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Child institutionalisation in Central Asia 

The Issue

The news that the Government of Japan is donating more than US$ 2 million to UNICEF to get children out of residential institutions across the five countries of Central Asia – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan – is most welcome (31 August, 2004). The strong family networks of Central Asia may have prevented the massive child institutionalisation seen elsewhere in the Commonwealth of Independent States in recent years, but even so, around 200,000 children are living in institutions across the sub-region. These children are denied the right, enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, to grow up in a family environment, and are often vulnerable to neglect, abuse and exploitation. And, despite every stated policy intention, the numbers of children going into institutions continues to rise.

One of the problems confronting UNICEF and its partners is the difficulty in obtaining accurate and consistent figures for each country. However, almost 84,000 of these children are known to be in institutions in Kazakhstan. There are more than 2,000 children in institutions in the Kyrgyz Republic. In Tajikistan, the number of children in residential care increased by one third between 1997 and 2002, and the country now has at least 11,000 children under 16 living in institutions. In Turkmenistan, a UNICEF-supported study has found that the proportion of children aged 0-18 in residential care (excluding those with disabilities) is low, at around 0.007%, of the child population, but that their health is poorer than the health of children raised in biological or substitute families. In Uzbekistan, almost 20,000 children with disabilities are living in institutional care, in addition to 3,500 children without disabilities, around 800 infants under one year of age, and 570 children in detention. 

Few of these children are orphans. Most have at least one living parent – 80% of those in institutions in Tajikistan, for example. Often dubbed “social orphans”, these are children whose families are, for whatever reason, unable to care for them. The pressures of poverty, combined with a legacy of state care for children from families in difficulties and the sheer lack of any alternatives, means family separation and children consigned to state care. 

Institutionalisation – no matter how well intentioned – hinders intellectual, physical, emotional and social development. The younger the child, and the longer the time spent in institutions, the greater the damage. The institutionalisation of a child as a response to family poverty is a violation of child rights. 

Many institutionalised children in Central Asia spend their entire infancy, childhood and adolescence in institutions, losing all contact with their families.Children who ‘graduate’ from institutions are more likely to be unemployed, more likely to be poor, more likely to be in trouble with the law, and more vulnerable to exploitation – such as trafficking and sexual exploitation – than their peers. 

The economic and social changes of recent years have ravaged many families and communities. The rising number of children in public care is a sign of families in crisis, with poverty, unemployment, rising divorce rates, alcoholism and substance abuse weakening family ties. Meanwhile, deteriorating health, education and social service systems are excluding many families from economic and social progress. The rising number of children in public care rings alarm bells about the severe pressures experienced by their families, and about their own future prospects. It seems that institutionalisation – in itself – is still widely seen as the solution to a child’s problems, with little focus on the individual circumstances of the child or family.  And once children are institutionalised, they are liable to be permanently deprived of a family environment that is every child’s right.

The major obstacles to de-institutionalisation include the legacy of centralised planning and the mindset of professionals. There is a lack of community-based alternatives to assess the needs of each individual child and set out a plan for their future. There are few social workers or social services that can help families in difficulties and, therefore, prevent institutionalisation. There are few regulations on, or mechanisms for, domestic adoption, fostering and guardianship. And there is a lack of proper norms and standards on child protection to ensure that any measures taken are in the best interests of the individual child concerned. 
Action

Children belong in families and communities. The Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified by every country in the region, recognises that, for full and harmonious development, every child should grow up in a family environment. The institutionalisation of a child should be the very last resort and is often the end of a whole series of missed opportunities. UNICEF works with its partners to build and strengthen child protection systems that provide a “web” of services, from the identification of families at risk and support to prevent the institutionalisation of their children, to the transformation of institutions into community-based alternatives and the strengthening of family-based alternatives – all based on careful assessment of the specific needs and situation of each individual child. 

Around 32,000 children in institutions in Central Asia, plus 30,000 families that are at risk of institutionalising their children, will benefit from the Japanese contribution of US$ 2 million (approximately 235 million yen). The funds, from the Japanese Trust Fund for Human Security, will go to the UNICEF supported-project: “Every Child Has a Right to Grow up in a Family Environment” and will be divided between the five Central Asian countries, with US$ 444,000 for Kazakhstan, US$ 379,000 for the Kyrgyz Republic, US$ 369,000 for Tajikistan, US$ 369,000 for Turkmenistan and US$ 439,000 for Uzbekistan. 

The project will assess the current situation; establish community-based social services and centres for children and families; sensitise professionals and experts on this issue; boost the capacity of professionals to respond to children and families at risk; and promote foster care at community level. 
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