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“Transforming Residential Institutions for Children
and Developing Sustainable Alternatives”






Transforming Residential Institutions for Children and Developing Sustainable Alternatives in Serbia
(2008 – 2010)

Year 1 of the Project Implementation – Main Achievements
(May 2008 – May 2009)

	Project objectives:

Ensuring full capacity of the child care system in responding to the needs of the most vulnerable group of children in Serbia. In line with the Social Welfare Development Strategy and the National Plan of Action for Children, the project will assist the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy and Ministry of Health in:

· transforming residential institutions into child-centdered community based services which respond to local needs;

· strengthening and expanding the existing foster carey system and developing urgent and specialized fostering;

· building professional capacities needed for transformed and decentralized system of child care. 
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Ensuring partnership and inter-sectoral cooperation in supporting 
child care system reform in Serbia
Building on the ongoing reforms of the social protection system and working in a close coordination with other actors in the field, the first year of the project implementation was focused on contributing to the gradual building and sustaining of ownership and commitment of the partners (Ministry of Labor and Social Policy and Ministry of Health) to child care reform. 
The approach of ensuring high levels of participation of ministerial professional staff on the one hand, and selected practitioners on the other, at ALL stages of the process (situational analysis, definition of policy options, financial/human resource analysis and formulation of policy solutions) was crucial in securing ownership of those who are ultimately responsible for the implementation of the child-care reforms in Serbia.  This was achieved by establishing Working Groups consisting of the above-mentioned representatives, whose role was to guide, debate, influence and finally endorse policy papers and solutions that were completed by research-teams/individual consultants working on the project.  

The process has secured a high-level of inter-sectoral cooperation (across departments within a single ministry as well as across ministries) and joint policy shaping platform which enabled the identification of more innovative solutions that can rely on mobilization of existing resources where-ever possible. 

Specific achievements by the Project components:

Transformation of residential institutions 
Secured buy-in for the endorsement of the five year Master-plan for the Transformation of Residential Institutions for Children, that stipulates a number of major changes that need to take place for enabling better quality care and moving towards the social inclusion of children with disability.  The most important aspects of the Master-plan, that when implemented shall directly impact on the quality of life of children with disabilities, are:
· The total reduction in residential capacities up to 50%.  This shall be achieved primarily through better gate-keeping and better support to biological families as well as through strengthening of the fostering system so that it can better care for children with disabilities;

· The gradual introduction of small residential capacities for children with greater disability and children with challenging behavior (20 to 40 beneficiaries).  The residential placement of children without parental-care shall no longer be a child-care option, unless it is of a short-term nature ie. as transitory solution.  The “standard” children homes shall be transformed into these planned small residential capacities;

· Three ‘specialized’ residential institutions for children shall be closed down and while two institutions are to decrease the capacity for 20%;

· The “released” resources/facilities in institutions shall also be utilized for the opening of new four regional fostering centers, as well as for provision of community based and outreach care to families (foster or biological) with children with disability;

· The priority is to withdraw all young children (up to three) from residential institutions, including those with disability and strengthen the fostering for such children.
General and specialized fostering

The Belgrade Centre for Fostering  has been strengthened through provision of training, joint development of manuals and brochures as well as their direct participation in the policy-making processes linked to fostering.  In this context, emphasis has been put on developing child assessment mechanisms that will assist practitioners in defining the type and intensity of community-service support a foster-family with a child with disability may need.  The mechanism, once fully developed, is envisaged as being of practical use to all case-managers in centers for social work for all families with children with disability (not only foster-families).
Healthcare family support in maternity hospitals

A consensus has been reached on the necessary changes needed in the health system, as part of setting up gate-keeping and discouraging the frequent practice of medical practitioners advising parents to place their child in an institution.  The drafted Guidelines for  conduct with families with children with disability are recognized as being central, not only to the work of maternity-hospital professionals, but also to the work of medical professionals throughout the system (primary care, hospitals).
Strengthening accountability and monitoring mechanisms
Despite challenges in addressing the sensitive issues of staff accountability in residential institutions, and the initial resistance to mechanisms that imply regulatory changes, there is some consensus on the need to introduce changes to the Social Welfare Law (related to the role of executive boards of residential institutions in cases related to inappropriate staff conduct), the need for changes to be introduced to the contracts clearly stipulating staff responsibilities and the need for a single Rule-book for the functioning of residential institutions through which stricter mechanisms can be put in place for stimulating and sanctioning staff working in institutions.  

Conclusions and challenges

It is certain that the child care reform process now has a clear direction and the question, therefore, is no longer whether this approach shall be implemented, but rather, at what pace these reforms shall take place (particularly taking into account the context of the economic crisis).  

The main challenge in the upcoming period shall be the actual implementation of the reforms stipulated in the policy documents produced through this project. The focus of the project in the Year 2 will be on ensuring technical and capacity building support so that the initial stages of the Master plan for Transformation of Institutions (as well as other relevant project outputs) are marked by efficiency, quality and clear results that impact on the individual lives of children with disability. 
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