INFORMATION


provided by the Bulgarian authorities with regard to the
Questionnaire on participation of persons living in poverty 

in public policies and programmes
In the field of social inclusion

I. Project 8001-2/05/01/2010 “Implementation of the commitments of the Republic of Bulgaria related to organizing and holding the 2010 European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion”

Question 1
The main priorities of the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion – 2010 (EY 2010), within the framework of the project, implemented in the Republic of Bulgaria, aimed towards the reconsideration of the approach to the especially vulnerable groups in Bulgarian society, building a capacity for the implementation of the policy for combating poverty and social exclusion, improving coordination and cooperation, and strengthening the active participation of all stakeholders. Special attention was paid to child poverty and childcare reform.

The remaining priorities of the EY 2010 aimed towards the active inclusion of those most isolated from the labour market, the provision of equal opportunities for the most vulnerable groups in society, and ensuring better management of the social inclusion policy.

The problems of the vulnerable groups were paid serious attention during the local meetings of people living in poverty and in social exclusion, during round tables and public debates held across the country, as well as at all other forums and events, taking place within the 2010 European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion.
The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy organized and implemented over 100 initiatives, events and activities on local and national level with an approximate number of 5124 participants. In all of the mentioned activities representatives of the social partners, local authorities, NGO, people facing poverty and social inclusion participated actively not only as participants, but as a lecturers and trainers. People facing poverty and social inclusion had an opportunity to share challenges and problems, to give feedback, to make recommendations, to be part of an active dialog with representatives of local and national authorities.

Throughout the year the people living in poverty participated in different types of events such as: 27 information days, National Week for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion, 8 debates on the issues of poverty and social exclusion, 6 round tables, 7 meetings of people living in poverty (6 local and 1 national), etc.

Question 2

The main actor involved in the design and the facilitation of the process was the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy which served as National Implementing Body (NIB). An Advisory Council was established under the National Implementing Body (NIB) that included representatives of the Parliamentary Labour and Social Policy Committee, the Ombudsman, the Commission for Protection Against Discrimination, the key ministries committed to the policy in combating poverty and social exclusion, the specialized administration of the Council of Ministers, executive agencies under the Minister of Labour and Social Policy, the State Agency for Child Protection, the State Agency for Youth and Sports, and the State Agency for Information Technology and Communications, the social partners, non-governmental organizations, the National Association of Municipalities in the Republic of Bulgaria, the National Insurance Institute, and the National Statistical Institute. 
A National Programme for the Implementation of EY 2010 was developed at the meetings of the Council, whose implementation was then subjected to monitoring.

Various non-governmental organizations and representatives of the social and economic partners in Bulgaria actively took part in the organization and implementation of the events, included in the 2010 European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion. They all expressed their positions on the future of disadvantaged people. 

The consultations took place throughout the country during more than 100 initiatives and events organised by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy.

The information was available at the official web site of the EY2010 (http://www.mlsp.government.bg/poverty2010/). During the implementation of the European Year more than 150 000 pieces of information materials were disseminated including booklet about the EY 2010, booklet about the policies for children and families, book with child essays and drawings etc. The information materials were available during all of the events as well as on the official web site of the EY 2010. TV and radio clips, posters and other promotional materials on poverty and social exclusion were produced to help people understand how poverty and social exclusion affect their community, what initiatives there are to fight it, and for those directly affected, to increase awareness of their rights.

During all of the events the public was able to communicate directly with representatives of the Ministry of Labour and Social policy and to present their ideas, comments and proposals. Each participant filled in a questionnaire that allowed them to make further comments and recommendations. The information was then summarized and used for the Conclusions prepared after each meeting.
Question 3

The participants were identified by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy with the cooperation of the State Agency for Child Protection and the regional structures of the Agency for Social Assistance and the Employment Agency. 

The participants received consultations by experts from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy during the Information Days and additional help by representatives from the regional structures of the Agency for Social Assistance.

All costs for participation were covered in the frames of the EY2010.
The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy in close cooperation with the regional structures of the Agency for Social Assistance and the Employment Agency took special care to provide the necessary conditions for participation to all vulnerable groups. The costs for the participants were covered in the frames of the EY2010 and the venues were selected so that they provide easy access to people with disabilities and people with difficulties in moving. 
Question 4
The barriers to the participation of people living in poverty are multiple and interconnected - economic, social, educational, cultural, etc. Some of them derive from poverty itself such as inability to meet the financial costs that can be involved; lacking suitable clothes; feelings of stigma, etc. These obstacles overlap with personal barriers such as lack of self-esteem and self-confidence which may derive from limited education opportunities. People living in poverty believe that their views do not matter and that their lives are unimportant to the Government.

One of the main obstacles to participation of people living in poverty is the limited access to information and communication services to a significant number of people. In order to improve their access measures aimed at providing accessible information in different formats that meet the needs of the vulnerable groups, consultations, development of new communication and information systems and services should be implemented. There is also limited information on the nature and extent of participative approaches as employed by public agencies or across Government, as well as lack of formal training, development and education on the topics of poverty and social inclusion.
In this regard people living in poverty and their organizations should be empowered by involving them in the design, implementation, monitoring and assessment of national strategies and programmes for reducing poverty and promoting social inclusion as well as by ensuring that such programmes reflect their priorities. 

Question 5
The approximate number of participants in all of the events organized by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy was 5124. About 2000 participants were people living in poverty or social exclusion. 3044 questionnaires providing feedback from the events have been collected. As a result of the extremely positive feedback, it is planned for some of the pilot activities of the Year to be held again. In particular, this refers to the local meetings of people living in poverty and social exclusion, as well as the National Competitions for Children’s Essay and Children’s Drawing. An annual forum is also envisaged, dedicated to the problems of poverty and social exclusion. The internet page of the Year will remain online.

Question 6
During the implementation of the EY 2010 activities special attention was paid to people facing poverty and exclusion to present their challenges and problems and to made recommendations directed to social policies and policies reducing poverty and social exclusion. In addition to the verbal recommendations 3044 questionnaires have been collected and proceed on behalf of the participants in the different events. Written comments, recommendations and suggestions have been made in 471 of them and finally conclusions have been gathered available at http://www.mlsp.government.bg/poverty2010/. Following the recommendations were initiated amendments in the Regulations for Application of the Family Allowances Act. 

As a follow-up from the EY 2010 the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy developed draft of National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 with the participation of all stakeholders - representatives of ministries, agencies, social partners, NGOs working in the field of poverty and social inclusion and academic society. The draft of the Strategy is currently subject to public consultations and is to be adopted by the end of 2012.
Question 7
The overall objectives of the National Programme for the Year’s Implementation have been achieved during the project implementation:

· Strike a balance about: the generators of poverty and exclusion in Bulgaria, the results from the implemented policies, the gaps and the necessary amendments and instruments;

· Increasing public awareness and commitment on the issues of poverty and social exclusion;

· Strengthening the solidarity with the more vulnerable groups in the society;

· Identification of the main priorities of the Bulgarian post 2010 strategy for combating poverty and social exclusion in long-term and medium-term perspective.
It should be noted that the lessons learnt from the whole process in the frames of the EY 2010 are very important information sources and serve as a basis for further actions. One of these lessons is that people living in poverty and social exclusion should be encouraged and enabled to express their opinions, ideas and recommendations and to actively participate in public life since the feedback they provided during the EY 2010 proved extremely valuable.

II. National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020
Question 1
A draft of National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 has been developed in 2011 with the participation of all stakeholders - representatives of ministries, agencies, social partners, NGOs working in the field of poverty and social inclusion and academic society. The development of a National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 is one of the key measures in the field of social inclusion set out in the National Reform Programme of the Republic of Bulgaria (2012-2020) and it is expected to be adopted by the Council of Ministers until the end of 2012. 
Some of the priorities and measures set out in the draft of the Strategy are based on the experience gained during the EY 2010 and on the consultation process including the participation of 2000 persons living in poverty and social exclusion. In this way National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 builds on the achievements in the frames of the EY 2010.

The National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 is based on the National target to reduce the number of people living in poverty with 260 000 by 2020 and four sub-targets adopted by the Bulgarian government (reducing the number of children up to 18 years of age who live in poverty by 78 000; reducing the number of persons aged 65 and over living in poverty by 52 000; reducing the number of unemployed aged 18-64 who live in poverty by 78 000 and reducing the number of employed persons aged 18-64 who live in poverty by 52 000). 

The approach applied in Bulgaria allows the stakeholders to participate not only in consulting and monitoring the implementation of policies, but also in their development. The application of this approach in the development of legal and strategic documents in the field of social policy is an established practice in Bulgaria.

The National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 is aimed at development and implementation of coherent and sustainable social inclusion policy, based on an integrated approach and intersectoral cooperation at national, regional and municipal level, including people experiencing poverty. It is based on the conception that anti-poverty policies are more likely to be effective, sustainable and inclusive if they are result of participatory processes. In this regard participatory methods are important tools for empowerment, accountability and ending the cycle of deprivation and dependency in favour of the autonomy and social inclusion of persons living in poverty. 

The development as well as the implementation of the strategic document are aimed at promoting the active participation of all stakeholders including people experiencing poverty. 

Firstly, different NGOs working actively in the field of tackling poverty and social inclusion were engaged in the development of the Strategy - European Anti-Poverty Network Bulgaria, National Network for Children, Caritas-Bulgaria, Social Activities and Practice Institute, National Alliance for Social Responsibility, Bulgarian Association for Persons with Intellectual Disabilities, etc. The participation of the NGOs in the process of development of the Strategy contributed to testing of different ideas and developing solutions – it is well-known that the NGOs are very close to the situations and often able to test proposals before they are implemented. Furthermore, the NGOs are in close contact with people living in poverty and their daily problems and thus they can express in the most effective way their ideas, comments and proposals.
With regard to the implementation of the National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 it should be noted that one of the key priorities set out in the draft of the Strategy is “Working in partnership to tackle poverty and social exclusion and their consequences”. The realization of this priority includes implementation of various initiatives aimed at mobilizing all stakeholders in the implementation of the policy to combat poverty and social exclusion with special focus on initiatives at municipal and regional level that promote the social responsibility and the partnership with the social partners, NGOs and people living in poverty. 

Question 2
            The partnership and consultation with all stakeholders are part of the process of preparation and development of the National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020. As it was mentioned above, an interdepartmental working group with participation of all stakeholders: ministries and agencies involved (State Agency for Child Protection, Agency for Social Assistance, Agency for people with disabilities, National Employment Agency), social partners, NGOs and representatives of the academic society, was established within the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy. The draft of the Strategy was developed on the basis of joint meetings and materials prepared by members of the working group. The consultation process contributed to the identification of the key priorities, measures and target groups of the policy in the field of social inclusion. As a result of the active participation of all stakeholders in the development of the Strategy valuable ideas and suggestions for improving the implemented policy in the field of social inclusion were generated. 

           With regard to the mechanisms for distribution of information it should be noted that the Strategy has been popularized by the media and at different forums. 

Frequently used tools for informing citizens and hearing the views of people experiencing poverty and the organizations that work with them are the public consultations. The draft of the National Strategy is currently being published on the website of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the Public Consultations Portal of the Council of Ministers. The public consultation process is part of the development of the document and involves the key stakeholders, local authorities, NGOs and the public. During the public consultation the citizens have rights to access information, to provide feedback, to be consulted and in this way to participate in policy-making.

The public consultation procedures are related to identifying the stakeholders and the potential participants, determining the consultation period (minimum of 30 days), gathering and analyzing the information received from the participants, evaluating the consultations.

It should be noted that the draft of the Strategy will be subject to discussion in the frames of the National Council on Social Inclusion within the Council of Ministers as a body for coordination, cooperation and consultation in the process of development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the state policy in the field of social inclusion. The Strategy will be also presented for discussion at the Council for Development within the Council of Ministers as a body for coordination of the programming and implementation of the measures for social and economic development of the Republic of Bulgaria. In this way all stakeholders are given the opportunity to contribute valuable experiences and points of view in the process of development and implementation of the strategic document.
Question 3
One of the measures set out in the draft of the National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020 is aimed at providing people living in poverty with more opportunities to influence the decisions that affect them. Another important measure is strengthening the dialogue and consultation with stakeholders on issues of poverty and social exclusion. In order to improve the capacity and interaction in the field of education, health, employment and social services the strategic document envisages creation of effective network and models for improving the coordination between the systems and strengthening the cooperation with the civil society. To promote the civil participation the experience gained during the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion 2010 will be used - information campaigns, meetings with people living in poverty and social exclusion, forums at national level, joint initiatives with NGOs and social partners, etc.



A key factor for promoting social inclusion and participation is providing access to information and communication services. It is a serious problem that requires taking measures for introducing legal minimum requirements for provision of information by the public authorities in an accessible format, enhancing the digital literacy, skills and regular use of the Internet among the vulnerable groups, providing accessible information and consultations including provision of online services in key areas (employment, housing, health, social services, etc.) to the vulnerable groups, especially people with disabilities, poor people,  vulnerable ethnic groups, people living in remote areas, etc.
In this regard the measures laid down in the draft of the Strategy are aimed at promoting active dialogue and participation as the opinion of the people living in poverty and social exclusion is the most accurate criterion for success of the policy.

Question 4
The barriers to the participation of people living in poverty are multiple and interconnected - economic, social, educational, cultural. Some of them derive from poverty itself such as inability to meet the financial costs that can be involved; lacking suitable clothes; feelings of stigma, etc. These obstacles overlap with personal barriers such as lack of self-esteem and self-confidence which may derive from limited education opportunities. People living in poverty believe that their views do not matter and that their lives are unimportant to the Government.

One of the main obstacles to participation of people living in poverty is the limited access to information and communication services to a significant number of people. In order to improve their access measures aimed at providing accessible information in different formats that meet the needs of the vulnerable groups, consultations, development of new communication and information systems and services should be implemented. There is also limited information on the nature and extent of participative approaches as employed by public agencies or across Government, as well as lack of formal training, development and education on the topics of poverty and social inclusion.
In this regard people living in poverty and their organizations should be empowered by involving them in the design, implementation, monitoring and assessment of national strategies and programmes for reducing poverty and promoting social inclusion as well as by ensuring that such programmes reflect their priorities. 

Question 5
As it was mentioned the public consultations are important tools for clarifying views and identifying different areas where new efforts are needed to tackle the challenges. In this way they contribute to improving the quality of a concrete policy. A key element of the process of public consultation is the evaluation of the level of satisfaction of the participants with the process and the results achieved. The main tools for carrying out the consultations evaluation are questionnaires, interviews, etc.
Question 6
All relevant institutions will be included in the practical realization of the National Strategy for Reducing Poverty and Promoting Social Inclusion 2020. It will be implemented through the development and implementation of two-year action plans which will be adopted by the Council of Ministers. These plans will contain concrete measures, activities and indicators for implementation, as well as responsible institutions, funding, deadlines, etc. A report on the implementation of the plans will be developed at the end of each accounting period. The report will also be adopted by the Council of Ministers.

The implementation of the policy in the field of poverty will be monitored by the National Council on Social Inclusion within the Council of Ministers in order to involve all stakeholders in the implementation and evaluation of the policy – ministries, regional and local authorities, agencies, social partners, NGOs, etc. 
Question 7
     People living in poverty should be encouraged and enabled to express, freely and publicly, their opinions and ideas, both within the poverty reduction strategy process and beyond, without any restrictions and limitations. In order to ease the constraints on the participation of persons living in poverty specific measures should be implemented: 

· Acknowledging and valuing the right of people experiencing poverty or social exclusion to participate in decision-making;

· Developing effective feedback mechanisms;

· Designing and establishing special nonbureaucratic, accessible and effective institutions such as poverty ombudsmen, to which people living in poverty can address their concerns and opinions;
· Providing equal access to basic education for people living in poverty and addressing constraints created by distance, lack of educational facilities and social or economic barriers;
· Implementation of capacity-building activities, including human rights education;

· Active cooperation and participation of the organizations protecting the rights and interests of people living in poverty in all stages of the poverty reduction strategy and other relevant governmental processes and forums.
· Encouraging poor people to form associations for the protection of their interests and to organize meetings, social and cultural events in which people living in poverty can participate without fear of being discriminated;

· Conducting public information campaigns for the persons living in poverty and providing a public platform where their voices are heard. 
In the field of social assistance
Question 1
At present, within the social assistance policy, regulated by the Social Assistance Act, two programmes have been implemented that are targeted at the most vulnerable social groups which cannot meet their basic living needs without the support of the state. The first programme is “Providing social assistance by applying a differentiated approach”. The second programme is “Providing targeted social protection through heating allowances to low-income population”.
1. The main objectives of the Programme for providing social assistance by applying a differentiated approach are as follows:

1.1
Supporting citizens who cannot meet their basic human needs without the help of others;

1.2
Supporting social reintegration of persons receiving social assistance;

1.3
Promoting employment of unemployed persons who meet the requirements for receiving social assistance.

2. The objective of the Programme for providing targeted social protection through heating allowances to low-income population is to provide financial resources to low-income people to ensure their heating in wintertime.

So far as both programmes are clearly targeted and focused on the people in the worst social position, they participate in the programmes as potential and as actual beneficiaries of social assistance.
With the exception of the time needed for the competent administrative authority for taking the actual decision to grant or deny social assistance, the participation process is implemented throughout the programme cycle.

Question 2 

            The whole process of programme implementation, including the participation process, is clearly and precisely regulated by the Regulation on the Implementation of the Social Assistance Act. It includes filing applications-statements by individuals and families, conducting a social inquiry and preparing a social report, issuing an order for granting/denying social assistance, implementation and monitoring of assistance.
In the process of programme development and implementation, the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the Agency for Social Assistance are involved.

Consultations are carried out in situ at the respective territorial directorates of the Agency for Social Assistance, through official correspondence with the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the Social Assistance Agency, through a public hot line and through the Questions and Answers section on the official web site of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy.

The information is provided through the above channels for consultation, and through the mass media, press conferences, meetings, etc.

There are no procedural restrictions and requirements for the expression of views, comments, analyses, etc. Anyone can express their views through the above channels for providing consultations and information.

Question 3

The right of all individuals and families seeking help from the state to declare their request before the relevant Directorate for Social Support is stipulated by law and no one may refuse to accept the citizens’ applications-statements.

Participants will be identified on the basis of the applications-statements submitted by them and a social survey conducted by social workers respecting certain statutory objective criteria and conditions for granting social assistance benefits.

All beneficiaries of the programmes will receive adequate guidance, advice and information whenever they want it.

When social workers conduct the social inquiry, they have to take into account all facts and circumstances relevant to the identification of the specific problem, how to solve it and the effect of inclusion in the respective programme.

Preventing any form of discrimination in the implementation of social support, and maintaining the honour and dignity of all who are the object of social assistance is regulated by law. It is a matter of personal choice whether a person or family would want to be supported. Of course, if there is such a desire, and the terms and conditions for granting assistance are met, the Government will support these people.

Question 4

The main problem related to the implementation of the programmes is the limited opportunity, especially in the time of financial and economic crisis, to increase the amount of public financial resources that are earmarked for them.

Question 5 

According to the assessment of independent experts and institutions, the programmes are very well targeted and are an important tool in the fight against poverty. They could be much more effective if the funds for their implementation are increased.

Question 6 


Through the process of participation a maximum adaptation of the social assistance system to the real needs and its optimisation in terms of achieving the objectives of the Social Assistance Act is ensured.
At the end of each reporting period, an analysis of programme implementation and the results achieved is made.

The results are documented through the official reports of the Agency for Social Assistance and the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy. They are the basis for making appropriate management decisions to optimise the system.

Question 7 

The social assistance system is well functioning, properly targeted and flexible enough to provide protection to people who need to be supported by the state. Participation of persons is procedurally relaxed to a sufficient extent so as to achieve a balance between the real financial situation of the State and the need for most efficient use of the resources of the Bulgarian taxpayers, on the one hand, and the fulfilment of the commitment of the Government to ensure protection of the most vulnerable groups of the population and meet their basic needs, on the other hand.

Additional information in the field of standard of living and demographic development

The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy is responsible for the development, implementation, monitoring and reporting on progress in the policy of standards of living and demographic development. The MLSP analyses, evaluates and predicts the level of labour income, cost of living and the official poverty line. The Ministry also organizes consultations with the social partners and the NGOs in the field of the standards of living and demographic development and coordinates the activities of the Standing Committee on Incomes and Living Standards of the National Council for Tripartite Cooperation. 

Specific aspects of the process within which the MLSP is involved:

1. Drafting a Decree of the Council of Ministers setting the minimum wage /MA/. The MA is the basic standard of the wage and a supporting point for its differentiation by stabilizing and provoking differences in the system of remuneration. After preliminary consultation with the social partners, analyses and estimates, a draft decree is being prepared to determine the new amount of the minimum wage.

2. Determining the official poverty line in the country for the next calendar year on the basis of NSI data.

3. Coordinating the process of negotiation of the minimum social security income by economic activities and groups of professional qualification /GPQ/. The aim of using GPQ is to curb the misleading social security on the basis of the minimum wage and unauthorised remuneration.
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