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STUDY ON CHILD ABANDONMENT IN THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA

KEY FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
Every day in Moldova at least one child is abandoned
The abandonment of young children in medical and residential care instituions is a tough reality that the Republic of Moldova is facing. 
Although this phenomenon is acknowledged, the country did not have reliable data or information on the precise scope and causes that lead to abandonment. 

The study, the first of its kind in Moldova, offers an overview of the phenomenon of abandonment of young children. It aims to raise awareness of competent authorities and system professionals and to emphasise the role authorities can play to prevent child abandonment in medical and residential institutions.
The study targets decision-makers, ministries, local authorities, system professionals, experts of non-governmental organizations and other persons responsible for child and family protection in the Republic of Moldova.

The objectives of the study were:
· To establish the scope, forms and main features of the abandonment of young children, 0 - 7 years of age,  in residential care institutions in the Republic of Moldova.
· To draw up recommendations for the development of national policies which will prevent abandonment and reduce the number of young children entering the residential care system.
The study offers information concerning the scope and causes that lead to abandonment, information concerning living conditions in institutions and services offered to children after they leave the institution. 

Recommendations based on analysis of data are also provided. 

Methodology 
The study covers all 51 institutions where children between 0 and 7 years of age are usually abandoned in Moldova. At the time the study was implemented, these institutions were subordinated to three ministries – Health, Education and Labor and Social Protection
, with the exception of a temporary placement centre (TPC), created and sustained by a non-governmental organization. 

The study covers the period January 2002 - August 2003. All children between 0 and 7 years identified within the above institutions as being abandoned (for the first time) during this period, were evaluated. The data was collected by groups of on the spot interviewers during July and August 2003.

Methods employed for data collection were: interviews, questionnaires, document review and observation. Two types of questionnaires were developed and used, one focusing on the institution and one on the abandoned child.
The report includes 4 key chapters, each dealing with a distinct topic - the phenomena of child abandonment, the family of the abandoned child, conditions in institutions and, signs that indicate a risk of abandonment. The report ends with conclusions and recommendations.

Key findings and conclusions
· In the period January 2002 to August 2003 a total of 650 children between 0 and 7 years of age were abandoned in institutions in Moldova
The child’s gender does not represent the main cause of abandonment, the number of girls and boys being, respectively, 301(46.3%) and 349(53.7%). This reflects the demographic reality, based on official statistics for the year 2002, on the structure of the population by gender  – 48.6% girls and 51.4% boys (of children aged between 0 and 5 years)
.  

· The majority of children (62.6%) are abandoned in medical institutions – maternity and pediatric hospitals
Children are abandoned in different places, including maternity hospitals (immediately after birth), hospital sections and residential care institutions – temporary placement centers (hereinafter – placement centers), children’s homes for children with mental defficiencies (hereinafter – children’s homes), and boarding schools. 
· The majority of abandoned children are placed in institutions 

The general picture after the first transfer or protection measure applied to the child is as follows: 

- In only 22.2% of cases have children been offered permanent family solutions (reintegration into the natural/extended family, gurdianship, adoption).

- In only 1.4% of cases have children been offered temporary alternative family-type solutions, family-type children’s homes (FTCH)  or professional parental care (PPC)
.

- The majority of children, 75.6%,  have remained within the system, either in the  institution in which they were initially abandoned, or by continuing their institutional itinerary through medical or residential institutions.

· Every third abandoned child is left by his/her parents in the first 4 days after birth
The relative number of abandoned children is larger in the very young age group – 0 to 4 days (36.9%) and the over 3 years of age category (24.8%). It follows that the greatest risk exists immediately after birth. Mothers abandon their children precisely at the moment when the child needs maternal care and love most.
· Poverty is the underlying cause of abandonment  
The placement of children in institutions is determined by a set of social and economic factors  that lead to a multitude of causes for abandonment. The most frequently registered causes are: material difficulties – 96.6%, single mothers – 60.4%, abuse/neglect – 36.7% child’s health – 21.2%. 

The study does not offer a hierarchy of abandonment causes for each child. However, the high frequency of the answer material difficulties or single mother render a general characteristic of the family where abandonment occurs, this being a poor, often single-parent (mother-parent) family, in which the child is abused and/or neglected. Even if in some cases material difficulties do not necessarily represent the main cause of abandonment, they constitute a negative background, which increases the risks of abandonment.
The number of abandoned children born out of the first pregnancy is also significant - 21.7%, which emphasizes the need to approach this issue through information, education (including life-skills education), family planning, and social assistance.
· Poor coordination among different actors involed in the placement process of abandoned children 
There are several actors involved in the initiation of a child’s placement including the Ministry of Health and Social Protection, Ministry of Education and local authorities. Their degree of involvement depends on the age of the child, state of his/her health, the family situation etc., as well as on the government ministry, in charge of the respective institution. The younger the child is the greater the degree of involvement of the healthcare sector. As the child grows, the involvement of the guardianship authority increases. The family plays a predominant role in cases of children with severe health problems (100%).

There is no unitary system to decide on a child’s placement in an institution. Several actors are involved and efforts need better coordination. The Ministries of Education and of Labor and Social Protection are the structures that decide on the placement in institutions under their authority. Those under the Ministry of Health perform the placement in coordination and with the participation of the guardianship authority.
· The majority of children in institutions come from a family environment 
The majority of children in institutions (69.1%) come from a family environment. This percentage varies depending on the type of institutions, the largest - 100% - pertaining to children’s homes and boarding schools, followed by placement centers - 54.9%.
· The absolute majority of abandoned children are social orphans

Only 11 children (1,7%) of the 650 abandoned children are biological orphans. The rest are considered social orphans – their parents are alive. According to their legal status -  44% of children are temporarily placed in institutions, 29,4% are deemed rejected children, while 21% are informally abandoned. 

The child’s status constitutes an important factor in the eventual determination of his/her case. In a situation of official rejection on the part of the parents, things are clearer and protection specialists can act in a prompt manner with a view to finding permanent, family-type solutions. Hence, these children have greater chances of being integrated into the extended family or adopted. 

Informal abandonment has negative consequences, which affect the child, in the sense that for a certain period it blocks, pending legal, administrative and technical aspects, any initiative to find a permanent, family-type solution for the respective child. 

The status of temporarily placed children is ambigous. On the one hand, it may indicate a desire of the parents not to abandon their child. But on the other hand, in the absence of community family-support services, the family is unable to provide appropriate care and may consequently abandon the child in the long-term. In the meantime the duration of child’s stay in the institution is unduely prolonged with adverse effects on his/her development. Of a total number of 443 children leaving the institution where they were abandoned, 27 children lived in the institution for over 6 months, 21 of these children were placed temporarily. Of the number of children with temporary placed status, leaving the institutions in which they had been abandoned (142 children) - 50%  have been transferred to other institutions.  
In medical institutions, where most children are abandoned, in 16.7% of cases children have no files, which delays the process of finding permanent solutions, such as reintegration into the biological/extended family or adoption.   
· Children abandoned in institutions face health and devlopment problems
A major share of children placed in institutions face problems of physical and neuropsychic health, being delayed in their development (physical – 68.6%, neuropsychic - 44.4%). The study reveals a significant percentage of children, 32,4%, who were victims of abuse and neglect on the part of the family. It is difficult to appreciate, based on the data and scope of the study, whether these delays in development are due to the peculiarities of the child’s health and development, to his placement in an institutional environment or to the treatment the child received in the family environment (abuse/neglect). 
· The majority of abandoned children have both parents alive
The majority of children (92.7%) have a parent, while the prevailing 88.9% have both parents that are alive. In more than half of the cases, the parents do not live together, and the task of raising and educating the child reverts to one of the parents, usually the mother. The single mother is the cause of abandonment in 60.4% of cases. 

Father-parents appear more seldom in the general picture of abandonment, with single fathers registered only in 1,4% of cases where the mother is deceased. In the majority of cases (83,2%), mothers maintain the relationship with the child. Only in 19.5% of cases fathers manifested an interest in their child. 
A considerable number of children, 68,6% have brothers and/or sisters. 47,2% of children have siblings which are being raised outside the family. 42,9% of children have siblings living in residential care institutions. 
67,1% of the families live in a different geographical area from the child’s institution and this is a further obstacle to the maintenance of family contact.
· The best interest of the child to grow up in a family is neglected
The organization of residential care institutions does not ensure the fulfillment of children’s development needs. Institutions face problems pertaining to the fulfillment of basic needs, including, ensuring a residential environment with hot and cold running water, heating, provision of diapers and clothes etc. Only in 87.4% institutions is the provision of medicines sufficient to cover existing needs.
The consequences on young children cannot be underestimated. Residential and medical institutions do not offer conditions that ensure the full survival and development of children. In most institutions there are no playrooms (73.7%) and visiting rooms (91.8%), that can ensure a more intimate and private environment, when parents come to visit their children.
Although the ratio between the amount of personnel and children is usually satisfactory, in reality the number of personnel directly involved in child care is much lower and represents on average one person to 14.2 children. This indicates the inability of institutions to offer individual care to children. 

Service provision is analyzed both from the perspective of 51 institutions as well as of 207 children, who, at the time the study was carried out, were in institutions where they had been initially abandoned.  

The provision of various types of services to the institutions is characterized by a critical lack of certain categories of professionals: social assistants, teachers, psychologists. For the medical institutions staffing with relevant specialists constitutes: social assistants - 2.4%; psychologists – 14.6%, teachers - 14.6%. In boarding schools and children’s homes there is not a single social assistant. 

From the child’s perspective, the coverage of development needs by different services is as follows(: medical services -100%, teaching services - 93, 7%, rehabilitation services 78, 3%; in 58% of cases the children have benefited from social assistance services.

The relatively high rates (58%) of social assistance services, compared to only 5,9% of institutions which have such professionals, is explained by the fact that many of these children, were, at the time of study, placed in institutions where such services existed or where provided for by local public authorities or NGOs. 

As long as institutions continue to offer only care, medical and teaching services, underestimating the child’s social protection aspect, which has actually determined the placement in residential care, the best interest of the child to be raised in a family environment will remain neglected. 

A deficit is also noted in relation to the continuous professional qualification of specialists with the exception of medical staff who periodically participate in professional qualification sessions.

The analysis of data points to weak cooperation between institutions and local public authorities, responsible for the protection of children’s rights. 

Only in 33% of cases, have the medical institutions notified the child protection authorities that the child had been informally abandoned, thereby breaching the law in more than half of the cases
. 
The objective of cooperation between all the principal actors, with the goal of preventing abandonment and achieving family reintegration, is difficult to attain under present circumstances.
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� Recently, the two ministries, of Health and of Labor and Social Protection, have been merged into a single ministry – of Health and Social Protection (Law of the Republic of Moldova on amendment of the Law #64-XII of May 31, 1990 on the Government, # 23-XVI of 14.04.2005)


� The Statistical Annual Report of the Republic of Moldova, the Department of Statistics and Sociology, 2003 (demographic data for 2002/2003  - children with an age between 0 and 5 years (total, girls, boys)),


� The professional parental assistance service exists at the level of pilot-projects, implemented with donor financing, in cooperation with local public authorities (in Chisinau, Ungheni, and Cahul)


( Of 207 children, which, at the moment of study performance, were at the institution where they have been abandoned


� The administration of the institution where the child is placed has the duty to notify the authority for protection of child’s rights from the place of the institution, as regards the situation of that child. The legal mechanism that regulates this situation is provided by the Family Code (Title V, chap.17, art.114 ), which provides for a maximum term of 3 days, during which these authorities are to be contacted and notified





PAGE  
2

