Comments to the family, childhood and demography priorities

of the 10 May 2006 Annual Message to Russian Parliament

by the President of Russian Federation 

           The very fact, that President of Russia devoted a significant part of his Annual - 2006 “Message to the Parliament” to "… love, women, children. And family" emphasizing the situation in these fields as “critical” can become a salutary event for the country. We hope that this history chance to help Russian children will not be missed and after the words the real deeds will follow. Vladimir Putin basically concentrated upon demographic crises and upon necessity to decrease the number of children living in the institutions ("I charge the Government to create together with regional authorities the mechanisms allowing decrease in number of children in internats…"). But depopulation of modern Russia as well as increasing “flood of orphans from the population”  (their number reached 800 thousand, 30% from them being institutionalized) are just consequences of general crisis of family and childhood. That is why President said about necessity "to change the attitude of all society to family and its values". And first of all this attitude should get changed at the level of the State itself. It is not a secret that existing State system is not effective at all, it does not possess legal, organizational and professional personnel preconditions necessary for effective early prevention social work with vulnerable families and for orphans’ deinstitutionalization. 

           In his Message President specified concrete sums of the essentially increased subsidies which must be given after 1 January 2007 to parents of new born child and to substitute parents. President did not outline the reforms aimed at improving the whole system. We hope that he meant it, since it is evident that:

· financial aid should be the targeted one, so effective regional and municipal systems of revealing truly needy families must be built;

· that distribution of considerable chunks of money, if it is not accompanied with the organization of effective social accompanying of families, will simply result in a new wave of orphanhood: many asocial parents will practise abandoning their kids after they turn a year and a half old (child’s age when big social monthly allowances declared by President Putin are being terminated);

· that money-stimulated quick “handing out” of the institutionalized children to families will also result in subsequent mass abandonment unless the system of preparation and social accompanying of foster parents is created.

         President’s special attention to problem of institutionalization of children is essentially important since permanent residing of child in the institution is not only harmful for his/her development and is unprofitable for budgets, but it also promotes destruction of the institute of family itself. It is a well-known fact. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has called the Government of Russia to change a policy in this field for many times. But in fact nothing has been improved, and the situation is only aggravating despite the UN Committee’s recommendations, despite the fruitful pilot experience in some Russian regions based upon foreign and Russian best practices, despite the existence of necessary draft-laws, etc. However positive experience is not being distributed, legislative and other vitally needed measures have not been implemented for years.

           Thus, the Message of the President of Russia is a historical challenge to improve non-effective Russian family and childhood protection system. Let's list some actual "overripe" system problems and proposed quick measures to heal these problems. As experts of The Public Chamber of Russian Federation we included these proposals into the “List of immediate measures aimed at realization of Message of President of Russia” elaborated by Public Chamber.

          1) According to the Federal Law there are three bodies in Russia responsible for protection of children’s rights and for decision making defining child’s and family fate: (a) municipal guardianship and trusteeship bodies, (b) commissions on affairs of minors and protection of their rights, (c) courts. And until now there are no Federal acts regulating activities of (a) and (b), and there is no Juvenile justice which priority must be not punishment but restoring. These legal gaps are the visible reasons of non-effectiveness of Russian child protecting system, because of it local guardianship and trusteeship bodies are extremely weak. Thus it is necessary:

· To adopt the Federal Law “On Guardianship and Trusteeship” which will permit to strengthen guardianship and trusteeship bodies by professional service-institutions capable to fulfill social rehabilitation work with families at risk and plural orphans’ family placement work. This Law must also incorporate into Russian child & family legislation the notion of corporate legal responsibility for the child - between local authorities, foster parents and child’s biological parents in case they are not deprived of their parental rights (“corporate parenthood” according to Western terminology). Because of absence in Russian legislation of this legal notion all Russian child-protecting system works to “pump” children from unfavorable biological families since to take the child from the family is the only real tool to protect child who suffers from parents’ neglect and/or abuse. The Draft Law “On Guardianship and Trusteeship” proposed in Summer 2005 by the State Duma Committee on Affairs of Women, Family and Children did not meet the named above demands and was fairly rejected by all interested parties. The work to improve this Draft-Law is now at hand; Public Chamber directed its experts (including two “Right of the Child” members) to the corresponding Working Group in State Duma.

· Federal Act regulating the coordinating activities of commissions on affairs of minors and protection of their rights is also strongly demanded. Its Draft-Law is buried somewhere in State Duma. President’s Message gives a chance to revive it.

· Laws on Juvenile Justice are elaborated but not adopted during years; some people in Administration of President oppose it regardless the direct support by President himself. But these unnamed people are sufficiently strong to determine the State Duma position.

           2) There are still no standards of social services established by the Federal Act of Russia; the corresponding Draft-Law is waiting for adoption for 6 years. A system of obstetric aid and early correction demands cardinal perfection. Modernization of an education system is required, because family and school - are two main "spaces" where children "live". And school must not “push off” problem children. The development of inclusive education in Russia was the priority proposed by NGOs to G8 leadership at the “Civil-G8” International Forum in Moscow in March 2006.

          3) It is necessary to help Russian adoptive parents not only with money (President has suggested "to establish a lump subsidy for all forms of a family placement of children deprived of family care, at a rate of 8 thousand rubles per family"). By estimations of experts 15 % of the Russian families are barren, and orphaned children are not actively adopted in Russia because State system of adoption is unfriendly to adoptive parents. Such state of affairs should be changed urgently, the following measures are proposed:

· The family which has adopted the child collides with set of problems, especially at the initial stage. It is necessary to establish legislatively, that all procedures connected with an adoption would be free of charge, to guarantee the paid vacation for one of adoptive parents at adoption of the child of any age, to keep for the adopted child the majority of "orphan’s" benefits and to give him/her a special medical insurance policy.

· Information about children in need of adoption must be more open for public. Law and Rules must establish obligatory “Open Days” in every children’s institution when parents authorized the right for adoption can see the children and make the preliminary choice (without informing the child). At present Russian Law forbids such events, as a result institutionalized children prove to be hidden from the society. Now the Law permits the potential adopters to make choice only on the grounds of  photos and limited “derivative information” from the State Data Bank of Children Deprived of Parental Care.

· Government must elaborate and realize the Federal Program of reforming of a number of present children’s institutions into Centers of Family Placement and Orphanhood Prevention. These Centers may serve an organizational tool capable to meet the President’s demand “to create the mechanisms allowing decrease in number of children in internats…".
           4) Heaviest problem are the disabled children. On May, 31st 2006 Vladimir Lukin, Human Rights Ombudsman of Russia, presented the special Report "On infringements of the rights of disabled children in the Russian Federation". “Right of the Child” and “Down’s Syndrome Association” worked much to prepare it. Report is finalized by the List of necessary immediate measures. Among the most acute problems are the scandalous non-observance of the Russian legislation in the field of education of disabled children, situation in social internats for mentally disabled children where 29 thousands kids are living, most difficult situation of the families with disabled child. 

             On May 31 at the presentation of this Report I said: “Financial stimulation of birth rate proposed by President Putin may be greeted but it is not sufficient to reach the goal. Every bird or animal who wants to have chicks or cubs tries to find the protected place for nest or den. Now in Russia there are no protected place for those ones who want to have babies. Because for absolute majority of Russian families the birth of a child means an inevitable jump to poverty, because there are no medical or social guarantees. And if the new born child proved to be a disabled one – then it is absolute end of a day for the family. I consider it a miracle that only 14% of Russian parents abandon their disabled children. This means that 86%, more than half a million parents, are real heroes. We may admire them, but we must also put most serious questions to the State which totally neglected these families. Other people see this horror, see the general chaos around and do not dare to have a child. That is why there is annual 1 million decrease in child population of Russia”. The same I repeated on 1 June at the Session of the Commission on the Questions of Social Development of Public Chamber of the Russian Federation where we discussed the reforms necessary for practical realization of priorities of President’s Message.
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