the Gomel Oblast (region). This includes children’s homes for children aged 0 to 3 under the Ministry of Health, children’s homes and boarding schools, including specialised ones, for children from 3 to 18 years under the Ministry of Education, and children’s homes for disabled children under the Ministry of Social Protection. 

The study has been conducted with the participation of the directors of the mentioned institutions, social workers of such institutions, childhood protection inspectors of district and town education departments, the Oblast Education Department and the Ministry of Education, as well as specialists of respite centres and social-pedagogical centres (family support centres). The research included studying personal records of children left without parental care, courts’ rulings, and materials submitted to courts for resolving issues on deprivation or restriction of parental rights. The research involved social workers of vocational schools, secondary special schools and higher educational institutions. Materials related to socialisation of boarding schools’ graduates were summarised. 

The study allows the following conclusions:

1. The problem of children left without parental care has become especially relevant and socially important for the Republic of Belarus. Over 1991 – 2000, the number of children left without parental care increased by 242%, reaching 31,100 children by January 1, 2001. The main causes of this phenomenon in Belarus are social ones, 86% of orphaned children were left without parental care because their parents:

· were deprived of parental rights;

· were restricted in their parental rights;

· abandoned their children through legal procedures; 

· left their children in state institutions and their place of living remains unknown; 

· are kept in places of deprivation of freedom. 

In 2001, the number of new children left without parental care was 5,317; of this number, about 98% for social reasons. The main reason why children become social orphans is deprivation of parental rights. In 2001, 81% of children were left without parental care for this reason.

2. Beginning from 1994, the problem of institutionalisation of children left without parental care has aggravated. Over the period of 1991 to 2000, the number of children placed in boarding institutions increased by 95%, reaching 14,080. The number of boarding institutions for orphaned children grew by 50%.

3. There number of children with mental and physical development deficiencies is growing among institutionalised children.

4. Orphaned children are placed in specialised boarding institutions on the ground of conclusions made by the Centre of Development and Rehabilitation of Children with Special Needs, the institution which has, by legislation of the Republic of Belarus, the right to make a diagnosis stating that a child has some deficiencies in intellectual development, the hearing and sighting development, or specific development of speaking abilities. Such child is sent to a specialised boarding school by the Oblast Education Department on the ground of the conclusion made by the above Centre. In complicated cases the child can be hospitalised at a children’s department of a psychiatric hospital when it is necessary to make a more specific diagnosis. In the recent years, children with mental and physical development have more opportunities to integrate into general educational schools. The problem of severely disabled orphans who need special care remains unresolved in the country. There is no concept on how to withdraw such children from public institutions and integrate them in the society.

There is an urgent need to change the regulatory framework. It is necessary to make amendments in the List of diseases that disallow placing children into general educational boarding schools. 

5. Biological orphans have better prospects to be placed into a family, since their extended families and social environment, in the majority of cases, make it possible to find a substitution family for the child.

6. Seeking for a substitution family among relatives and social environment of children who are social orphans is less effective since, in most cases, their parents are deprived of parental rights because of alcohol abuse while very often this disease runs through several generations of the extended family. 

7. In Belarus, the number of children abandoned by their parents after birth is growing. Annually, such children constitute from 7.2% to 10.4% of children left without parental care. One of the indicators showing how children are being pushed out from the family is the dynamics of the growth of abandoned children. While in 1994 the number of such children constituted 314, then in 2001 this number was 552. Most of the children abandoned by their mothers immediately after childbirth were born out of marriage. To abandon a child, parents have only to write an application according to the established form and notarise their signature. 

8. Deprivation of parental rights is the main reason why children are left without parental care. Over the period of 8 years the number of parents deprived of parental rights increased 3.6 times. In 2000, in 40% of all cases when parents were deprived of their parental rights this was done in relation to both parents, which indicates a growing problem of alcoholism among women. An especially disquieting indicator is the age of women deprived of their parental rights, in 94.2% of cases they are under 20, which testifies to the fact that a contemporary family does not bring up the girl making her ready for the role of a mother. Analysis of courts’ rulings on deprivation of parental rights demonstrates that this phenomenon is caused by a complex set of problems. 

9. In conformity with the legislation of the Republic of Belarus, identification and registration of children left without parental care are undertaken by education departments of local executive and administrative authorities. Officials of institutions and organisations and individuals who have data on children left without parental care are obliged to report this to education authorities. The law does not oblige bodies of state governance to identify families at risk. The regulation on childhood protection authorities, approved by the Ministry of Education in 1999, makes childhood protection authorities responsible for registration of dysfunctional families and undertaking preventive work among them; however childhood protection authorities have only 33.4% of their needed staff, which prevents them from doing this work. The system of work related to timely identification of families at risk, prevention of children falling into the group of social orphans and protection of children’s rights has been under development in 26 regions (16% of the territorial units), in which social pedagogical (family support) centres were set up in 1999 and after.

10. The country has a traditional system of identification of families at risk and working with such families for their social rehabilitation; however the system is ineffective, since there is no co-ordination of the activities of concerned government bodies and institutions. There is neither a system for comprehensive diagnosis of family problems nor planned solutions. 

11. There are two routes out of care :

Children are brought up in closed institutions and then go to vocational schools, special secondary or higher educational institutions, where they also remain in custody of the state during the entire training period. When they receive professional training at the age of 17-22, they are employed and begin independent living. Being not ready for independent living, their integration process is very problematic, which is often aggravated by the lack of housing, insufficient income and social immaturity.

Children leave state care when they are placed in families. In Belarus, traditionally there have been 2 types of placing children left without parental care into families: adoption and guardianship. In 1989, family type children’s homes emerged, i.e. families who take for care 5 to 10 orphaned children. Now, there are 45 such children’s homes in the country, rearing 249 children. About 12,900 orphaned children are placed for guardianship in families of Belarusian citizens. About 8,500 adopted children under 18 live in Belarusian families; these children are not included into the total number of orphans.

From 1996, there has been no active growth of adoption and placement of children for guardianship. Effected economic incentives to enhance domestic adoption did not give the desired effect. Since 1999, with the active support of UNICEF, a network of new social-pedagogical (family support) centres has been under establishment to deliver services to dysfunctional families aiming at preventing family break-ups, deprivation of parental rights and abandonment of children. At the same time, in co-operation with UNICEF office in Belarus , a new type of family placement of orphaned children has been developed since 2000, i.e. the foster family. As of 1 January 2002, there were 441 foster families taking care of 550 children. 

The proposed ways to solve the problem of social orphans, a priority national issue, are as follows:

· Development of a system of new social and pedagogical (family support) institutions delivering services to families at risk; 

· Development of foster care schemes;

· Improvement of legislation to increase responsibility of the family for bringing up their children; 

· Development and implementation of a range of measures aimed at successful integration of state care graduates to terminate the process of reproduction of orphans; and

· Changing the regulatory framework of state care institutions to transform them into more open institutions. 

Chapter 1.
Routes to public care

Section 1. Dynamics of new entries into the system of public care institutions

The growing number of “social orphans” has recently become one of the alarming factors reflecting the social and economic crisis in Belarus like in all other countries of the former Soviet Union. Living conditions of families tend to deteriorate, moral principles are corroded thus entailing the change of the attitude to the children placing them out of the family. The growing number of “social orphans” goes in line with the decline of the birth rate and reduction of the children’s population.

As of 1 January 2001 there were 30 100 children deprived of parental care. In 1991 the share of such children was 0,63% of the total children’s population, in 2000 it went up to 1,29%. The analysis of the dynamics of the number of orphans over the period of 1991 – 2000 suggests the increase of 242%. There was a tendency toward sizeable annual growth of orphaned children in 1994 – 1998 and the peak  was registered in 1997 - 1998 (increase by 3 852 children). The largest number of orphaned children is registered in the Minsk region (6 209 children or 1,71% of the total children’s population of the region), the least number – in the Breast region (2 681 child or 0,73% of the total number of children living in the region).

The Analysis of dynamics of new entries into the system of public care institutions by year suggests that the years 1995 – 1998 proved to be the most difficult period for the Belarusian families when the country registered the largest number of children placed out of the family environment. No sizeable increase of new entries has been registered over the last two years suggesting for a certain stabilisation. 

In 2000 there were 5 207 children left without parental care, which is 162 children less than in 1999 and 1,66 times more than in 1991. Starting from 1997 the largest number of children left without parental care has been registered in the Minsk region ( 1 142 children or 0,3% of the children’s population of the region); the least number (compared to other regions of the country) was registered in the Brest region (430 in 2000 or 0,1%) of the total number of children living in the region).

The results of the analysis of the Republican and regional data bases on children left without parental care suggest that the vast majority of those children are social orphans.

The share of biological and social orphans 



of the total number of children left  without parental care



(the updated data bases 



As of 01.04.2000г.)




Number of orphans 


Biological orphans
Social orphans

Region
 % of the total number of children
 % of the total number of children

The Brest region
20,42
79,58

The Vitebsk region
12,13
87,87

The Gomel region
15,22
84,78

The Grodno region
15,08
84,92

Minsk
15,58
84,42

The Minsk region
13,62
86,38

The Mogilev region
13,81
86,19

GRAND TOTAL
14,60
85,40

The main forms of placing children deprived of parental care in public institutions and guardianship are the following:

· Public care institutions in which the administration of the institution acts in the capacity of the guardian on behalf of the state (boarding schools, children’s homes, baby’ homes for orphaned children, vocational schools, special secondary schools for disabled children and higher educational establishments);

· Placement in families in which private individuals act in the capacity of the guardian (adoption, families of guardians, children’s homes of family type and foster families).

The problem of orphaned children’s institutionalisation has become especially acute in Belarus since 1994 when 43,7% of children deprived of parental care were placed in public care institutions during a year which was 2.2 times more compared to 1991. In the last 10 years the number of institutionalised children continues to grow.  In 2000 the number of children in public care made up 14,080 versus 7,235 in 1991.

Over the decade (1991 – 2000) more than 83,784 children were placed in public care. Our data suggest that the number of children in public care continues to increase. The increasing number of new entries into the system of public care institutions has highlighted the need to re-organise the public care system toward expanding its capacity. Thus, over 1991 – 2000 the number of boarding schools for orphaned children increased from 26 to 36 or by 36%; the number of children’s homes increased from 20 to 33 (by 60%). The dynamics of the number of children in public care is summarised in Annex 1.

The increase of the number of public care institutions has been achieved by changing the profile of existing secondary, rehabilitation and special schools rather than by the construction of new boarding schools and children’s homes. During 10 years new buildings have been built for 2 boarding schools for orphaned children and for 5 children’s homes. Other institutions have been set up in the renovated buildings of boarding schools (built in 1960-1970s) and day care centres which had to be otherwise closed. A number of boarding schools for orphaned children have been established in boarding schools of a certain profile and boarding schools for children from poor families.

The increasing number of new entries into the system of public care institutions, the reduction in the number of newly constructed buildings of boarding schools have entailed the aggravation of living conditions and worsening of sanitary-hygienic norms. 

Since 1997 there have been no vacant places in boarding schools for orphaned children and new entries cause an excessive number of children relevant to the norm. It should be noted that a certain share of children in public care have mental and physical disorders and the number of such children tends to grow. In 2000 the share of children with mental retardation and mentally disabled children in the Gomel region was 9% and 16% of the total number of children in public care compared to 3,2% and 15% in 1991.

There’s a whole number of ways by which children become part of the system of public care institutions including:

· death of parents;

· deprivation of parental rights;

· decision by the court on recognising parents as incapable;

· decision by the court to recognise parents as missing or dead;

· imprisonment of parents for having committed crimes;

· parent’s evasion to fulfil their parental duties in case their place of residence is unknown;

· lingering illness of parents preventing them from performing their parental duties;

· decision by the court to restrict the right of parents to stay with children and to be involved in upbringing;

· child abandonment in maternity wards;

· foundling.

For example, the analysis of the ways by which children become part of the public care system in the Gomel region (1,763 children in public care as of 1 September 2000) has allowed to identify the following reasons:

· deprivation of parental rights (deprivation of the mother of parental rights - 74,4%; deprivation of the father of parental rights -  49,7 %); 

· death of parents: (death of the mother - 11,8 %, death of the father -  12,8%;  death of both parents -  4,7%); 

· imprisonment of parents (imprisonment of the mother -  1,7%, imprisonment of the father - 3,0%); 

· children have been placed out of family environment in accordance with the court decision  (2,2% of children have been taken away from mothers and 1,9% of children have been taken away from fathers); 

· parents have been recognised incapable (mothers of 1,1% of children, fathers of 0.3% of children);

· parents have abandoned their children (1,5% of mothers and  0,1% of fathers); 

· place of parents’ residence is unknown (0,5%  - of mothers, 1,1% - of fathers); 

· parents are missing (0,7% of mothers and 0,4% of fathers); 

· lingering illness of parents (0,4%  - of the mothers; 0,1%  - of the fathers). 

The analysis also suggests that mothers are more often deprived of parental rights than fathers, they are more often recognised as incapable and have mental disorders. Fathers are more often in custodial settings or are missing.

Therefore, the largest share of “social orphans” is constituted by children whose parents (mainly the mother) have been deprived of parental rights.

The share of children who became orphans as a result of the death of both biological parents is 4,7%. Foundling has not been tracked. The share of children abandoned in maternity wards is negligible. The number of children whose parent are unable to perform their parental duties due to lingering illness is also very low. Besides, 25,7% of children in public care in the Gomel oblast were born outside officially registered marriage. 

The correlation of entries into the Gomel regional baby’s home is slightly different. The main reason of placing children in the baby’s home is the deprivation of parental rights of 21,4% of mothers and 12,7% of fathers allowing to conclude that deprivation of parental rights is the reason for placing children into baby’s homes less often compared to the placement into children’s homes and boarding schools. Abandonment is another reason for placing children aged 0-3 years in public care. The Gomel baby’s home accommodates children abandoned by mothers (28%) and by fathers (9,6%). Those parents formerly confirmed relinquishment and gave consent for a child’s adoption which allows to search for alternative family-based solution for the child. Another 16,7% of parents have evaded and their place of residence is unknown. Among other reasons are: imprisonment of parents (3% of mothers and 1,5% of fathers),  removal of children from parents’ care in accordance with the court decision (2,0% from mothers and 2,5% from fathers), death of parents (1,5% of the mothers, 1,0% of the father, 2,5% of both parents); decision by the court to recognise parents as incapable (1%), decision by the court to recognise parents as missing (1%). The share of children of the Gomel baby’s home born outside registered marriage is 60,2% which is much more than the share of such children staying in boarding schools (Figure 10).

The reasons why children have been deprived of parental care are directly linked with social and psychological consequences for every child and the analysis of such reasons forms the basis for individual programs of psychological and pedagogical support of children in public care. The causes of orphanhood determine the degree of social and mental deprivation of children in public care. For example, children who became orphans as a result of parents’ death are often more advanced in terms of development than the children of the same age who have been deprived of parental care due to social reasons and who require a different system of psychological and pedagogical rehabilitation. Children whose parents are deprived of parental rights and who grew up in an extremely poor environment have a negative life experience. Quite often these children have mental retardation and disability. Abandoned children have no family experience and are in need of  special rehabilitation. 

Section 2. The current system of orphaned children’s placement in public care

Belarus has a diagnosing service which is involved in the process of children’s placement in public care. After the child is given the legal status of an orphan, inspectors of childhood protection agencies of the Educational Departments of Executive Councils decide on the form of the child’s education. Actually there are two channels for educating the child. If it is possible to conclude from the case file that the child has not experienced any learning or behavioural problems, he or she is placed into a secondary boarding school for orphaned children. In case there have been learning problems or behaviour deviations, the child is examined in the Centre for special needs education and rehabilitation. At first the child is examined by the psychiatrist of the Centre who has the right either to confirm the initial diagnosis or to decide on the new diagnosis reflecting the real status of the child. Then the child is diagnosed by a psychologist and defectologist of the Centre. Based on the results of joint examination by the psychiatrist and the defectologist and on the discussion of the child’s specific problems, the conclusion about his or her mental and physical status is made and the relevant educational route is recommended. Based on the conclusion issued by the Centre, the Educational department places the child into a relevant institution. Due to the fact that children left without parental care for social reasons might have been in the negative environment for quite a long time, there’s a high probability that “mental retardation” can be diagnosed especially in case such children are examined before they undergo social rehabilitation. 

Therefore, children are examined by a defectologist only in case of explicit mental and physical deviations. Particular attention is given to the placement of children from one family into the same boarding school. The recent government policy is aimed at ensuring joint education of such children. A family principle dominates when placing children to a children’s home. When placed in a children’s home, children can stay in the same group or be separated and placed in different groups based on the age principle. In boarding schools children are placed in groups entirely for age reasons and such practice entails disruption of close relations between brothers and sisters from families with many children.

The examination of orphaned children having learning and behaviour problems in the Centre for special needs education and rehabilitation is initiated by teachers of boarding schools during a school year. 

After examination and based on the conclusion of the Centre, the child either continues to study in the same boarding school or is transferred to a special boarding school for disabled children if the former institution has no possibility to provide professional support required by the diagnosis. Besides, orphaned children in boarding schools and children’s homes are regularly examined. As a rule examination is undertaken at the beginning and at the end of a school year. The examinations allow to identify children having learning problems. If there is no psychiatric diagnosis, such children are sent to an in-patient facility of a mental clinic for diagnosing or clarification of the earlier diagnosis. In case a child is diagnosed (or when the diagnosis is confirmed), the specialists consider the possibility of support mainly within the boarding school where the child is placed. If there’s no possibility to provide such support, the child is placed to a special boarding school for disabled children.

In the recent years the focus has been made on early diagnosing of mental and physical development level of orphaned children supposed to be placed in a baby’s home. Examination of 2 –3 years old children from baby’s homes allows to make a diagnose or to confirm the earlier diagnosis of such children. Children with multiple heavy deviations of development are placed into boarding schools within the system of the Ministry of Social Protection. When children grow up and are placed into boarding schools and children’s homes, they are examined by specialists of the Centre for special needs education and rehabilitation before starting school. In case they have learning problems with the standard curriculum of the boarding school, they are again sent to the Centre for additional examination.

The transfer of inmates of children’s homes into special boarding schools for children with mental and physical disorders is discouraged. Instead, secondary schools attended by orphaned children are encouraged to set up groups for children with mental and physical disorders thus allowing to avoid disintegration of brothers and sisters and facilitating more efficient alleviation of physical and mental problems.

For example, in the 2001-2002 school year “mental development retardation” was diagnosed in 45 inmates of the Gomel children’s home, «mental disability at the stage of debility» was diagnosed in 6 inmates. “Mental development retardation” was diagnosed in 5 inmates of the Teryukhsky children’s home, «mental disability» was diagnosed in 8 inmates. All children study in the integrated classes of secondary schools. Earlier it was mandatory to place such children into special boarding schools for orphaned children with mental and physical disorders.

In 1993 the children from family “S” were placed in the Teryukhsky children’s home: Yulia, 8 years old, Dima, 6 years old and Sergei, 5 years old. Both parents were deprived of parental rights. Before placement into a children’s home, the children had often experienced physical violence from the father, had run away and stayed in the street during the night. In the children’s home these children stayed together and supported each other. Julia was especially friendly and kind with her brothers. As they were so close, the children were placed into the same group. However, Julia and Dima had studying problems. When examined in the regional centre for special needs education and rehabilitation, Julia was diagnosed with mental retardation and Dima was diagnosed with mental disability. Integrated education was organised for these children in the Tyurekhsky secondary school. Psychological services were organised for them in the children’s home. At the moment Julia Sobolevskaya studies in the 9th form within the framework of an individual program. She is sociable and hard-working. There is a ground to believe that she will be a good housewife. She dreams of entering a vocational school and getting the profession of a farmer.

The Medvedovsky children’s home of a mixed type was opened in February 2000. It accommodates 46 children aged 6 - 16 years from 19 families. Only 7 children are biological orphans, others have lost their parents due to social reasons. Children are placed into four groups based on the “family principle”. Lack of knowledge typical for this age has proved to be the biggest problem for the teaching staff. Before placement into a children’s home, children had not attended school within 6-12 months. For example, during 1998 –1999 school year children from “R” family  (Irina, Anna and Sergei) spent at school only 28 days. Children feared school, home work and tried to miss classes. After adaptation in the children’s home, at the end of the school year children were examined in the regional centre for special needs education and rehabilitation. The results of the examination suggest that 24% of inmates have various mental disorders and behavioural deviations.

However, children were not transferred to the special boarding schools. Integrated groups were organised for these children in the neighbouring secondary school. Children of pre-school age attend a day care centre. Family ties were preserved. By the end of the year children’s diagnoses were clarified. The diagnosis «mental retardation» was lifted in 8 children. All inmates moved up into the next form.

In 2001 four graduates of the Medvedovsky children’s home became students of the vocational schools of the Gomel region. They often visit their brothers and sisters who stay in the children’s home.

Teachers of the children’s home search for foster families for the inmates. Substituting families have been found for four children, three children are getting ready to get back to their biological families. Besides, people living in the region invite 32 children of this orphanage to spend with them days-off and holidays. 

All boarding schools for orphaned children organise special training for children with mental retardation. Some children with this diagnosis are still placed into special boarding schools. However, it is not always possible to achieve the correction of the defect using the capacities of the special boarding school. Thus in 2000-2001 school year, 37 out of 170 inmates of the Svetlogorsk special boarding school for orphaned children with mental retardation were sent to the regional centre for special needs education and rehabilitation for the purpose of being diagnosed with «mental disability» and only 10 children were sent there for the purpose of lifting the diagnosis «mental retardation» and subsequent transfer to a secondary boarding school.

Below is one of the numerous examples that the transfer of the child to a special boarding school is not the way of addressing his or her problems. Andrey С., born in 1990, the inmate of the Mozyr pre-school children’s home was transferred to the Gomel boarding school for orphaned children. He had problems with studying, missed classes and ran away from school. In 1998 the administration of the boarding school sent him to the Centre for special needs education and rehabilitation as the child had problems with education and behaviour. The boy had extremely low learning skills. Andrey was recommended to continue education under a special program for children with mental retardation. The administration of the boarding school found no better way than send him to the Svetlogorsk boarding school for orphaned children with mental disorders. Andrey’s grandmother lived in Gomel and kept in touch with him, visited the child and took him home for week-ends and holidays. As a result of the transfer the ties were disrupted as his grandmother was unable to visit him in Svetlogorsk as it was difficult for her to travel to a different city for health reasons. Andrey was very disappointed with the disruption, ran away and was rude to teachers. In February 2001 the specialists of the regional centre for special needs education and rehabilitation examined him for the second time and concluded that his intellectual and mental capacities allow him to comprehend the curriculum of the secondary school on condition of individual assistance and additional support by a psychologist of the boarding school. Upon request of the grandmother and his own desire, on 1 September 2001 he was brought back to the Gomel boarding school for orphaned children. There are many examples of unsuccessful transfers.  

Therefore it might be concluded that special boarding schools and children’s homes exclusively for orphaned children with mental retardation are not the right way of addressing the problem in terms of the rights and the best interests of the child. We share the opinion of the Czech researchers I. Langmayer and Z. Mateychek that mental and, particularly, intellectual deviations in children in public care are often similar to the analogous well-known «symptom of deficiency» which is characteristic of children at risk. Children in public care develop quite a different type of the deviation. The Czech researchers called it «retardation due to deprivation». The studies by M. Lisitsyna, I. Dubrovina, А. Ruzskoy also confirmed that retardation due to deprivation cannot  be described as the set of rigid symptoms because a lot depends on the type of the institution, style and methods of teaching, the age of entry, how long the child stays in it, heredity and other factors..

The grouping of children based on the family principle irrespective of the mental and physical status of biological brothers and sisters is impeded by the Provision on the secondary boarding school approved by the Ministry of Education on 28 June 1993 № 203. The Provision stipulates that mental retardation and mental weakness are contra-indications for placing children in secondary boarding schools. It is obvious that the current regulations should be reviewed. 

The situation with the placement of orphaned disabled children is completely different. Belarus has a long experience of placing such children into special boarding institutions. So far secondary schools offer no integrated education for orphaned children with mental disorders. One of the reasons is the mentality stereotype of teachers and managers of boarding schools. Having insufficient knowledge about the needs of mentally disabled children, the staff of secondary boarding schools for orphaned children tend to choose an easier way, namely to transfer the child to the special institution rather than search for the adequate forms of assistance and support. However, the transfer of children diagnosed with «mental retardation» from secondary to special boarding schools involves a number of positive aspects for the child. Children feel comfortable in the environment which is adequate to their level of development They start to demonstrate a better attitude to studies, their behaviour improves.

Ivan К., born in 1984, was placed into the Gomel children’s home on 14 February 1994 together with two brothers: Denis and Valentin. Their mother was not married officially. She failed to perform parental duties, to care about children; she was unable to ensure decent living conditions to children and consumed alcohol. In December 1993 she was deprived of parental rights. 

When staying with the mother, Ivan К. did not attend school. In the children’s home he started school at the age of 10 years. However, the child could not master the curriculum. The psychologist, the defectologist and the social teacher of the children’s home concluded that the level of the child’s intellectual development was not adequate to the age; the boy could not concentrate attention, all forms of memory had been weakened. After the examination at the regional centre for special needs education and rehabilitation, in 1994 Ivan K. was diagnosed with «mental retardation».

It was decided to keep Ivan in the children’s home to avoid disruption of family ties. He started to study in the 1st special grade for children with mental retardation at the secondary school № 15.

Teachers, tutors, the defectologist and the psychologist gave much attention to the child. Despite difficulties with mastering the school curriculum, Ivan continued to regularly attend school and tried to do his best to do homework. 

After completion of the primary school, at the next stage of education Ivan experienced serious problems with studies and communication; he started to miss classes, ignored teachers’ requests and, finally, dropped out. At the same time the child demonstrated a positive attitude to labour, helped in the kitchen, repaired furniture together with the cabinet-maker and liked to assist with car maintenance. It was decided to transfer him to the Svetlogorsk special boarding school for children with mental retardation. The child failed to adapt in the new group, started to run away to the children’s home or to the relatives living in the Gomel district.

As Ivan’s aunt lived in the Gomel district, the child was transferred to the Terukhsky children’s home. The teaching staff made a lot of efforts to keep the child in the children’s home. However, Ivan was unable to cope with the curriculum for children with mental retardation and stopped attending classes. As it was necessary to prepare the child for independent labour activity, Ivan К. was transferred to the Ulukovsky  special boarding school for children who have been diagnosed with «mental disability at the stage of debility».

In 2001 Ivan К. got the certificate of finishing a special boarding school and was given a job in the collective farm of the village of Zyabrovka of the Gomel district. He lives in the family of his aunt under her guardianship. During this period Ivan’s brothers stayed in the Gomel children’s home. Ivan’s elder brother, Denis, finished basic school. Now he is a third-year student of the vocational school. Ivan’s younger brother, Valentin, studies in the 8th grade of the secondary school. 

There’s one more example. Oleg Sh., born in 1987, was placed in the Gomel children’s home together with a brother and a sister. When studying in the 4th grade of the secondary school next to the children’s home, Oleg had serious problems. The examination conducted in the regional centre of special needs education and rehabilitation in 1998 diagnosed mental disability. The child was timely transferred to the Ulukovsky special boarding school for orphaned children. He feels comfortable, copes with the curriculum and communicates with the brother and sister. He calls to the teachers of the children’s home to congratulate them on holidays. Oleg says that he remembers them.

These examples highlight the need for timely study of physical and mental specifics of children and, if necessary, on the need of correct diagnosis with the purpose of ensuring differentiated and individual approach to the education of every child in public care.   

The diagnosis «mental disability» is lifted extremely rarely, only in case of the wrong diagnosing in early childhood. In most cases the diagnosis «mental retardation» is lifted when the child finished primary school and moved up to the next stage of the education unless mental retardation is caused by organic reasons. The diagnosis «mental retardation» can be lifted by the decision of the teacher’s council of a boarding school based on the results of the tests. After that the child can start mastering the curriculum of the secondary school.

It is difficult to build up the picture of changing the diagnosis of inmates of boarding schools and children’s homes because the data base on the children with mental and physical disorders is regularly updated and does not contain the information about previous diagnoses of the children. When the diagnosis of the concrete child is changed, the content of the data base line “Diagnosis” is amended accordingly and the previous diagnosis is deleted.

A disabled child is transferred into a boarding school within the system of the Ministry of Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus from a nursery home, from a boarding school within the system of the Ministry of Education or from the family. It is the diagnosis that determines the future of the child as it is not changed during the lifetime.

In the last ten years, from 1991 to 2000, 8,12% of the total number of children in public care were transferred from baby’s homes of the system of the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Belarus to boarding schools of the system of the Ministry of Social Protection; when reaching the age of 3 years the rest of the inmates of baby’s schools were transferred to the children’s homes of the system of the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus.

Mistakes in diagnosing are quite common, but they are not recorded statistically. There’s a whole number of reasons of the wrong diagnosis including a shortage of the relevant specialists (the country does not have a system of professional training of children’s psychiatrists and psychologists) and various regulations introducing excessive requirements to the level of a child’s mental development. As a result, some children are categorised as mentally disabled without sufficient grounds. The most vulnerable group are children deprived of parental care and removed from the negative family environment. If case files contain any reference about negative family, social and antenatal circumstances such children (as well as children with any registered inborn anomaly) run the risk of the wrong diagnosis even in the absence of clinical symptoms The same methodology and tests are used for diagnosing children “at risk” and children from normal families. While the anomalies in children of the first group are caused by the environment they live in, for children from the second group it is the pathology which cannot be corrected in the family. The same methodology is used for assessing the degree of underdevelopment and medical condition which are caused by different reasons. That is why there’s a need for fundamental review of the psychiatric diagnosing of children and introduction of an individual rather than collective responsibility for the wrong diagnosis and for the wrong entry in the case file of the diagnosis «oligophrenia at the stage of debility, encephalopathy and etc». It is also important to bring the diagnosing procedure and methods in line with the international norms. 

At the same time, in 1997-2001 the joint efforts of educational authorities and Centres for special needs education and rehabilitation have resulted in the review of diagnoses of the disabled children. For example, the diagnoses of 20 inmates of the Zhuravichsky boarding school for disabled children were reviewed. In 1999 this boarding school was the first to organise training for children who have been earlier regarded as learning-disabled. In 1999 26 inmates studied under the program for children with a heavy form of mental disability; in 2000 – 36 children and in 2001  – 38 children. Besides, 14 inmates of this boarding school were transferred to the boarding schools within the system of the Ministry of Education. The number of children who had been earlier transferred from the Ulukovsky and the Zlobinsky special boarding schools to the Zhuravichsky boarding school for disabled children was reduced.

The issue of placing children into mental hospitals is particularly acute. Orphaned children are placed into a mental hospital for the purpose of:

· treatment;

· diagnosing (when the diagnosis is controversial and teachers-defectologists of the Centre for special needs education and rehabilitation have doubts about the earlier diagnosis). 

A medical doctor of a boarding school has the right to send children (who are registered as having a certain form of a sickness) to hospital for regular treatment. For example, many children have enuresis and undergo regular treatment in a psychiatric inpatient clinic.

Upon our request, the Head of the children’s department of the Gomel regional mental clinic provided the following data. In 2000 458 children underwent treatment, including  98 orphaned children (mainly the inmates of boarding schools) or 21,4% of the total number of children who underwent treatment. There’s also a risk that a child can be placed in a mental clinic because of behaviour deviations. 

The experience of the Gomel centre for special needs education and rehabilitation suggests that in 2001 children were sent to the Centre for examination for the following reasons:

· transfer from one institution to another (baby’s home – children’s home – boarding school) and placement in public care - 52%;

· moving up to the next stage of education (primary school – basic school – secondary school) – 26%;

· poor results at school – 21%;

· placement of the child in a foster family – 1%.

In 2000 the Centres for special needs education and rehabilitation  of the Gomel region examined 650 orphans and children deprived of parental care and concluded that:

in 45,7% of cases the intellectual level was appropriate to the age;

in 36,4% of cases mental retardation  was diagnosed;

in 9,2% of cases mental disability at the stage of debility was diagnosed;

in 4,3% of cases mental disability at the stage of imbecility was diagnosed.

Besides, in 210 cases in addition to the basic diagnosis children had speech problems. 

Despite the fact that defectological support is provided to orphaned children, learning difficulties are not sufficiently compensated. This is the result of social and mental deprivation and deficiency of the educational system  and weaknesses of the training of orphaned children in public care. This highlights the need for non-institutional solutions as well as the need for comprehensive review of the process of social and pedagogic rehabilitation of children in public care and more detailed psychological/medical/pedagogical examination of orphaned children at different stages and timely change of the diagnosis for the benefit of the child.

Section 3. Decision-making process with relation to biological orphans

In case of death of parents their legal relations with children are completed in the natural way. In such cases the date of the loss of parents’ care is clear: it is the date of the death of parents.

The decision-making process with relation to the placement of biological orphans was analysed based on the experience of guardianship authorities of the Central district of Gomel. In the last ten years (from 1991 to 2000) 352 children deprived of parental care for various reasons were identified and placed. Only 65 children are biological orphans. Practically all of them (62 children) were placed in foster families or adopted. However, three orphaned children had to be placed in public care (one child was placed in a pre-school children’s home and two children were placed in boarding schools).

Therefore, in the last ten years the share of biological orphans was 17% of the total number of children deprived of parental care. 95,4% of children deprived of parental care due to the death of parents were placed in foster families. However, 4,6% of biological orphans were placed in public care for various reasons, the most typical of which are illustrated below. 
In 1994 after the death of a single mother, Svetlana G. (born in 1990) was placed in the Mozyr pre-school children’s home. She was recorded as a biological orphan, though in fact the girl was a social orphan as her family and closest environment were considered as negative both for social and financial reasons. The family lived in Gomel in a private house near the Central market. Living nearby to the market, some people had occasional incomes and earned money from renting out their houses and yards for warehousing of goods. The girl had relatives living in the same district. However, their social status was so poor that guardianship authorities found it impossible to place the girl in the family of her relatives.

Yuri L. (born in 1989) lost parental care in 1996. His mother died as a result of being severely injured by her husband (the father of the child). The father was recognised as mentally incapable and placed in a psychiatric clinic and died soon. The guardianship authorities examined the family of the child. It was discovered that the grandmother was unable to take care of the child for health reasons. The sister of his father, a medical doctor by profession, refused to take the child. Yuri was placed in the boarding school. Before that the family property was recorded and given to one of the relatives for safekeeping. The child preserves the right to housing accommodation.

In 1999 Natalya М. (born in 1990) lost parental care. Her mother, who was not married, was recognised by the court as dead. The girl stayed with the grandmother who consumed alcohol and did not bother to take care of the child. The girl had no other relatives and was placed in public care.

All three orphaned children placed in public care were from dysfunctional families. Their parents and relatives were among families of «social risk». Therefore, the guardianship authorities decided not to place these children in families of their relatives. In the opinion of the inspector for childhood protection of the Central district of Gomel, as a rule, biological orphans are placed in the families of their close relatives; in some cases they are placed in families of other people.

The statistical data and concrete examples of the placement of biological orphans suggest that there are real opportunities for non-institutional solutions. Usually the death of parents (if they had a normal social status) mobilises their relatives and friends thus allowing to find potential adoptive parents or guardians. However, the closest environment of the family (relatives, friends, colleagues) needs to be carefully examined.

Section 4. The procedures, applied in cases of social orphanhood 

The cases when children themselves ask for protection and removal from a biological family are exceptional. For example, in the last ten years there were only two facts in the Gomel region when children themselves approached the Department of Interior. After studying the situation, the problems of the children were addressed in the following way: the mother of one child was deprived of parental rights and the mother of the other child was recognised by the court as incapable. Later the children were placed in foster families.

In 1998 Anna M. (born in 1984) approached the police station of the Interior Department of the Central district of Gomel with the request to protect her from the actions of the mother. The father of the girl died in 1998. The mother started to consume alcohol and sell out family property. Having lost the control of the husband, the woman started to degrade and beat the girl. The Interior department informed the Education department, the inspection and commission dealing with minors about the need to monitor the family. The family was under supervision within 6 months; the incidents of abuse were recorded and the mother was tested by a narcologist. All these efforts, however, did not help to improve the situation. In 1999 the mother was deprived of parental rights and the girl was placed in the family of her uncle.

In 2001 Anna S. (born in 1986) approached the local police station with the complaint about inadequate behaviour of the mother, cruel attitude to the girl and her brother and lack of any care. The police station informed the Department of Education. Having examined the family circumstances, the guardianship authorities discovered that the children live in poor conditions: the mother demonstrated inadequate behaviour and had a low income. Having explicit symptoms of a mental disease, the woman was not registered with a mental dispensary. However, according to the relatives she had undergone treatment before and had been registered as having schizophrenia but later the diagnosis was lifted as her medical conditions improved. In March 2001 the district department of education has filed a suit about deprivation of parental rights. Later the suit was revised as new circumstances had been revealed. The court decided to subject the mother to mental examination. She was recognised as incapable and her parental rights were limited. Children were removed from the family by the decision of the court. In September the children were placed in the family of the grandmother. The Administration of the Central district pays an allowance. The possibility of giving the mother a disability status and the right to a pension is now being considered.

The guardianship authorities believe that there’s a whole number of reasons why children rarely apply to the relevant agencies for the protection of their rights. Among such reasons are: low level of legal knowledge of households, including children; flexibility of a child’s mentality and ability to adapt to the negative environment. Children regard the circumstances of their families as normal and do not try to change anything. In case it is impossible to stay in the family any longer, they appeal to the relatives, or leave their homes to become street children. Children approach school management for help very rarely; only in exceptional cases they appeal to interior agencies. The guardianship authorities are the last resort, when disruption of the family and relations between parents have already happened. In such cases prevention does not bring desired results as the time has been wasted and removal of children from a family or deprivation of parental rights are the only solutions.

The availability of the professional social and psychological service in every district could help to eliminate family problems at the earliest stage. Temporal placement of Anna М. (whose story was described above) and social and psychological assistance to her mother could have facilitated the re-establishment of relations and preservation of family environment for the girl.

In the last ten years 80 children were removed from families in the Central district of Gomel as a result of the deprivation of parental rights or 22,7% of the total number of children left without parental care during the same period. 42 children (52,5%) were placed in foster families. (Table 7).

Traditionally Belarus has had two forms of the placement of children deprived of parental care: adoption and guardianship. As of 01.01.2001, 12,9 thousand children stayed in families of guardians. Usually the guardians are grandmothers and grandfathers. The educational prospects in grandparents’ families are doubtful, and the deprivation of parental rights of their own children is the best evidence. However, the guardianship authorities have to place grandchildren in the families of their grandparents as an alternative to public care and hoping for improvements. However, the hope is not always justified and «dynasties» emerge in which every next generation of parents is deprived of parental rights. 


In 1987 the court of the Central district of Gomel decided to deprive Mrs L. (born in 1956) of parental rights in relation to 4 children: Oleg, (born in 1975), Sergei (born in 1976), Elena (born in 1981) and Grigory (born in 1986). In 1988 she was deprived of parental rights in relation to a newly born daughter, Marina. In 1990 the court decided to re-establish the parental rights of Mrs L. 10 years later, in 2000 she was again deprived of parental rights in relation to Grigory, Maria and Nadezhda. Children were placed in the boarding school for orphaned children. In 2000 the court decided to deprive the elder daughter of Mrs L., Elena, of parental rights in relation to her daughter Darya, born in 1999.

The family environment of children who became social orphans assumes for a smaller number of potential adoptive parents and guardians (tutors). For example, out of 80 children removed from families after the parents had been deprived of parental rights (the Central district of Gomel), 38 children (47,5%) were placed in boarding schools which is 47,9% more compared to biological orphans. Unlike biological orphans, social orphans have less chance to be placed in the families of relatives or friends. Potential guardians believe that staying of the child in the family-at-risk complicates the process of its adaptation in the foster family and society in general.

According to the inspector on childhood protection of the Educational Department of the Central district of Gomel, over the last 10 years only once parents asked for the placement of children in a boarding school because of family circumstances. Difficult life circumstances are referred to as the main reason by women leaving children in nurseries and requesting for temporary placement of children in public care. Women approach the heads of maternity clinics directly while educational departments have no direct contact with such women. Practical experience suggests that parents do not take back the child who has been temporarily placed in public care. After 6 months, the administration staff of nurseries start searching for «forgetful» parents via the district educational departments with the purpose to clarify whether the child can be brought back into the family or adopted.

In 2000 upon request of the Gomel baby’s home, Mrs G. was in search. In 1999 she left her newly born son in a maternity clinic with the request for his temporal placement in a children’s home. The woman was found in one of the rooms of the hostel located in Pedchenko street where she lived with the husband and two children born in 1993 and 1995. It was found out that in 1998 after the quarrel with the husband they separated but did not divorce. In 1999 she gave birth to a son and her husband is not the father of this child. Mrs G. did not inform her husband about the birth of the child and his placement in a children’s home. Since 2000 the spouses have lived together, family relations have been re-established but the husband refused in a categorical form to accept the child. The woman was given an alternative to choose: either the family consisting of the husband and two children or the abandoned child. As a result, the family G. formalised abandonment and gave formal consent for the adoption of the child.

The reasons behind placing children in public care are both the attempts of women to improve their social situation with the aim of subsequent returning the child to the family and unwillingness of certain mothers to take care of the child. There are cases when women request for temporary placement of the child in public care for the purpose of “not damaging the image” and keeping back the fact of childbirth outside the registered marriage which is traditionally condemned in the society.

In 1997 Mrs B., who had already been deprived of parental rights in relation to 5 children, gave birth to a girl and requested for her temporary placement in the baby’s home. She forgot about the child for 3 years. In 2000 the Administration of the baby’s home filed a suit against Mrs B. requesting for the deprivation of parental rights in relation to the girl.

Child abandonment is another channel of «social» orphanhood. Parents have the right to abandon both the newly born baby and the child below 18 years of age. In accordance with the Code of the Republic of Belarus «On marriage and family», they should formalise their consent for adoption of the child, certify the signature of each of the parents with the notary and forward the document to the guardianship authority or to the administration of the institution where the child stays (medical clinic, boarding school, social shelter). The annual share of the abandoned children varies from 7,2% to 8,85% of the total number of children deprived of parental care during the year. The dynamics by regions is summarised in.

Since 1998 the country has registered the increase in the number of children, whose parents formalised relinquishment of their parental rights. In 2001 yet another 552 parents relinquished their parental rights and gave formal consent for adoption. The Republic of Belarus has no statistics reflecting the social profile of such parents. Practical experience suggests that the following factors are the main reasons of abandonment:

· childbirth outside the registered marriage;

· birth of the child by an unmarried mother below 18 years of age and unwillingness of her parents to accept her with the child;

· asocial behaviour of the mother who consumed alcohol, took drugs and had numerous sexual partners prior to the birth of the child;

· birth of the child after the woman was raped;

· birth of the child by an unmarried socially vulnerable woman having no job, accommodation, relatives and etc.

Therefore it can be concluded that in the majority of cases children are abandoned by unmarried women. The main reasons behind a child’s abandonment by married couples are inborn anomalies causing the birth of a disabled child. In their turn, inborn anomalies are the direct result of poor medical diagnosing of pregnant women, lack of funds for the procurement of the relevant pharmaceuticals and equipment for the examination of the fetus.

When studying the case files of the abandoned children in the Central district of Gomel it has been found out that only 30% of parents had formalised the abandonment. In other 70% of cases the women were brought to maternity clinics without ID, stated the wrong family name and address. After childbirth they left the clinic without formalising the abandonment. In accordance with the Law, the child cannot be adopted until the police locate its mother and until she formalises the abandonment. If the mother is not located within 6 months, the interior departments inform guardianship authorities and after that the latter file a court suit with the request to recognise the mother as missing which gives the right for adoption. Before that the child usually stays in a children’s home.

However, children might have a different destiny. In October 2001 Alla S. (born in 1979, the resident of Svetlogorsk) came to Gomel and left her three-year old daughter, Nastya, at the reception of a children’s hospital with all documents and personal things. Alla S. grew up in a family-at-risk. Her parents were addicted to alcohol, did not take care of the girl and were not interested how she did and behaved at school. Alla’s parents did not work and the children in the family were often starving and did not attend school because they did not have proper clothes. As a result of such «education», Alla was sentenced to 3 years of imprisonment for theft. Her daughter, Nastya, was born in the custodial setting on 14.11.98. After three years of imprisonment Alla together with the daughter came back to Svetlogorsk to her parents. Alla’s father turned out his daughter and granddaughter from home and insulted her being convinced that she herself was to blame. The living conditions of the family are poor. The house has one room where four people live: Alla’s parents, her brother and grandmother. Alla has made a number of attempts to get a job but everywhere she was refused employment because of her previous criminal record. Alla and her daughter moved from one friend to another and having no money she was unable to keep the child. As a result she brought Nastya to Gomel and left her at the reception of the children’s hospital. She is very much upset but cannot change the situation by herself. She needs help with employment and place in a hostel. Alla also needs social and psychological support in adaptation to normal life after imprisonment. Alla is very attached to the child and if she could she would take care of her daughter, of her health and development. Formally Alla is not deprived of parental rights in relation to her daughter. If she gets social and psychological support and assistance in finding a job, the procedure of parental rights deprivation can be avoided. 

Chapter 2. Deprivation of parental rights

Section 1. The trends towards deprivation of parental rights

In 2000 the share of children taken away from parents deprived of parental rights made up 76,9% of the total number of orphaned children (versus 25% in 1991); the share of children taken away from parents who were not deprived of parental rights made up 4,7% (versus 4,6% in 1991); the share of abandoned children was 8,9%. In 2000 the largest number of children left without parental care as a result of the deprivation of parental rights was registered in the Minsk region (23%, 921 child), the least number of such children was registered in the Brest region (8,6%, 343 children). In 2000 the largest number of children (51 child, 20,8%) taken away from parents who have not been deprived of parental rights was registered in the Mogilev region; the least number of such children (17 children, 6,9%)  was registered in the Brest region. In 2000 the largest number of abandoned children was registered in Minsk (119 children, 25,8%), in the Vitebsk region (95 children, 20,6%); the least number of abandoned children (19 children, 4,1%) was registered in the Grodno region. 

Deprivation of parental rights is the main reason leading to children’s deprivation of family environment and their placement in public care. According to the data provided by the educational and legal departments, in the last eight years the number of persons deprived of parental rights has increased by 3,6 times and made up 3 777 persons in 2000. If in 1993 the share of single mothers was 51,1% of the total number of persons deprived of parental rights, in 2000 40% was constituted by both parents.  The age when parents are most often deprived of their parental rights is below 20 years in women (94,2%) and  41 years and older in men (59,4%). 

The number of children left without parental care after their parents had been deprived of parental rights has increased accordingly. While in 1991 the number of such children was 783, in 2000 it went up to 4 002 which is 3 219 children more than in 1991. During the period of 1991 - 2000 23 280 persons were deprived of parental rights. As a result 27 993 children are left without parental care (Table 28, Figure11). The deprivation of parental rights is the measure of the last resort and can be applied only in cases, described in Article 80 of the Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family.

The grounds justifying the deprivation of parental rights are the following:

· parents’ evasion to perform their parental duties or abuse of parental rights;

· cruel treatment in relation to children;

· asocial life style of parents negatively affecting the well-being of children;

· recognition of parents as chronic alcoholics or drug users;

· written requests of parents on abandonment.

The analysis of suits forwarded to the courts of the Gomel region on the deprivation of parental rights allows to make the following conclusions. Asocial life style and alcoholism of parents are the main reasons behind the deprivation of parental rights (60% of the total number of suits on the deprivation of parental rights over the last 10 years). Among other reasons are: parent’s evasion to perform their parental duties – 38%, cruel treatment in relation to children - 2%. 

There are various grounds for deprivation of parental rights. For example, the situation in the Zheleznodorozhny district of the Gomel region (where the regional children’s baby’s home is located) is the following: 65 suits on deprivation of parental rights were filed in 2000. Among the grounds are: 

· parents’ evasion to perform their parental duties - 50,8%,

· alcoholism of parents - 44,6%,

· taking away of the child because of the mother’s sickness – 3,1%,

· violent treatment by the mother – 1,5%.

Family D. is a kind of “celebrity” of the Rechitsky district being a vivid example of evasion from parental duties. There are 11 children in the family and the mother could have been awarded with the title of the Hero-Mother. However, the real situation was quite the opposite: parents did not care about family planning and failed to care of the children and, finally, they were deprived of parental rights twice. At first the parents were deprived of parental rights in relation to 7 children, then in relation to the other 4 children. The cause of deprivation of parental rights was their evasion to perform parental duties. The behaviour and life style of parents could not ensure the most basic conditions for children; the parents did not care about their health and development. At present four children stay at boarding schools, others have followed the way of their parents: consume alcohol, do not work and lead an asocial life. One of the daughters, Svetlana (single mother) left her son, Maxim, at the railway station with the documents. The search did not give any results and the procedure of deprivation of parental rights was held in her absence.

The crime committed by Mrs I. is the example of exceptional violence by the mother in relation to her children. Mrs I. (born in 1972) lived in the village of Yurovichi of the Kalinkovichsky district. She had three children: Aleksander (born on 11.03.1993), Dmitry (born on 13.12.1994) and Nikolay (born on 26.09.1997). All children were born outside the registered marriage. The mother worked as a technical worker at school. After the birth of the third child she stayed at home on maternity leave. The family was recorded in the village council as the family-at-risk because of the frequent change of partners by the mother. As the financial situation of the family was poor, it was supported by the convent, school and other organisations. In January 1999 the nurse of the Yurovichsky hospital visited the family I. several times to examine Dmitry but the boy was never at home. The mother said that the boy had gone for a walk or did not open the door. She never brought the boy to the hospital for regular check-ups. On 27.01.99 the nurse appealed to the police. It was found out that on 02.01.99 the mother killed the child. However, being scared of the visits of the nurse she burnt the body of the boy. During criminal investigation Mrs I. insisted that the murder happened by accident. According to her, she pushed the child and he struck the head. She was frightened and hid the body in a small pantry. Mrs I. was sentenced to 7 years of imprisonment. Aleksander and Nikolay were placed in the Mozyr children’s home and the Gomel nursery accordingly. Since 2001 Aleksander has been staying in the Rechitsky boarding school. In 2000 Mrs I. was deprived of parental rights.

The story of Mrs K. (born in 1966) living in the village of Tikhinichi of the Rogachev district is an example of asocial life style which led to the deprivation of parental rights. In 1999 she was deprived of parental rights in relation to five children (Ekaterina, born on 06.02.88, Oksana, born on 10.08.91, Anna, born on 02.02.93, Kristina, born on 06.08.97, Dmitry, born on 04.06.99). Mrs K. is divorced with the father of Ekaterina and gets alimony. She has a very poor record at work because of alcohol abuse. Since 1994 the family has been registered with the Tekhinichsky village council as the family-at-risk because of alcohol abuse and asocial behaviour. During 1994-1999 Mrs K. did not care of children, did not clean the house and did not cook. Children starved, lived in poor sanitary conditions, in the environment of alcohol abuse and asocial behaviour of the mother which was confirmed by the acts of family examination. The staff of the village council, school, district interior unit and commission dealing with minors discussed the matter with Mrs K. The case file was discussed at the meetings of the commission dealing with minors on 24.10.94, 13.04.98, 04.06.99 and 16.09.99 and numerous warnings were issued. She was recommended to undergo anti-alcoholic treatment as she was diagnosed as an alcoholic of the second stage by the narcological dispensary on 21.04.99. In the absence of К., the grandmother took care of the children, who herself tended to consume alcohol and was unable to ensure decent conditions for the development of children. At present the elder daughter of Mrs K., Ekaterina (born on 06.02.88) stays with her father in the village of Buki, Cherkassky regions; since 1999 the other four children have been staying with the family of an adoptive parent living in Rogachev.

Alcoholism of parents as the ground for deprivation of parents’ rights is usually accompanied by parents’ evasion to perform their parental duties, abuse of parental rights, cruel treatment and negative influence on the child. Alcoholism puts the child on the verge of moral and physical ruin. Alcoholism is quite a common thing. As of 1.10.2001 the total number of people registered in the medical facilities of the Gomel region as alcoholics was 2,420. Besides, the analysis of the court verdicts on deprivation of parental rights of the parents of the inmates on the Teryuksky children’s home (2001) suggests that 51,4% of case files have entries such as «parents consume alcohol», «parents are chronic alcoholics; parents are registered with the narcological dispensary with the diagnosis «alcohol abuse». The share of alcoholics among the parents of the inmates of the Ulukovsky special boarding school is even higher (84, 9%). 

Besides, alcoholism of parents is a continuous process. In such cases the date of losing parental care is difficult to establish. In accordance with Article 117 of the Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family, the date of the loss of parental care is the date of the act of family examination which reflects the fact the parents’ failure to perform their parental duties. Before that the child has to stay in the environment which is sometimes dangerous for his life and health. 

There are many examples when alcohol abuse of parents frustrates the future of children and makes them orphans. Below is the story of the family О. 

From the very beginning the family relations of  Mr О. (born in 1961) and Mrs S. (born in 1962) were quite different from normal relations between a husband and wife. Before meeting Mrs O., Mr S. Led a regular life, successfully finished a technical college, served in the Army and then worked at a plant. Unlike her new husband, Mrs S. consumed alcohol and did not work. She encouraged her husband to consume alcohol which resulted in his addiction. After that he had problems at work, resigned and started to search for temporary incomes. Mr О. and  Mrs S. did not register their marriage. Mrs S. is not divorced from the first husband with whom she had lived just for three months. Mr O. and Mrs S. had 5 children (Aleksander, born on 03.01.86, Vitaly, born on 4.01.88, Anna, born on 13.02.89, Dmitry, born on 08.04.92 and Marina, born on 12.06.93). 

During 1986-1993 the parents neglected parental duties, consumed alcohol, did not take care of the children. The mother did not work and the father earned occasional incomes. It was the grandmother (the mother of Mr. O) who took care of the children. In 1993 Mrs S. left the family and moved to the village to live with her mother. The children were left under the supervision of the father and grandmother. After ten months Mrs S. was brought home drunk and she continued to live with the family. The family situation took a turn for the worse; the mother boozed and got into regular conflicts with the mother-in-law. In 1995 Mrs S. was deprived of parental rights in relation to 5 children. The grandmother formalised guardianship in 1995. As far as possible she performed guardian’s duties. Unfortunately, the grandmother, grandchildren and parents deprived of parental rights lived in the same two-room apartment. The children continued to live in the environment of alcohol abuse and ongoing conflicts. The government allowance on guardianship was misused and spent on alcoholic drinks for parents deprived of parental rights. The grandmother feared to approach the police with the request for eviction of her son and his wife who did not have registration in this apartment because her son had threatened her. The children grew up and it was more and more difficult for the grandmother to cope with their upbringing. The children had poor results at school, Sasha (born in 1986) was repeatedly summoned to the commission dealing with minors. Vitaly (born in 1988) was also registered with the inspection dealing with minors as he was a participant of an attempted robbery. On 11.05.2001 in accordance with Article 168 of the Code on marriage and family, the guardianship rights of the grandmother were suspended and the children were placed in a children’s home.

There’s one more story. One-parent family Z. (the father died) came to the Rechitsky district from the Svetlogorsk district and lived there without registration. The mother did not properly care about the four children and consumed alcohol. Suddenly the mother died. Her elder brother, living in Brest, could not take the children into his family due to insufficient living space and the children were placed in a boarding school for orphaned children. In 2000 in the Rechitsky district the parents in 21 family were deprived of parental rights in relation to 45 children. In 7 families the ground was formalised abandonment which is 23% of the total number of families in which parents were deprived of parental rights.

Natalia M. (born in 1978) lived in the village of Korovatichi. She gave birth to three children outside the registered marriage but did not seem to love them. She did not stay at home for a long time and the aged grandmother had to take care of the children. She did her best but her health was not very good. The children did not always have food and clothes. In December 1999 Natalia brought the children to the village council and signed the document confirming abandonment. Then the mother disappeared. She did not turn up in the court and after a long search she was deprived of parental rights.

Sometimes the causes of deprivation of parental rights are vague and formulated as “does not care about upbringing”. The meaning is always different. Sometimes it implies difficult life circumstances preventing parents from taking care of the children (the second marriage, another family, other children, staying in a different location, sickness and etc.). In other cases it implies unwillingness to care of the child.

Family B. lived in the Rechitsky district. They had two children but divorced later. The husband got married again, and the wife who stayed with the children feel ill and became an invalid. She had no strength to care of the children, a girl and a boy. The children were taken by the grandmother who lived in the neighbouring village. There they attended school. The grandmother tried to take care of the children but was unable to do it properly because of the age (she was above 70). The father got an apartment in Rechitsa and expressed an intention to take children into his family. The wife signed the document refusing from the alimony. However, he did not keep his promise. The children continued to stay with the grandmother and it was more difficult to keep them up as there was no alimony any longer. At the sitting of the court of the Rechitsky district which considered the issue of deprivation of parental rights, the father stated that he would love to take the children but his new wife objects. They have their own child. The court decided to deprive the father of parental rights. As the mother was unable to care of the children for health reasons, it was decided to remove the children from the family.

Quite often there’s a combination of causes leading to the deprivation of parental rights. Sometimes it involves death of the mother and deprivation of the father of parental rights; in other cases it is imprisonment of the father and alcoholism of the mother or disability of the mother and unwillingness of the father to take care of his children.

In November 2001 the Educational Department received documents for the placement of Lilya S. (born in 1987), Ludmila (born in 1994), Anastasiya (born in 1996) and Petr (born in 1999). On 16 October 2001 the court of the Lelchitsky district considered a case. It was found out that Mrs S. (born in 1967) had four children outside the registered marriage. She lives in the house of her partner, Mr R., who is now in custody. The mother neglects her parental duties, consumes alcohol and her behaviour deprives the children of the minimum set of basic needs: there’s no food at home, no bed linen, the children starve and are left to take care of themselves. The elder children, Lilia and Ludmila, do not attend school on a regular basis. The mother was sometimes cruel to Lilia, and quite often the girl did not spend the night at home and began to consume alcohol. The mother forces the children to buy alcohol and drinks away the children’s allowance. The children had pediculosis and alliaceous. The treatment of the mother from alcoholic addiction was not successful. As a result Mrs S. was deprived of parental rights in relation to 4 children.

Mrs A. came to the Khoynitsky district in 2000 from Russia with two children: Nastya Zh. (born in 1985) and Katya А. (born in 1991). She stayed without registration in the house of her partner. The woman consumed alcohol and neglected her parental duties. When drunk she killed her partner and was sentenced to 15 years of imprisonment. Her daughters were recognised as children deprived of parental care and placed in the Zhitkovichsky boarding school. At the moment the educational department of the Khoyniksky district executive committee is trying to identify the place of residence of the father of the children. It was found out that Nastya’s father lives in Kemerovo. He formalised abandonment and was deprived of parental rights. The father of Katya is still in search. Therefore, the analysis of the trends towards deprivation of parental rights and its underlying causes suggests that it reveals a current of increasingly severe social problems, such as family breakdown, alcoholism, asocial life style of parents and poverty. The actions of the relevant agencies are the response to these social problems with the purpose to ensure the protection of the children’s rights. Besides, the above referred examples suggest that most often the underlying causes of deprivation of parental rights involve a combination of factors.

Section 2. Child protection authorities able to identify families-at-risk

In accordance with Article 116 of the Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family, guardianship authorities are responsible for the identification and tracking of children deprived of parental care. Based on the Provision of guardianship authorities of the Republic of Belarus, approved by the Resolution of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus dated 28.10.1999 № 1676, local administrative and executive committees act as guardianship authorities. Departments for education of the local administrative and executive committees are responsible for guardianship in relation to children below 18 years of age.

In accordance with Article 117 of the Code of the Republic of Belarus, “the officials and individuals having information about the children in need of the protection of their rights and interests in case of death of the parents, deprivation of parental rights, limitation of parental rights, recognition of parents as incapable as well in case of the parents’ sickness, absence for a long time, evasion from performing their parental duties (also in the case when parents refuse to take children from educational, health and other social facilities) and in all other cases when the child is left without parental care, should immediately inform the local guardianship authorities on whose territory the children finding themselves in the above circumstances live. As the departments for education of the local administrative and executive committees perform guardianship functions in relation to children below 18 years of age, the system of identifying children deprived of parental care is the following:
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However childhood protection is a wider concept than simply identification and placement of children deprived of parental care. In accordance with the regulations of the Ministry of Education, the inspectors for childhood protection of the departments for education of  the local administrative and executive committees should be responsible for the issues of childhood protection. Usually there should be 1 inspector for 5 thousand of the children’s population and at least 1 inspector for a district. In 2000, according to the norm 466 inspectors should have worked in the departments for education. However, the real number of inspectors for childhood protection was 156 people or 33,4%.

Given the negative situation with families, the departments for education have authorised 126 methodologists of the district and city methodological cabinets with childhood protection functions. In accordance with the legislation, the  methodologists do not have the right to represent the interests of the government in courts as they are  not civil servants. However, given the limited number of civil servants in the local administrative and executive committees, in a number of areas, the methodologists of district and city methodological cabinets are supposed to perform unusual functions such as identification of families-at-risk, preparation of the package of documents for deprivation of parental rights and placement of children. Therefore, 282 specialists deal with childhood protection issues in the country.

In accordance with the Order of the Ministry of Education N 743 dated 14 December 1999 “On approving of the provision on childhood protection agencies”,  the department for education of the district (city) administrative and executive authorities and the regional executive councils started to set up childhood protection agencies. The Vitebsk and the Gomel regions are most advanced in establishing childhood protection agencies.

During the 2 years the number of childhood protection officers has increased by 87% in the Vitebsk region and by 94% in the Gomel region while in Minsk the number of the relevant officers has increased only by 23%. While the Gomel region has 1 officer for childhood protection per 5,533 children below 18 years of age; the Vitebsk region has one officer per 5247 children; the city of Minsk has 1 officer per 23,349 children.. The working load which is 3-4 times higher entails poorer performance of the childhood protection agencies. The children-at-risk are not timely identified. The legislation of the Republic of Belarus does not give the definition of “adverse families” or “families-at-risk”. In practical terms “adverse family” implies the family in which the parents consume alcohol, do not give enough attention to their children, neglect their parental duties and lead an asocial life-style. Such families are a generating source of children deprived of parental care for social reasons.

The new Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family enforced on 1 September 1999 authorised the departments for education with the functions of the identification and placement of children deprived of parental care.. At the same time the country still doesn’t have the system of early identification of families-at-risk which are the source of social orphanhood.. The Provision on childhood protection authorities declares that psychological and pedagogical support to families and children at risk should be one of the their principal objectives with the view of the child remaining with the parents. In accordance with the Provision, the district and city departments for education should ensure control through childhood protection authorities (confidential control, if necessary) over the living conditions of children, the protection of their property, housing and other rights. For the first time the Provision delegated such functions to the departments for education. The available number of staff of the childhood protection authorities is insufficient for coping with their functions in the efficient way. The development of childhood protection authorities is hampered by the existence of other public agencies such as the commissions dealing with minors which are to be set up under the local administrative and executive authorities. According to the Provision on the commissions dealing with minors approved by the Resolution of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus № 735 dated 18 November 1996,  in addition to other functions the commissions are supposed to keep control over the identification of children who heed the support of  the government and the society and to undertake the relevant measures on the placement of such children and the protection of their rights. The principle methods of the commissions dealing with minors in outreaching the families-at-risk are summoning of parents, discussion of the gaps in the upbringing children and imposition of fines. As the commissions are staffed with maximum 2 officers, they are also unable to secure proper control over families-at-risk and organise the appropriate preventive interventions. As a rule, the commissions deal with the problems of children in emergency. The commissions dealing with minors are also supposed to record families-at-risk..

In 1999 Belarus started to establish the network of institutions providing  social, pedagogic and psychological services to families including families-at-risk. Social and pedagogical centres are established within the system of education, and territorial centres for social support to families and children within the system of social protection. These centres can be used as the mechanism for developing data bases on families-at-risk and implementing preventive interventions. The centres are able to co-ordinate the activities of the government authorities and community-based organisations aimed at the prevention of social orphanhood. The methods of outreaching families-at-risk in two districts of the Gomel region (the Rechitsky district and the Rogachev district) can be outlined for comparison purposes. 

The department for education of the Rechitsky district has set up the unit for childhood protection issues which consists of the psychologist, social teacher and methodologist working in the district  methodological office. In 2000, 6,830 families with 11975 children lived in the Rechitsky district. 189 families-at-risk were identified (2,8% of the total number of families). 448 children live in these families or 4% of the total children’s population of the district. Families-at-risk are identified based on the traditional scheme outlined before. Children in the identified families-at-risk do not have decent nutrition, seasonal clothes/ footwear and proper living conditions.

The study of families-at-risk allows to identify the following general tendencies:

· both parents do not work in  9,5% of  families, one parent – in 44% of  families;

· 16% of families do not have the permanent place of residence;

· 83% of parents consume alcohol;

· 78% of families living in villages do not have an individual land plot.

The share of families with many children in the total number of families-at-risk is 33%; the share of one-parent families is 41%. 54 children lost parental care in 2000 (0,5% of the total number of the children’s population of the district and 12% of the number of children living in families-at-risk). The death of parents was the reason of the loss of parental care in 9 children; other 45 children lost parental care for social reasons. The parents in 21 families were deprived of parental rights in 2000 (11% of the total number of families-at-risk).

The story of family S. is an example of how an adverse family situation can lead to deprivation of parental rights. The mother lived with the children Vyacheslav and Viktor (born in marriage), and Pavle (born outside the registered marriage) in the village of Borschevka. The family was registered as the family-at-risk because the  mother consumed alcohol and led an asocial way of life. Despite the efforts of the village council, the school and the childhood protection agency, the mother was reluctant to change attitude to her parental duties. The court decided to deprive her of parental rights in relation to the three children. The elder brothers were placed in the family of the father who expressed willingness to take care of them. The younger child, Pavel, was placed in the regional nursery. In a couple of months the mother, who were deprived of parental rights for alcohol abuse reasons, suddenly died. After staying in Gomel for about a year, the father with the two boys went back to Borschevka explaining the move by the intention to keep the house which had been set aside for the children. However, the father had not properly considered his parental capacities and failed to ensure proper care of the children. As a result, one of the boys had a poor record at school.

The specialists of the childhood protection agency examined the housing conditions and the family was put under supervision as “the family-at-risk”.

The analysis of the work with families-at-risk in the Rechitsky district has allowed to track the following negative tendencies:

· deprivation of parental rights is not preceded by a full assessment of the prospects of non-institutional solution for the child. Out of all the children deprived of parental care in 2000, 58% were placed in public care (which is 5% higher than the average indicator);

· in 80% of cases it was the commission dealing with minors which filed suits on the deprivation of parental rights. The department for education deals with the future of the children. There’s no co-ordination of the efforts of the government agencies responsible for the protection of the child’s rights and interests;

· there are delays in addressing the issue of the  removal of children from families-at-risk. About half of children aged 11 – 16 years lost parental care. Deprivation of parental rights has not been preceded by targeted efforts on changing the situation in families-at-risk.

The Rechitsky district has no social and pedagogical centre. The number of employees and limited functions of the childhood protection unit not allowing to ensure proper social and pedagogical support to families are among the reasons of the negative situation. The childhood protection unit is able just to record the children living in families-at-risk, file suits on the deprivation of parental rights and to deal with the placement of children deprived of parental care. The situation is aggravated by the lack of co-ordinated efforts of the commission dealing with minors and the childhood protection unit in the assessment of the prospects of the child’s placement following the deprivation of parental rights.

The situation in the Rogachev district is completely different. Here the social and pedagogical centre plays the key role in assessing the family situation. The Centre has been functioning since 1999. The centre has the data base of the families living in the district.

The centre has developed the technique of working with the data base. It allows to track the chances of the family to fall into the category of families-at-risk. The following criteria of identifying the family situation as adverse are used:

· number of parents: two-parent or one-parent family;

· legal relations between children and persons responsible for their upbringing (foster families);

· number of children in the family: family with many children or family having 1-3 children;

· financial situation: poor family, average-income family, high-income family;

· problems of parents: alcohol abuse, unemployment, previous criminal record, deprivation of parental rights, inability for social adaptation and etc.

A full analysis of the family situation to assess the prospects of the child remaining with biological parents has suggested that 30% of families have social and psychological/pedagogical problems. The identification of the dominating problem allows to place the family into the relevant category by the risk factor and to immediately highlight the key problem which needs to be addressed when developing the plan of social support to the family. Early identification of families in need of social support is one of the  tasks of the centre. The specialists of the centre have organised workshops and consultations for teachers on early identification of families-at-risk. The child from a family-at-risk is poorly dressed, has peculiar manners of communication, his mentality is unbalanced and so on. The appearance and behaviour of such a child explicitly reflect his problems. If such a child faces unwillingness of the others to understand his or her problems, he or she feels isolated and becomes exasperated. The register of families-at-risk of the commission dealing with the minors of the Rogachev district includes 250 families with 550 children. 110 families (183 parents) were deprived of parental rights in the Rogachev district in 1993 - 2000, 274 children (2% of the total children’s population of the district) lost parental care. 104 children were placed in families and 166 children were placed in public care. Before 1999 about 75% of children deprived of parental care were placed into boarding schools. After the establishment of the social and pedagogical centre, in 1999-2001 only 18% of children deprived of parental care were placed in public care (16 children out of 85). Since the establishment of the centre, children have been placed mainly in foster and families of guardians: out of 85 children deprived of parental care in 1999-2001, 45 children were placed in families of guardians and 19 children were placed in 11 foster families.

Collaboration of the social and pedagogical centre and the childhood protection unit of the Rogachev district has allowed to conduct a full analysis of the family’s situation before the decision on deprivation of parental rights to assess the prospects of the non-institutional solution for the child. Furthermore, it has allowed to identify and start working with potential foster families before the child’s placement. At the moment there are 11 potential foster families in the data base of the social and pedagogical centre. The number of parents deprived of parental rights tends to go down.. In 1999 the parents in 15 families were deprived of parental rights; in 2000 the number went down to12. It can be assumed that this process is the direct result of early identification of families-at-risk and organisation of social and pedagogic support to such families.

The issue of the analysis of the situation of families with disabled children and prevention of their placement in public care can be addressed by the centres for special needs education and rehabilitation. The work of the Gomel Regional Centre for special needs education and rehabilitation is an example of the best practice.

The Centre gets the information about families with disabled children from the following sources:
· Parents or relatives approach the Centre with the request to test the child. 

4000 children are annually tested in the Centre. The specialist who tests the child has the information about the family where the children live. In most cases disabled children live in families-at-risk, and the specialists of the Centre assist parents in placing the child into a boarding school.. However, non-institutional solutions have been found for a number of children.

The commission of the Centre was supposed to test 2 children from the same family who had the same diagnosis “oligophrenia at the stage of debility”. The specialists of the Centre found out that the children lived in a family with 5 children (all children had different fathers). The mother had a mental disease. In the course of the visit to the family it was found out that the family lived in a private house. The  mother was missing for 2 – 3 months on a regular basis and neglected her parental duties. It was the grandmother who cared about the children. At the moment of the visit the mother had been away together with a two-year old younger child for two months. The mother spent the children’s allowances exclusively on her own needs.  The pension of the grandmother was the only income of the family. She had a land plot, a cow and chickens and this allowed her to feed the children. There was no money for children’s clothes and quite often the children missed school because they had no shoes. 

The grandmother was recommended to approach the district executive committee with the request to restrict the parental rights of the mother and was offered humanitarian aid (clothes and food). The grandmother has been appointed the guardian; the family is regularly visited by the social teacher and psychologist of the Centre.

· 2. Inspectors of the childhood protection unit provide the Centre for special needs  education and rehabilitation  with the information about families-at-risk.

The Centre keeps in touch with the district unites for childhood protection. They know the situation at the local level and have information about families-at-risk which need support. For example, two families with many children in need of psychological and financial support have been recently identified. Sometimes families find themselves in difficult life circumstances with which they cannot cope without outside assistance and, as a result, start neglecting their parental duties. Having realised the bitterness of the loss of the children, such parents approach the childhood protection authorities with the request to resume their parental rights. The inspectors, however, are not always willing to help them as they themselves participated in the deprivation procedure and do not believe that such parents can change their attitude to the children. 

There’s one more example. The inspector for childhood protection informed that the unit had been several times approached by the mother of a two-years old girl placed in the nursery three months before. The  mother was deprived of parental rights in relation to the girl for alcohol abuse reasons. But she was very much upset and would like to take the child back. It was found out that before the woman was deprived of parental rights she had experienced a stress (death of her mother). Within the next months she got addicted to alcohol and neglected her parental duties. The mother was recommended to approach the special centre providing services to people addicted to alcohol, to find a job and to start attending special courses. The process of resuming her parental rights is under way. 

As soon as the family-at-risk is identified and the decision is made to provide the necessary support, inter-family relations are to be diagnosed. Diagnosing of family problems allows to highlight the problem and to provide the relevant social and psychological support. After diagnosing personal characteristics of children and parents and the relations between parents  and children, the plan of addressing family problems is drafted. The plan includes 4 sections:

· Psychological support

· Social support 

· Financial support

· Medical assistance.

Humanitarian assistance (clothes and food) is provided to practically all families covered by the program. Some families are assisted with refurbishment, purchase of furniture and household items.

An example of the development of the program of providing support to the family is given below:
Family composition:

The mother, Natasha, 25 years old. Natasha has been bedridden since 1999 because of the injury of vertebral column as a result of assault. She has a secondary education. Before the injury Natasha had worked at a plant. The child was born outside the registered marriage.

The child, Sasha, 5 years. The child has been paralysed for already two years as a result of

unsuccessful adenoidectomy. For two years the child was in coma; now he cannot move and

does not talk.. The diagnosis is “oligophrenia at the stage of imbecility”.  

Motivation for the selection of the family: 

To prevent placement of the child into a boarding school for disabled children and to 

provide psychological support to the disabled mother.

The family Т. was among the first to be included in the plan of providing support to asocial families. During the first examination of the family’s living conditions it was found out that the four-room apartment accommodated Natasha and Sasha, Natasha’s mother, step-father and their three children. Natasha’s father lives with his new family. At the moment of investigation the situation in the family was very tense. Natasha was in hysterics, she cried that nobody loved her child, that the boy was mocked at and refused toys, that her mother hated her and wanted to place her in a clinic for the disabled. It was impossible to clarify anything in such environment and Natasha’s mother was invited to come to the centre for a talk..

During numerous discussions with Natasha’s mother it was found out that she really intended to place Natasha and Sasha in the clinic for the disabled as she did not want to ruin her new family. Twelve years ago Natasha’s mother married a man 15 years younger. Now they have three children and one child has epilepsy and studies at home. Form the very beginning Natasha and her step-father had very tense relations and when the young woman became disabled he refused her and her child any support. The relations in the family of her mother are quite normal, they care about their children and do their best to ensure a decent environment for them.  

The issue of inter-family relations was discussed with Natasha’s stepbrothers and stepsisters. It was found out that  they felt comfortable in the family and no inter-personal conflicts were identified. A couple of subsequent visits to the family were organised during which it was possible to talk to Natasha in a quiet atmosphere. Psychologists conducted training aimed at mitigating stress but no feasible results were achieved. 

During one of the visits Natasha signed a request confirming her intention to place the child in a children’s home for the disabled and her willingness to be placed in the clinic for the disabled as she found it impossible to stay in her mother’s family any longer. The specialists of the Centre tried to convince her to change the decision but it was very difficult to influence the young woman. Natasha was very categorical.

After that the plan of assisting the family T. was drafted. An apartment was rented for Natasha and three nurses were hired. Natasha moved from her mother’s. Besides, a program for the medical and social and pedagogical support to the family was developed. The specialists involved in the project assisted Natasha in getting a social apartment provided by municipal authorities. Now she lives with the child in a one-room apartment located on a ground flour. 

Natasha’s psychological status is now stable. She does special exercises for herself and Sasha while before she was reluctant to do this. The staff of the Centre got in touch with the Association of wheelchair invalids and helped Natasha to establish contacts with people having problems similar to hers. Now she can communicate with people having the same problems and she feels an equal  member of  the society. However she still needs psychological correction and regular supervision of  the psychologist and social teacher of  the centre. Once a week a psychologist and a social teacher visit Natasha.

As a result the two problems were solved: Natasha’s step-father stayed with the family and the placement of the child into a children’s home for the disabled was avoided. 

Therefore, a full analysis of the prospects of the child to stay with parents and placement of orphaned children in families is quite possible if  there’s a system of social and pedagogical services.

In our opinion, such a system in Belarus is not fully perfect for the following reasons:

· The childhood protection units were set up in 83 departments for education nation-wide i.e. only in 51,2% of the local executive committees;

· Social and pedagogical centres acting as professional agencies providing support to children and families have been established only in 26 districts or in 16% of the territorial units;

· Children’s social orphanages acting as temporary shelters for children in emergency have been organised only in 65 districts (40% of the territorial units).

Besides the formation of the system has highlighted the following weaknesses:

· Lack of co-ordinated efforts of  the departments for education, social protection departments and commissions dealing with minors under the district executive councils and other authorities responsible for the well-being of children.

· Poor co-ordination of the activities of the childhood protection authorities, social teachers of schools and agencies responsible for the work with families and children.

· Lack of experience of outreaching families-in-crisis and children-at-risk by the staff of children’s social shelters. As a result children’s social shelters fail to perform their key function of being temporary shelters for children in crisis. Instead, the shelters become a kind of temporary facilities where children stay waiting for placement in public care.

Section 3. The procedures preceding the decision to transfer the case to the court

The decision to transfer the case on the deprivation of parental rights to the court is preceded by preliminary work with the family-at-risk (or with the parent).

In case of early identification of the family having problems with keeping up and upbringing of children, such a family is registered with the childhood protection agencies. If there’s a child below 3 years of age in the family the information is, as a rule, forwarded from medical facility. The specialists of the childhood protection unit jointly with the district paediatrician or nurse examine the housing conditions  of the family, the social and psychological environment in the family and the parents’ ability to ensure decent conditions for the child. Much information is received from a visiting nurse of the children’s outpatient clinic. However, the share of children removed from families is about 10% of the total number of annually identified children deprived of parental care; another 6% are children whose parents refused to take them from maternity clinics (medical clinics or educational facilities) without due reasons or left the children in such facilities without stating in writing their will in relation to the future of the child. The above referred institutions inform the childhood protection authorities and the latter start preparing the documents needed for the procedure of deprivation of parental rights (as a rule, the parents are searched,  located and asked about their intention with regard to children; inquiries are made and etc.).

However, in most cases families-at-risk are identified when they have children of school age while the families having children of nursery age are not sufficiently covered by social services. Families-at-risk are registered with the special school register. The form-master, social teacher and psychologist study the reasons of the crisis and provide feasible assistance in normalising the living conditions of children including education of parents, financial support from the school budget and etc. If these measures are insufficient, the problems of the family are addressed by the school council for preventive activities, parents’ board and the local social and pedagogical centre (if there’s one in the district) and so on. If these efforts are still insufficient, the school approach the Village Council if the family lives in the rural area or the commission dealing with minors of the district/city executive committee which also registers the family. The local inspector dealing with minors of the district Department of Interior gets involved in the work with the family. The information about the family is forwarded to the department for education. The local inspector and the representative of the district department for education visit the family; neighbours are interviewed, if necessary the relevant information is requested from the narcological dispensary, sobering-up station as well as from the establishments where parents work.. After that the problems of the family are discussed at the district commission on children’s affairs. The commission consists of  the inspector of  the childhood protection unit of the department for education, the head of the commission dealing with minors, the prosecutor responsible for the supervision over the administration of juvenile justice in this district and so on. The parents, the children, representatives of the relevant educational establishment which the children visit are summoned to the sitting of the commission. Sometimes one discussion at the sitting of the commission is enough for the parents to change their attitude to their parental duties.

If it is identified that there are grounds to file a suit on deprivation of parental rights or removal of the children from the family without deprivation of parental rights, the parents are formally warned.

In cases when there’s a direct threat to the life and health of the child, in accordance with Article 85 of the Code on marriage and family of the Republic of Belarus the guardianship authority has the right to immediately remove the child from the family (before the court verdict is issued). In this case the local executive committee makes the decision on the immediate removal of the child. The district department for education is supposed to inform the Prosecutor’s Office on such a decision and within 7 days to forward to the court the case file on deprivation (limitation) of parental rights and removal of the child. For example, on 15 December 2001 Sergei К. (born 01.10.2001) was removed from the family; on 22 October the case was forwarded to the court and the child was placed in a nursery home. Before that the mother had been deprived of parental rights in relation to other two children.

Usually, before the decision of the court the children stay in the family. The suit on deprivation of parental rights is filed by the department for education, commission dealing with minors or Prosecutor’s Office. Most of materials are prepared by the district inspector of the commission dealing with minors at the stage of preparing the issue for consideration by the commission dealing with minors.

The case file on deprivation of parental rights is a package of documents consisting of :

· the copy of the birth certificate of  the child (children)  (the document is requested from the authority for civil acts registration);

· the documents confirming the origin of  the child (the copy of the act certifying the birth of the child)  - the document is requested from the department on civil acts registration;

· the divorce certificate (if  the parents are divorced) - the document is requested from the department on civil acts registration;

· the certificate from the  municipal authority on the type of apartment and composition of  the family – the document is requested from the housing management unit or the village council);

· the certificate on the salary of  the parent (s) (if parents work);

· the certificate from a narcological dispensary of the parents’ presence or absence of registration because of alcohol abuse or drug addiction;

· the certificate from a sobering-up station (with the purpose of identifying whether parents have ever been detained in the state of alcohol intoxication);

· the certificate from information and analytical centre of the department of interior on previous criminal record of the parents;

· explanations of parents, children, neighbours, form-master, psychologist, social teacher, parents;

· the report (s) of police officers (if departments of interior have dealt with the parents because of alcohol abuse, scandals, hooliganism);

· the protocol (s) on evasion from performing parental duties;

· petition (s) submitted by the educational establishments (day care centres, schools); claims of private individuals (neighbours);

· the characteristic of the child and the family (to be drafted by a secondary school or pre-school institution);

· the statement by the district inspector of the commission dealing with minors;

· the decision by the commission dealing with minors;

· the act of the examination of the living conditions of the family (to be drafted jointly by the representatives of the district department for education and the commission dealing with minors);

· the claim (to be submitted by the department for education, the commission dealing with minors or the Prosecutor’s Office);

· the conclusion of the district department for education on deprivation of parental rights (the removal of the child form the family).

Chapter 3. Routes out of care

In the last ten years (1991 – 2000) 44,828 children lost parental care in Belarus. Of them 18,059 children (40,3%) were placed in public care. The peak was registered in 1995 – 1997 when about 44% - 46% children deprived of parental care were placed in children’s homes and boarding schools.

The legislation of the Republic of Belarus gives priority of non-institutional solutions for the orphaned children. Article 118 of the Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family stipulates that children deprived of parental care are to be placed in families (for adoption), under guardianship, or in a boarding family. Article 118 also contains the new provision for the Belarusian legislation stipulating that children should be placed in public care only in case it is impossible to find non-institutional solution. In their turn, public care institutions should ensure the possibility for “patronage education”. 

The patronage education is a kind of foster family. Under this model the child should stay in the family of the tutor. The tutor should be employed by a public care institution, and the responsibility for the child is shared between the institution and the tutor. Therefore, the new legislation of the Republic of Belarus does not provide for a lengthy stay of orphaned children in public care institutions. The above referred Article 118 of the Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family stipulates that  “the guardianship authority, the administration of a public care institution should do their best for placing the child in the family ”. However, the routine practice of the placement of orphaned children changes slowly. When placing children deprived of parental care into boarding schools and children’s homes, the inspector for childhood protection does not need to provide evidence that non-institutional solution cannot be found. During 1996 – 2000 the tendency of placing children deprived of parental care in families remained relatively stable: the share of orphaned children placed in families tended to vary from 50,5% to 52,7% (a certain growth was registered in 1998 - 56,4%).

In 1999 it became clear that even the introduction of a monthly allowance to families with adopted children and families of guardians could not facilitate adoption and placement of the orphaned children under the guardianship of the relatives.

The local administrative and executive authorities find it more and more difficult to mobilise budgetary funds for the maintenance of public care institutions. At the same time children continue to be placed in public care and the number of institutions for orphaned children tends to increase. Keeping children in public care institutions is much more expensive than in foster families. For example, the cost  of keeping 1 child in the Osipovichsky children’s home in the first quarter of 2001 was 198 thousand BYR a month; in a foster family - 111 thousand BYR a month, in tutorial (adoptive) family- about 44 thousand BYR a month.

The negative consequences of placing children in public care institutions are well-known. However, it is public care institutions that receive the support form the government and charitable organisations.

The analysis of socialisation of children leaving public care institutions suggests that the current system of public care tends to facilitate the growth of social orphanhood. In 1998 – 2001 in the Gomel region 730 children finished boarding schools for orphaned children and children deprived of parental care. 79,5% of the graduates entered special vocational schools,  3,5% of the graduates entered technical colleges, 1% of the graduates became University students; 7,1%, of the graduates were offered employment and 5,6% of the graduates continued education in secondary  schools (upper level). Therefore, 86,6% of public care graduates had a low educational level and could be offered common labour jobs which would influence their socialisation in future. The general tendencies are the following:

· the number of public care graduates who entered vocational schools increased from 73,3% in 1998 to 89,3% in 2001;

· the number of public care graduates who became students of colleges and higher educational establishments went down from 6,8% in 1998 to 2% in 2001;

· the number of public care graduates having a secondary education decreased 30% in 2001 versus1998.

Statistics on social adaptation of public care graduates for 1998 - 2001 are the following:

· The share of public care graduates who entered vocational schools and dropped out later was 17% in 1998, 8% in 1999 and 6% in 2000.

· 12% of the 1998 graduates, 5,3% the 1999 graduates and 2% of the 2000 graduates do not have regular employment. 

· 7% of the 1998 graduates, 5,2% of the 1999 graduates, 4% of the 2000 graduates and 2%of the 2001 graduates were sentenced to imprisonment.

The data suggest that negative consequences of inability to adapt are felt in the course of time. The difficulties of the socialisation of public care graduates are the result of the lack of government efforts in addressing the two main problems faced by orphaned children at the stage of adaptation. They are lack of accommodation and social immaturity, which is the direct consequence of the early age of leaving public care institutions (at 15 - 16 years), at the age when children were under excessive supervision and were isolated from real life.

About 44,5% of orphaned children (on the average in the country) have the right to live in the apartments (houses) of their parents. The parents of other children had no accommodation of their own before the placement of children in public care. Accommodation is the main condition for successful socialisation of all graduates of public care institutions (where they stay in hostels free of charge). As there’s no possibility to get accommodation, part of the graduates have to come back to their parents who, by the time when their children leave public care institutions, have degraded even more. Joint staying with parents deprived of parental rights make children follow the way of their parents.

The waiting list for the accommodation among persons deprived of parental care in the Gomel region included 75 persons in 1995; 78 persons in 1996, 154 persons in 1998, 154 persons in 2000 (the summarised data for the region). In 1995, 7 apartments were provided (9,3% of the demand), 8 apartments were provided in1996 (10,3%), 9 apartments in 1998 (5,8%) and 12 apartments in 2000  (7,8%).

Adaptation of public care graduates largely depends on the availability of accommodation. For example, Alexei B. (born in 1971) finished the Ulukovsky special boarding school in 1994 and entered a vocational school in Gomel. Then he was offered a job of a worker in a construction company. In 1997 he got married and got a one-room apartment. Alexei has two children and tries to help his friends.

Natalia Z. (born in 1976) finished the Ulukovsky special boarding school in 1994. The girl was offered a job at the farm “Teplichny” as she had produced a good impression during technical training before. Natalia gave birth to a child outside the registered marriage. She cannot build up a normal family though the father of  the child visits them and takes care of the child  (the father of the child is an orphan). The young couple cannot rent an apartment and live together due to the lack of money. They cannot  register the marriage as Natalia will be requested to vacate the room at the hostel as staying with the husband in this type of the hostel is prohibited by internal rules. Natalia and her son share the same room in the hostel with three other room-mates. But for the support of the school and friends, Natalia would be unable to keep her family and would abandon the child.

76% of the inmates of public care institutions do not get any financial support from parents. Orphaned children with mental disorders are the most disadvantaged. In addition to financial constraints, the graduates of public care institutions are incapable to address the daily problems by themselves because for many years they have stayed in boarding schools, had full board and lodging in the conditions of restricted access to the outside world.

The graduate of the Teryukhsky children’s home Victoria S. was born in a family-at-risk by a single mother. Since the age of 3 years the girl moved from one boarding school to another. The mother was convicted 4 times, including for murder. After the release the woman was killed. The grandfather was also convicted. The girl’s family had no accommodation.. Victroia had a strong character and always claimed for leadership. Her personal life was a failure. At the age of 18 Victoria was convicted for the first time. At the age of twenty she was convicted for the second time. Her child was born in prison. 

Natalia N. (born in 1983) was placed in the Gomel children’s home in September 1996 together with her 10 brothers and sisters. The mother was deprived of parental rights. The girl was placed in public care at the age of 13 having negative experience of staying in the family-at-risk and being socially disadvantaged. It was very hard for her to study at school. Having difficulties with studies the girl used to miss classes. The administration of the children’s home, the psychologist and teachers gave her much attention trying to help the girl with the studies and to influence her to adopt a healthy lifestyle. Due to their support, Naralia finished the 9th grade successfully and in 1999 she entered the Gomel teacher training college. However, later she was sent down.. After that she was helped to enter vocational school № 22 to master the profession of a “seamstress/sewing machine operator”. The girl did not attend a single class. Now she does not work. Very rarely Natalia visits her sisters and brothers staying in the children’s home. 

The difficulties with social adaptation are also connected with the early age of leaving the institution. Most children finish basic school at the age of 15-16 years. In the opinion of the administration of the Rechitsky boarding school for orphaned children and children deprived of parental care, the adaptation process was much more successful among the inmates who continued to study in the 10th-11th forms and got the secondary education. At the age of 17-18 years they are more mature for making a conscious choice while after finishing the 9th form they are less careful about their future. For example, after finishing the 11th form, Olga G. entered a University. The inmates who studied in the 10th –11th forms continued to study. Aleksander Metelsky entered the Mogilev University. However, there are different examples. Children finish vocational schools and go home to get a job. Soon the girls got married or gave birth to children outside the registered marriage. Six girls who left the Rechitsky boarding school in 1998 - 1999 are on maternity leave. Out of the 1999 graduates, 4 children are supposed to study in vocational schools but at the moment they are missing and the administration of the boarding school has to search for them with the help of police in order to solve the issue of their employment. 

The analysis of the work of departments for education suggests that the progress of children placed in public care is not tracked and no planning for the independent life is made. No joint efforts are made by boarding schools, vocational schools and childhood protection agencies in terms of planning the future of each child taking into account the available accommodation, property and close people who could support the graduate. The government structure of social protection is still lacking the system of organisational assistance to orphaned children below 18 years of age after leaving the children’s home or boarding school. 

The study has identified unused reserves within the public care system which could be used for improving post-care adaptation of the graduates. The thing is that practically no institution deals with the planning for the future of the children. Another problem is that such institutions are closed and isolated from the outside world. Therefore, the analysis of post-care adaptation allows to conclude that the graduates have difficulties with employment, accommodation, they have poor communication skills, they don’t know how to arrange their daily life and how to protect their statutory rights and interests.

The new government policy has been recently developed in Belarus aimed at changing the system of placement of children deprived of parental care and prevention of social orphanhood. The regulations on public care institutions define the duties of the administration and teachers on the placement of orphaned children in families. Point 26 of the Provision on the children’s home of a mixed type and point 29 of the Provision of the boarding school approved by the Order N 283 of the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus dated 28 June 1993 stipulate that the director of the children’s home should “undertake measures fostering adoption of the inmates or their placement in a guardian’s family or children’s home of a family type”. The deputy director for educational activities is also supposed to organise this work (points 28 and points 30 of Provisions). Though the above referred documents do not define the duties of teachers on placement of children in families, the teacher, who plays an important role in the institution, cannot keep aside from this work. 

In accordance with the Provision on the childhood protection authorities of the Republic of Belarus approved by the Order N 743 of the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus dated 14 December 1999 (point 12.1), the childhood protection authorities are also supposed “... jointly with the administration of public care institutions to undertake measures on placement of the inmates of public care institutions in families ”. However, if a child is placed in a children’s home or boarding school, in practical terms the childhood protection units of the departments for education do not participate in searching for the alternative family solution. Their involvement is limited by the preparation of the package of documents needed for considering the case of adoption by the court or the case files of the inmates of public care institutions for consideration by the executive council of the issue of placing the child in tutorial or foster family.

Public care institutions in the Gomel region try to use all possible forms of alternative solutions for orphaned children: adoption, placement in families of guardians, returning children to biological families, placement in children’s homes of a family type and foster families. During 1995-2001 in the Gomel region, 756 inmates of the public care institutions were placed in families which is 6,5% of the total number of children in public care during that period. The Teryukhsky children’s home placed 20% of the inmates in families; the Mozyr children’s home - 15% of the inmates; the Ulukovsky special boarding school - 0,85% of the inmates; the Svetlogorsk boarding school for disabled children - 0,4% of the inmates.

It is clearly seen that the efficiency of the placement of children in families is different. The findings of the study suggest that the type and “openness” of the institution is very important for the future of the child. Good contacts of a children’s home with a secondary school give the child more chances to be placed in the family. Mental and physical disorders or disability of the child is also a obstacle preventing placement of these children in substitute families.

Despite above mentioned obstacles the number of inmates of the public care institutions placed in families tends to grow. The best results were achieved in 2000. The likely reasons are the following:

· enforcement of the new Code of the Republic of Belarus on marriage and family and  regulations on the alternative solutions;

· establishment of social and pedagogical centres and shelters dealing with the placement of orphaned children in families;

· targeted training of the staff (workshops and conferences for various categories of specialists on the issues relating to orphaned children’s placement in families);

· enhancement of promotion campaigns organised by children’s homes.

The earlier concept that a boarding school or a children’s home are the “permanent places for orphaned children” and that public care is “the last instance or a deadlock” is gradually being overcome. Critical changes in the approaches of the Ministry of  Education to the placement of children deprived of parental care have been achieved due to the support of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Country Office in Belarus.

The analysis of placing the inmates of public care institutions of the Gomel region in families has highlighted the prevalence of adoption and placement in families of guardians, which are the most traditional and seemingly the best solutions for orphaned children. The share of these two forms of placement is 66,3% of the total number of placements in families during 1995 – 2001 including 33,7% of placements in families of guardians and 32,5% of adoptions. In 2000, 55 children were adopted which is 29,4% of the total number of children placed in families during the year versus 21 child in 1998 (25%).

The largest number of children were placed in families of guardians also in 2000: 52 children or 20,4% of all children paced in families of guardians during 1995 - 2001. 

The results of the study suggest that the efficiency of placing the inmates of public care institutions in families is based on the joint work of the administration of the children’s home and inspectors for childhood protection. Such forms as placement of children in families for week-ends and holidays as well as financial, social, pedagogical and psychological support provided to these families have also proved to be efficient.

We assume that over the next years we can hardly expect intensification of adoption and placement of children in families of guardians as the number of families-at-risk tends to increase alongside with the growing number of social and economic problems. Therefore, the efforts of keeping the child in family environment is particularly important. Biological family is the best environment for the child. Therefore, returning of children from public care to parents seems to be the best way of addressing the child’s problems on condition the family is able to secure decent conditions for life and development of the child. The survey of the children staying in public care institutions who have tended to run away has suggested that in 85% of cases the attempts were explained by the desire to return home, to the father and mother. 240 inmates of public care institutions returned to biological families in 2001. The reasons behind children’s returning  from public care back to biological families are worth analysing.

The greatest number of returns was registered in the Mozyr children’s home. 26 children returned to biological families which is 19,5% of the total number of children placed in families. The inmates of the children’s home returned to biological families for the following reasons:

· in 2 cases (7,7%) the parents were released from custody and took the children back;

· in 7 cases (19,2%) parental rights were resumed after the release of parents from custody;

· in 17 cases (73%) parental rights were resumed.

Out of all parents whose parental rights were resumed, 2 persons were single mothers, in other cases parental rights of both parents were resumed. According to the observations of the social teacher of the Mozyr children’s home, positive progress achieved by the parents was the reason for resuming parental rights. Their children stayed in the children’s home for half a year. It should be noted that the Mozyr children’s home accommodates children aged from 3 to 6-7 years.

The story of the family T. is an example of children’s return to their biological family. The eight children from this family stayed in the Teryukhsky children’s home. The children were placed in public care because both parents were deprived of parental rights (in accordance with the decision of the court of the Rogachev district, the mother and father were deprived of parental rights in 1993 in relation to 8 children (at the age of 13, 12, 11, 10, 9, 8, 7 and 2 years). The children were placed in the children’s home immediately after the enforcement of the court’s decision. The family had one boy (7 years old) and seven girls. The parents lived in the village. During 10 years (documentary evidence is available) the family was registered in the village council and commission dealing with minors as the “family-at-risk”. The mother  had been already deprived of parental rights in relation to her three children born in the first marriage. Regular alcohol abuse and lack of basic conditions for children were the reasons of deprivation of parental rights. The father had undergone treatment for alcohol abuse. At the moment of being placed in the children’s home the children looked unhealthy and emaciated. The youngest girl could not walk. At that time the mother was pregnant again. The children were placed in the same group. They kept together aside from other children and tried to care of each other. The eldest girl. Olesya supervised how the others did home work; Anya took care of the youngest sister, Nastya. The children were happy about any toy, any petty present. They had meals together and took turns to feed the youngest Nastya. The parents visited the children. The teachers encouraged such visits because the children were very much attached to the parents and were very sensitive to the regime requirements of the children’s home. The parents were sober when visiting the children and always brought presents. The children were anxious to meet them. So it was a kind of a tiny family link which was not fully broken. 

At that period the administration of the children’s home started work aimed at the placement of children in tutorial and adoptive families; the children were allowed to spend week-ends and holidays in the families of people living in the district. A lady working in the children’s home took the youngest Nastya for week-ends. Her family voiced the intention to adopt the girl. This was a kind of impetus for  biological parents to change their lifestyle.  They were concerned that the foster family was kind to children and took them all for week-ends. The administration of the children’s home asked the Rogachev district department for education and local council to help the family as positive changes were clearly seen. In six  months the administration of the children’s home appealed to the district department for education and village council with the request to resume parental rights.

On 8 September 1994 the parental rights were resumed as both parents had undergone treatment from alcohol, one more child was born in the family and proper care was in place; decent conditions were created at home for the development of the children; the father was given a positive reference at the place of work. The court decided to return the children to the biological family. Leaving the children’s home was a happy and long-wished event for the children. For already seven years the parents have properly cared  about the children.

In general, there’s no proper focus on returning children to biological families. The families in which parents are deprived of parental rights are not outreached  with social services. In 84% of the districts  there are no social and pedagogical centres which could organise the relevant work with this category of families. Commissions dealing with minors and inspectors of the childhood protection units of departments for education keep an eye on these families only before the moment of removing children after the relevant decision of the court. 

Sometimes parents deprived of parental rights, mostly mothers, visit public care institutions to meet with the children. Most often the parents are drunk. In such cases the administrations of the institutions do not permit them to see the children. Besides, children’s homes and boarding schools do not have special rooms where parents can meet with their children.

Starting from 1999 the children’s homes of the Gomel region have been introducing the new forms of children’s placement. These are  foster families and patronage. At first the pilot site in the Gomel children’s home was set up, then the Teryukhsky children’s home joined the project. The legal base was the draft Provision on patronage family developed by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus in 1999 and agreed with the regional councils.

The establishment of patronage families was the new type of activity which requires resources, mainly new knowledge. Financial support was provided by the UNICEF Country Office. The Gomel children’s home became the pilot site within the framework of the joint project of the Ministry of Education and the UNICEF Office in Belarus.

In 2000 out of 180 inmates of the Gomel children’s home, 53 children (29,5%) were placed in families (while the 2000 average figure for the region was 24,7%). Of them 23 children (43,4%) were adopted, 14 (26,5%) were placed in families of guardians, 3 children (5,8%) returned to biological families and 13 children (24,5%) were placed in patronage families. Psychological and social follow-up support was organised. As a result, 15 patronage families emerged which host 24 children from the Gomel children’s home. Five families (30%) accommodated two and more children from one biological family. Twelve patronage families (80%) have children of their own. All patronage parents (except for one father) have either university or college degrees. Eleven families (73%) were two-parent families; four families were one-parent families (only the mother). All families had good  housing conditions, dachas and individual land plots.

Patronage family is the only way of ensuring family socialisation for children who have little chance of being adopted or placed under guardianship. These are mainly older children.. This form of placement is an additional channel for placing many children deprived of parental care.

Conclusions
1. Social adaptation of public care graduates is a very difficult process. The more remote is the year of graduation, the more negative are the present consequences of adaptation. 

The table below provides data about the destinies of public care graduates in the Gomel region in 2001:


dropped out from vocational schools
do not have regular employment
Have been convicted

the 1998 graduates
17%
12%
7%

the 1999 graduates
8%
5,3%
5,2%

the 2000 graduates
6%
2%
4%

2. The difficulties of the social adaptation of graduates are directly correlated with: 

· the lack or availability of accommodation and financial support of former parents

· graduation from public care at the age of 15-16 years. 

In 2001 only 4,6% of the 9th form graduates continue to study in the 11th form of secondary schools. The inmates usually leave public care institutions at the age of 15-16 years; many of them have poor skills of adaptation to independent life.

· lack of possibility in many institutions to temporarily accommodate the graduates during holidays, emergency life situations and etc.

· insufficient efforts of social service of the public care institution to ensure follow-up support to graduates during the first years of independent life and assisting them in emergency.
3. Public care institutions have a sizeable potential for influencing social adaptation of the graduates: active planning of the future of each child, which involves not only the choice of profession but also financial support, search for relatives, upgrading of the educational level, selection of the place of residence and other aspects.

4. There are real opportunities to find non-institutional solutions for children in public care. This has been proved by public care institutions of the Gomel region where a variety of alternative placements of orphaned children are widely used:

· adoption;

· placement in families of guardians;

· return to biological families;

· placement in children’s homes of family type;

· placement in foster families;

· placement in patronage families;

· temporary staying in families (visiting).

5. Within the whole period (from 1995 up to now) adoption and placement in families of guardians are prevalent forms of non-institutional solutions. Those forms seem to be traditional and most acceptable for children. The share of adoption and placement in families of guardians is 32,5% and 33,7 % of the total number of children placed in families over this period .

6. The foster family model has intensively developed in the last two years. 482 children were placed in foster families in 2000-2001. To be efficient, placement of the inmates of public care institutions in foster families requires well-established collaboration of a children’s home and a local social and pedagogical centre.

7. Patronage families open up a real possibility of non-institutional solution for the orphaned children. Patronage families have good prospects in the current social situation because they are an effective mix of the government and the family institute of socialisation. 

8. Return to biological families is the best solution for the inmates of public care institutions. However, this way is unacceptable for many children because the lifestyle of their parents do not change and they are incapable both of generating income and rearing their children. The situation is aggravated by the lack of outreaching services to families deprived of parental rights and, in some cases, unwillingness and inability of the staff of public care institutions to work with the families of their inmates. In general, the return of children to biological families takes place when their parents are released from custodial settings. 

To enhance the process of returning children into biological families would need joint efforts of the local childhood protection authorities and social and pedagogical centres.

9. The placement of children in alternative care is impeded by mental or physical disorders and disability of the child if a diagnosis is not revised during life cycles.

10. The placement of the inmates of public care institutions is impeded by the closed organisational style of the institution (boarding school, special boarding school).

12. Alternatives to public care can be achieved through targeted efforts of the staff of institutions, who clearly understand that a family is the most vital need of the child.

12. It is not the age (as is sometimes wrongly viewed) but the lack of efforts aimed at searching for a family solution is the real reason of the child’s lengthy stay in public care. Properly organised work opens up real opportunities to find a family solution for every child. 

Annex 1

Network and types of boarding schools and children’s homes for orphans 

and children left without parental care

(as of beginning of 2000/2001 school year)

Region
Total of boarding schools for orphaned children
Number of inmates
Including secondary boarding schools
Number of inmates

Number of inmates
Number of children’s homes
Number of inmates



total
of them: orphaned children:

total
of them: orphaned children:
Including special boarding schools
total
of them: orphaned children:

total
of them: orphaned children:

The Brest
3
685
624
3
685
624
0
0
0
1
85
85

The Vitebsk
6
1052
958
2
474
432
4
578
528
5
484
484

The Gomel
6
1423
1381
5
1256
1218
1
167
163
4
452
436

The Grodno
3
719
648
2
528
457
1
191
191
6
352
352

The city of Minsk
3
638
638
1
321
321
2
317
317
6
483
483

The Minsk
9
1663
1648
8
1504
1489
1
159
159
7
743
743

The Mogilev
6
1012
983
3
531
522
3
481
461
4
294
293

TOTAL for beginning 2000/2001
36
7192
6880
24
5299
5063
12
1893
1817
33
2873
2856

For reference













99/2000
34
6857
6545
22
4975
4744
12
1882
1801
29
2778
2750

98/99
31
6390
6076
19
4444
4232
12
1946
1844
27
2625
2532

97/98
31
6107
5738
19
4250
3980
12
1857
1766
26
2590
2489

96/97
30
5892
5318
18
3877
3641
12
1815
1677
25
2276
2142

95/96
27
4893
4548
13
2800
2586
14
2093
1962
20
1836
1745

94/95
27
4702
4368
13
2447
2400
14
2255
1968
20
1728
1454
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