WE DEMAND STATES CLOSE DOWN INSTITUTIONS FOR
CHILDREN & PROTECT RIGHTS OF ROMANI FAMILIES

Brussels, 8 April 2021: Today, on International Romani Day, the European Roma Rights Centre
(ERRC), Hope and Homes for Children, and Eurochild call on European states to commit to closing
down institutions for children, and providing appropriate child and family support services for
Romani children who are overrepresented in state care.
The new European Union Strategy on the Rights of the Child states that all children, including those
with disabilities and from disadvantaged groups, have an equal right to live with their families and
in a community. Yet in many countries throughout Europe, Romani children are routinely removed
from their families and placed in children’s homes at a disproportionate rate compared to the rest
of the population. Research in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, Romania and Slovakia
showed that Romani children can make up between 20- 80% of children in care institutions due to
institutional biases, discrimination, and the illegal practice of removing children on the basis of
poverty. This is a long-standing issue, which in light of the new strategy on the Rights of the Child,
the new EU Roma Strategic Framework, and the EU anti-racism action plan, needs to be urgently
addressed.

The organisations call on European Union institutions to continue to support member states,
enlargement, and neighbourhood countries to break the cycle of poverty, combat discrimination,
and promote national strategies to speed up de-institutionalisation reform, including by using EU
funds. The organisations call on national governments, in countries inside and outside of the EU, to
commit to eliminating institutional care and investing in accessible social support mechanisms,
preventative measures, and family-based care for those children whose best interest is to be
removed from their families of origin.
The ERRC is bringing legal complaints in seven countries (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Moldova,
North Macedonia, Romania, Slovakia, & Ukraine) which are institutionalising young children and
discriminating against Romani families.
“We see the existence of these state homes as a form of violence against young children, and the
discriminatory practice of filling them with Romani kids as a form of racist violence” said ERRC
President, Đorđe Jovanović. “These countries have made promises to close their institutions but
progress has been too slow. If they refuse to modernise their care system, then legal action is the
only option.”
The legal complaints are being taken before national equality bodies, ombudsperson’s offices, and
international bodies such as the European Committee of Social Rights. The complaints are based on
research carried out mostly in 2020 and 2021 into the overrepresentation of Roma in state care.
They are designed to hold states accountable for their obligations under international law to respect
the right of the child to family relations, and to ensure that the best interest of the child prevails at
all times.
“Any form of institutionalisation based on discrimination is a breach of human rights”, said Mark
Waddington CBE, Chief Executive Officer at Hope and Homes for Children. “We are working
tirelessly across the world to ensure that no child ever suffers the harm of institutions and instead
grows up in a loving family. It’s essential that European states act now to do the same”.
Institutionalisation has devastating emotional and developmental effects on children, especially
their physical growth, cognition, and attention, as well as their ability to form attachments. The
effects of institutionalisation on infants – particularly in the early stages of life – can be largely
irreversible.
Institutionalisation has an especially negative effect on Romani children who leave care stigmatised
both for their ethnicity and for being an ‘institution child’. The chances of children being reunited
with their family of origin drop exponentially with every year in care, as do their chances of being
adopted. The adoption of Romani children living in institutions is almost non-existent, due to
societal racism and a lack of parents willing to adopt Roma in many countries.

A human rights-compliant response to the existing situation of Romani children in state care calls
for the total elimination of institutional care, and the development of appropriate child support
services across Europe. We call on states to provide full and adequate protection to Romani children
and families at risk of separation, to fully ensure that child removal on the basis of poverty is
prohibited in law and in practice.
This press release is also available in Bulgarian, Macedonian, Romanian, Slovak and Ukrainian.
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