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Conference:

Children in Formal Care:

Accountability of Service Providers and Monitoring Mechanisms

Belgrade, 30th September – 1st October 2009  

Background

In 2001 the Government of the Republic of Serbia embarked on an ambitious social welfare system reform process, including reform of the child care and protection system. In line with its obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Government’s reform is premised on the core principle that the family plays an essential role in nurturing and supporting the child in development of her/his full potential. The reform also recognizes that where the child’s own family is unable, even with appropriate support, to provide adequate care for the child, the State is responsible for ensuring appropriate alternative care that respects the human rights of children. In this regard, residential placement should be the last resort and only a temporary alternative for any child in need of out-of-home care (CRC, art. 3, 20 and 23).

Through the reform process, the role of the State is becoming more clearly defined so as to ensure the safety, well-being and development of any child in its care through laws, policies, regulatory measures and other mechanisms that enforce accountability of all actors involved with the child. Such actors may include decision-makers, professional service providers, direct care-givers, independent monitoring bodies or civil sector organizations. The reform process therefore aims to build accountable and transparent monitoring as part of a wider democratization of the society.  

The conference objectives

One component within the wider efforts supporting the child care reforms in Serbia is strengthening accountability mechanisms to ensure that children’s rights are respected when children are a) involved in procedures undertaken by civil servants or b) placed  in formal care, decided upon or supervised by the State

The Conference should contribute to the development of a policy model which ensures comprehensive and effective protection of children through primary and secondary legislation and transparent independent monitoring.

Specific Conference Goals:

· Identification and exchange of good policy and practice models; 

· Identification and agreement on key policy options / directions; 

· Providing recommendations for next steps; 

· Laying the ground work for expanding the initiative to other stakeholders  

Participants

The conference will be attended by senior officials and decision makers from the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, Ministry of Human Rights, international and local professionals and experts, social institutions governing boards’ members, academics, independent bodies (ombudsman), parliamentarians, child rights-focused civil society organizations (including beneficiary representatives such as parents associations of children with disability), media, officials and professionals from other CEE/CIS and their UNICEF colleagues, Delegation of EC in Serbia (Total of 150 participants estimated). 

Simultaneous interpretation will be provided in English, Serbian and Russian. 

Conference Themes and Format

The Conference will last two working days and will include several plenary sessions and parallel working groups.

Following the official opening, the conference will start with a general plenary session providing an overall child / human rights framework. It will be conceptualized around child protection and human rights international obligations, with particular attention given to new developments and initiatives aimed at strengthening international and national mechanisms for child rights implementation (such as the proposed Optional Protocol to the CRC on individual communication procedures, the draft UN Guidelines for the appropriate use and conditions of alternative care for children, etc.).  Through exploring the Serbian experience, implications for implementation of international standards at national level will be elaborated focusing on two dimensions of the issue: 1) the core responsibility of the state in implementing and monitoring services and 2) the individual level obligations of professionals working with children. 

With a view to facilitating dialogue among different stakeholders, identifying and agreeing on key policy directions, the Conference will focus on three central aspects / thematic blocks necessary to guarantee the effective protection of children:

1. Ensuring staff and governing body’ s  accountability in   child residential institutions and other forms of out –of- home care   This thematic block will explore what are the state mechanisms to ensure accountability of service providers, such as laws, regulations and bodies, and more specifically: relevant aspects of legal responsibility, prevention tools and sanctioning regulations (staff codes / standards and procedures in reporting on allegations of misconduct, disciplinary measures and behavior management – regulations, procedures, capacity building). The roles and responsibilities connected with managing / governing boards’ mandates will be also addressed. The focus will be on what already exists, what are seen as shortcomings and what could be the ways forward. Regulatory options for ensuring accountability of direct child-care givers will be assessed from professional perspective as well – benefits and challenges in providing care for the child within the more structured working environment / procedures.

2. Ensuring accountability of civil servants in social services, guardianship authorities and judicial procedures The thematic block will explore the challenges of assuring the best interest of the child and mediating eventual conflicts of interests between the child and her/his  parents or guardians through independent representation, access to complaints procedures, criteria for assessment of parental competencies and for partial or full deprivation of parental rights, etc. Also covered will be opportunities and barriers to securing the child’s active participation in decision-making, taking in account the child’s evolving capacities. 

3.  The State role in quality assurance of child care system and its transparency through independent monitoring  Within this theme the role of the State in ensuring that independent monitoring mechanisms are in place will be raised, as well as roles of different actors with the mandate to monitor and report (parliament, ombudsman, civil sector, media). Challenges and dilemmas connected with different models and methodologies will be discussed, ethical and capacity building issues highlighted in balancing the need to open the system for external monitoring and protecting the safety and best interest of the child.

Each thematic block will include plenary session and working groups where the main topics will be further elaborated. The discussions should help in identifying lessons learned, barriers and challenges, actions needed and thus contribute to the formulation of policy directions and priorities. 
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