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April 9, 2008

UNICEF SUPPORTS MONTENEGRO TO TRANSFORM INSTITUTIONS FOR CHILDREN 
PODGORICA, 9. APRIL, 2008. – UNICEF organizes a 2-day training in hotel Maestral starting from April 8  in order to prepare the child protection services to take part in the process of transforming institutions for children and reorienting them towards a range of specialist services that support children in need to stay in their families and communities. The seminar aims to address the concerns of professionals involved in providing services for children and to raise awareness about the needs of children and the methods used to transform services.
All children have the right to live in a family and it is a basic human need: research demonstrates that babies who are institutionalised for more than six months suffer delay in early brain development – this can only be recuperated by the care of a loving family environment.  “No child under three years should be placed in a residential care institution without a parent; if children must be separated from their families in case of emergency, they should be placed with properly selected and trained foster carers, who can provide the love, individual care and stimulation that every child needs”, said UNICEF’s consultant Kevin Browne, Professor from University of Liverpool.
The training brings scientific evidence of the impact of institutionalisation on children, along with practical experience of transforming child welfare services from many other countries in Europe.  “We all agree that the system should be organised to protect children in families and to reduce reliance on large institutions.  But the process of change is difficult and will take time, and unless it is handled properly it can have negative effects on children. Sometimes when change takes place, people are afraid and other interests become the priority. So we have developed a step by step approach which ensures the right changes take place and that children are at the very heart of the process”, said Georgette Mulheir, Director of Operations for the “Children’s Voice” NGO.   

Montenegro has just over 400 children in six institutions. Proportional to the population this is about average in comparison with other European countries. The Ministries of Health, Labour and Social Welfare and of Education understand the need to de-institutionalise and believe that this seminar is timely. Svetlana Sovilj, independent advisor in the Ministry of Health, Labour and Social Welfare said: “The Ministry started the reform of the social and child protection system. We have to bear in mind that this is a long process. We welcome positive experiences of countries from the region, as well as their omissions that we will definitely avoid. The Ministry pays special attention to the vulnerable groups of children and so, finding alternative ways for protecting children residing in institutions and preventing their placing in institutions is our priority.”

Noala Skinner, UNICEF Representative for Montenegro said: “The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which Montenegro ratified in 2006, includes the principle of non-discrimination which calls for the same standards for every child; that children be cared for by their families, that all children have access to services, to protection and that their dignity be respected, no matter who is caring for them. UNICEF believes that families needing support to care for their children should receive it, and that alternative means of caring for a child should only be considered when, despite this assistance, a child’s family is unavailable and unable to care for him or her”. She added, “UNICEF is delighted to be supporting the Government of Montenegro to find solutions that are in the best interests of all children. We know that deinstitutionalization challenges traditional approaches. We know that we need to plan and act meticulously. But we are committed to accompanying the Government through this process. We will also make “good practices” and necessary information from other countries available to the general public. Montenegro has the opportunity to be a beacon in the region to other countries on the process of de-institutionalization. As a future EU member state, and as a responsible signatory to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, it is the only path”.
Alternative services for children did not exist in Montenegro until a few years ago, when UNICEF supported the Ministry of Health, Labour and Social Welfare and the municipality of Bijelo Polje to set up the first Day Care Centre for children with disabilities. The Centre provides support to families so that their children can remain at home, but still receive the education and health care they need.  The government plans to open more day centres across the country and to recruit foster families. 
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