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“Vremya Novostei”, Moscow, 15 August 2006.

“It’s just a myth when they say that Russian people are without heart 

and soul and don’t like children”

“Yesterday Andrei Fursenko, Minister of Education and Science of Russia, called “Army order” the way of organization of life in some children’s institutions. He again declared the his Ministry together with Ministry of Health Care and Social Development plans to simplify the procedure of in-Russia adoption. Now, as he said, there are many bureaucratic barriers during adoption which it is necessary to overcome and to make the procedure more simple and understandable.

“Orphanages must be liquidated, we must do everything to provide family care for the child”, - said Minister. He said about recent case of beating of quite small children in Baby Home in Krasnoyarsk. Another illustration to the Minister’s words about situation in Orphanages became yesterday information from Republic of Hakassia. The inmate of Abazinskyi internat hang himself there, and there is information that he was beaten before that.

Is this task – to abolish children’s institutions in Russia – a real one? What are the obstacles and how to assist to orphaned child to meet his/her substitute parents? About it observer of “Vremya Novostei” Irina Balysheva speaks with children’s rights activist, Head of NGO “Right of the Child” Boris ALTSHULER.


-- What does it mean – to simplify the procedure of adoption, which authorities speak about now?

-- In practice there is no working system of adoption in Russia! Existing procedure is just a sort of scoffing. Begin with the fact that State officials responsible for adoption in Russia are in practice incapable to fulfill the job, and secondly – they are not interested in it. Yes they have this formal duty. But Guardianship and trusteeship bodies are quiet weak all over the country. During many years we and colleagues try to lobby the Law “On Guardianship and Trusteeship” which incorporates the mechanism of strengthening of opeka. But so far in State Duma there is no move. A year ago they proposed the draft-Law which was fairly rejected by all specialists as useless. Now they try to improve it. Together with some other experts I was delegated to State Duma by the Public Chamber of Russian Federation to take part in the Working Group which drafts this urgent Law. Perhaps now we shall manage to do something with joint efforts.

Another body which is responsible for adoption according to Federal Law – is State Bank of Children Left without Parental Care, federal and in 89 regions. Our colleagues from the friendly organization “Shelter of Childhood” Alexei Rudov and Galina Krasnitskaya performed recently monitoring of work of these Banks in Russian regions. Terrible!  Information about children is quite poor and out of date, photos are very bad and also out of date, staff is insufficient and unfriendly as a rule.

Of course there must be professionals and targeted professional organizations which direct duty would be to provide family care for orphaned child, including their adoption. Experts of the Ministry of Education and Science who proposed this reform call these dreamed for organizations “The affiliated institutions of the guardianship and trusteeship bodies”. Specialists of these organizations must be responsible for organization of all the fabric of adoption and alternative family placement, beginning from organization of social marketing. We know that when such an advertising company is well organized people show great interest. It’s just a myth of Moscow policymakers when they say that Russian people are without heart and soul and don’t like children. The very moment when targeted work with population begins so many people come who want to take the child to their family. The motives are compassion for the child and also desire to solve some personal problems. 15% of Russian families are barren after all.

After first selection of candidates for parents the work on preparation of future substitute parents begins, special trainings must be organized (NOTE IN TRANSLATION: I spoke about Svetlana Kuzmenkova’s experience in Smolensk but editor did not name her). After that child is given to family. And after that life of the child in the family must be traced, necessary professional assistance must be provided. All it is huge professional work which can not be fulfilled now by one specialist of guardianship and trusteeship bodies per 5000 of children’s population. And it is important to note that this reform, creation of many of  “The affiliated institutions of the guardianship and trusteeship bodies” may be done practically without essential budget allocations! The point is that it is sufficient to reform properly the existing Orphanages, to rebuild them into such Family Placement Services.
We actively advocate the proposal by experts of Ministry of Education and Scence to adopt the Federal Program of reforming of existing children’s internats into Family Placement and Orphanhood Prevention Centers. Because the same institutions must have two-fold duties: (1) to organize family placement of orphaned children and (2) to perform family rehabilitative and family restoring social work with vulnerable families. At present this orphanhood prevention work in Russia is absolutely insufficient.

--Is it possible to compare the organizations you speak about with the international adoption agencies working in Russia?

-- According to the Russian Law foreign adopters possess great advantage as compared to Russian adopters. Family Code of Russia states that accredited agencies have right to help to foreign adopters, and this activity is not considered as mediator work forbidden by the Law. Russian adopters do not have such assistants. There are Guardianship and trusteeship bodies, there are Banks of Data with 1-2-3 specialists which are incapable to provide real help as it was noted above.


“The affiliated institutions of the guardianship and trusteeship bodies” which I spoke about must assist Russian adopters like foreign agencies help to foreign adopters. But with one difference of greatest importance: their services must be free of charge. It is quite naturally that services of the foreign adoption agencies cost money. We totally disagree with politicians who call it “child trade”. This is normal paid service. But for Russian adopters there must be no place for the paid assistance in adoption! Otherwise rich people will adopt whereas it will become impossible for relatively poor families. All the bureaucracy will be interested to push off not rich families. The same with health care: formally we have free of charge health care, but in practice only those who can pay receive real treatment. Federal Law must indicate unambiguously the services and actions necessary for adoption which must be free of charge for Russian adopters. Even different medical certificates for potential adopters must be given free of charge.
-- Patronat family care – is it alternative to adoption or a sort of preparation to adoption?

-- Patronat family, as an intermediate form of family care between the institution and normal permanent family, is very important. There are so many children – disabled ones, elder ones, with psychological problems… who nobody will dare to take to family under one’s full responsibility. Patronat permits to organize family care in these cases because patronat supposes the distribution of responsibility for the child between authorities (i.e. State professional organization “The affiliated institutions of the guardianship and trusteeship bodies”) and patronat parents who realize child’s right to be brought up in the family environment. This will permit to move to families about 150 thousands of children who otherwise nobody will dare to take from the institution. Patronat form of family care permits specialists to help to patronat parents. And of course when child lives in the family this creates psychological attachment which may trigger the subsequent change of child’s care to more permanent and independent one (adoption, guardianship, foster family). Also short-term patronat would be a legalization of guest visits and mentoring – the notions which are so far absent in Russian federal legislation.

-- Boris L’vovich, it was said recently at the top level about increase of financial benefits given to adopters. Do you consider it a good sign?

-- Financial assistance to adopters which President of Russia spoke about in May in his Annual Message to Parliament is absolutely demanded. But there are other forms to help. I heard that in Switzerland after adoption of child of any age one of parents have a right for paid half a year leave. Because adaptation after adoption is not a simple process. It must not be so that today child comes first time to the new home and tomorrow adoptive parents go to job leaving him/her alone. Also special medical policy for adopted child must be introduced. Because many people are afraid of child potential deceases which may show itself later. People know that it may be very difficult to pay for all necessary treatment and don’t dare to adopt. And of course many orphan’s benefits must be preserved in case of adoption, first of all the right to receive apartment. Existing law, which deprives the adopted children of all benefits supposed for orphaned child, is a great brake for development of adoption.

-- What is your view, do you think that proclaimed intention of authorities to liquidate the Orphanages will rich a goal after all?


-- I hope that these intentions will not be blocked by bureaucracy. I am really glad that this question is discussed at the very top political level. Because there is other – financial side of the problem. The total budget of all Orphanages in Russia is more than one billion USD per year. This figure does not include the cost of care in social shelters where non-orphaned children “temporary” taken from their parents live. Those are real money received absolutely officially by corresponding Departments – first of all regional Departments of Education where most of Orphanages and school-internats belong, then Health-Care Departments where Baby Homes belong and Social Protection Departments where internats for mentally disabled children and shelters belong. Institutionalized children are “golden hens” for all these departments. And it is not easy to overcome the resistance of this system to deinstitutionalization of children’s care.”

