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Executive Summary 
The protection of unaccompanied asylum-seeking and migrant children (UASC) in Bulgaria is 
governed by a combination of international, European Union, and national legislation, including the 
Act on Asylum and Refugees, the Child Protection Act, and the Family Code. Upon identification (typically 
by the Ministry of Internal Affairs), children are assessed for health, family situation, and vulnerability, 
and accommodated in Registration and Reception Centres (RRCs) or transit facilities. Legal representation 
is ensured via the National Bureau for Legal Aid (NBLA), while temporary or international protection is 
granted depending on the child’s origin and circumstances, including EU Temporary Protection for 
Ukrainian children. 

Bulgaria’s guardianship system operates through two parallel mechanisms: legal representation during 
asylum procedures and civil guardianship under family law after placement in social services. Key 
responsibilities include consent for medical treatment, access to education, protection of rights and 
property, and support for integration. Despite legal frameworks largely aligning with EU standards, 
challenges persist, such as inconsistent implementation of coordination mechanisms, delays in appointing 
legal representatives, limited psychosocial support, and a shortage of foster care placements. 

Additional concerns involve language barriers, lack of cultural mediators, dependence on NGOs for 
integration and healthcare facilitation, and the absence of specialised safeguards for children with 
disabilities. The 2024 EU Pact on Migration and Asylum introduces opportunities to strengthen procedural 
clarity and support mechanisms, but its successful implementation will require sufficient national resources 
to address ongoing systemic gaps in child protection. 

The guardianship system for unaccompanied migrant children in Bulgaria faces structural and 
operational challenges that require targeted improvements. Strengthening guardianship through 
enhanced training, institutional support, and engagement is key to ensuring independent, competent, and 
child-centred representation. The material presented in the sections below provides a detailed analysis 
of the specific challenges and recommendations for each area. 

Legal and policy reforms, combined with institutional capacity-building, monitoring, and evaluation, are 
essential to close gaps, safeguard vulnerable children, and standardise procedures. Effective 
coordination among state agencies, municipal services, and NGOs, alongside meaningful participation 
of children, underpins a sustainable multi-level guardianship model. 

Finally, intersectionality-informed data collection will allow evidence-based interventions, identify 
systemic gaps, and inform policy. The report details concrete measures to strengthen protection, 
integration, and well-being of unaccompanied migrant children while aligning Bulgaria’s guardianship 
system with EU and international standards. 
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Introduction 
This report addresses national policy recommendations concerning the guardianship and protection 
system of unaccompanied foreign minors in Bulgaria. It was developed by NNC within the framework 
of the GUIDE Project1, drawing on the outcomes of the National Roundtable and building on the findings 
emerging from the National Assessment. The National Roundtable in Bulgaria brought together 63 
participants on the 26th of November 2025, creating a space for exchange between public institutions, 
civil society organisations, guardians, universities, reception centres and practitioners directly involved in 
the system. 

The report aims to identify key challenges affecting the current functioning of the guardianship system 
and to put forward a set of targeted and operational recommendations to address them. Indeed, the 
recommendations presented below are grounded not only in desk research and existing literature, but 
also in the direct contributions of stakeholders working at different levels of the system. In this sense, the 
report reflects both a national snapshot of current practices and a collective effort to identify areas for 
improvement. 

The recommendations are organised around a number of macro-areas that reflect the main structural 
dimensions of the system, including the strengthening of guardianship through training, support and 
institutional engagement; the legal and policy reform, institutional strengthening, monitoring and evaluation 
system; the functioning of coordination mechanisms across actors; the long-term sustainability of a multi-
level guardianship system; the need for more consistent, intersectionality-informed data collection; and the 
broader European dimension of guardianship. Each area is presented through a set of challenges and 
related recommendations, to highlight both the main gaps and possible directions for improvement. 

The report is also closely connected to the broader logical framework of the GUIDE project and will 
feed into its upcoming activities. In particular, the most relevant recommendations will be further discussed 
and disseminated through a series of transnational webinars, each focusing on specific thematic 
priorities identified by project partners. These include the development of a national reference 
framework and coordinated referral pathways in Slovakia; the exploration of less visible challenges 
affecting guardians within the Greek child protection system; the strengthening of guardianship in Italy 
through integrated local support structures and improved stakeholder coordination; the legal, social and 
psychological dimensions of working with unaccompanied minors in Bulgaria, including the implementation 
of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum; and the interplay between legal and psychosocial aspects of 
guardianship in Poland, with a particular focus on training, support and institutional frameworks. The 
webinars will be followed by national events and a final event at the European level in Brussels, 
aimed at fostering dialogue with institutional stakeholders and promoting the uptake of the 
recommendations. 

 
1 GUIDE’s (Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children) project aim is to raise awareness of available 
resources, and support professionals and guardians caring for unaccompanied and separated children arriving in 
the EU from various countries and contexts. The project also aims to strengthen the capacity of national 
guardianship systems. It specifically focuses on providing support for guardians of children with disabilities 
and/or those at risk of developmental delays in five countries: Bulgaria, Greece, Slovakia, Italy, and Poland.  
 

https://easpd.eu/project-detail/guide/
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In terms of dissemination, the report targets both institutional actors and civil society organisations 
involved in the guardianship system. The findings and recommendations will be shared through project 
events, as well as through the communication channels of the partner organisations, with the aim of 
reaching relevant decision-makers while also strengthening coordination and joint advocacy efforts 
among civil society actors. 
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Part I. Current Legislative framework 
and Guardianship system for 
Unaccompanied Migrant Children 

National Procedures for UASC 

The protection of unaccompanied asylum-seeking and migrant children (UASC) in Bulgaria is based on 
international, EU, and national legislation. At the national level, the key acts are the Act on Asylum and 
Refugees (AAR), the Child Protection Act, the Act on Foreigners in the Republic of Bulgaria, the 
Family Code, the Act on Social Services, and secondary legislation, including the Instruction for Non-
Invasive Age Determination of Unaccompanied Refugee Children. 

When an unaccompanied child is identified, usually by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, authorities must 
act within 24 hours. If the child expresses a wish to seek international protection, they are referred to 
the State Agency for Refugees (SAR) and accommodated in a Registration and Reception Centre (RRC) 
or transit centre after an assessment of health, family situation and vulnerability. Medical screening 
establishes special needs. 

Since 2022, a Coordination Mechanism for interinstitutional cooperation has been in place. However, as 
it is not incorporated into a binding normative act and not formally endorsed by all institutions, its 
implementation remains inconsistent. 

An unaccompanied children may receive: 

● International protection (refugee or humanitarian status); 
● Temporary protection in cases of mass influx. 

Children from countries such as Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq or Iran generally apply for international 
protection and are accommodated in designated “Safe Zones” within RRCs (e.g. in Sofia and Harmanli). 
Each child is appointed a lawyer from the NBLA under Article 25 AAR. An interview is conducted by SAR 
in the presence of a Child Protection Department representative. 

Following the war in Ukraine, displaced children have been granted temporary protection under the EU 
Temporary Protection framework, ensuring immediate access to residence, healthcare, education and 
social assistance without a full asylum procedure. 

Although the legal framework largely complies with EU and international standards, several challenges 
persist: the coordination mechanism is non-binding; delays in appointing legal representatives affect 
effective participation in procedures; reception conditions and psychosocial support remain limited; 
after status recognition, placement in social services depends on available capacity. 



 

GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union. 
Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

10 
 

National Guardianship 2 System 

The system is regulated by the Family Code, the Child Protection Act, the Act on Social Services and the 
AAR. Two parallel mechanisms apply: 

1. Legal representation during asylum procedures – a lawyer from the Legal Aid Register 
represents the child under Article 25 AAR. 

2. Civil guardianship under family law – after protection is granted and placement in a social 
service is ordered, guardianship is exercised in accordance with the Family Code. 

If a child does not apply for international protection, the local Directorate for Social Assistance represents 
them under the Act on Foreigners. Representatives are appointed following placement in a social service. 
In practice, the director of the residential facility often acts as an official representative. Core 
responsibilities include legal representation in civil matters, consent for medical treatment, ensuring access 
to education and services, protection of the child’s rights and property and support for integration 
planning. Although Bulgarian law prioritises upbringing in a family environment (relatives or foster 
care), many unaccompanied migrant children are placed in residential services due to the lack of suitable 
family alternatives. Concerns remain regarding the independence of representatives when they are also 
service providers.  

Recent years have seen significant numbers of unaccompanied children, particularly from Afghanistan 
and Syria, as well as from Ukraine, under temporary protection. Key systemic challenges include a 
limited number of legal representatives and systematic trainings, insufficient foster placements for 
foreign children, language barriers and a lack of cultural mediators and strong reliance on NGOs 
for psychosocial and integration support. 

In 2024, the European Union adopted the new Pact on Migration and Asylum, reforming the Common 
European Asylum System. Bulgaria is currently in a transitional implementation phase, which may require 
amendments to the Act on Asylum and Refugees and related legislation. Some key issues have been 
identified concerning child protection under the transition phase, such as ensuring safeguards in border 
screening procedures, timely and independent appointment of legal representatives, avoidance of 
child detention and strengthened vulnerability assessments. 

The Pact offers an opportunity to improve procedural clarity and solidarity mechanisms but may also 
increase pressure on national systems if not supported by adequate resources. 

Unaccompanied minors with disabilities 

Based on data collected from interviews conducted within the GUIDE project, cases of children with 
disabilities among unaccompanied minors in Bulgaria appear to be relatively rare, largely because 
parents are less likely to send children with disabilities on migration routes. Nevertheless, children 
frequently experience physical trauma during their journey, including frostbite and limb injuries. 

 
2 In Bulgaria, the official designation of the role is “legal representative”. 
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According to representatives of non-governmental organisations, an individualised approach is applied 
in practice, with civil society actors often taking a proactive role.  

There is no specific legal procedure tailored to them; a case-by-case approach is applied. In cases 
involving children with disabilities, NGOs facilitate access to healthcare by ensuring registration with 
a general practitioner, in accordance with the Health Act, the Health Insurance Act, and the Child 
Protection Act, through the support of the appointed legal representative.  

Children with disabilities are generally treated under the same protection framework as other children, 
with each case assessed individually based on its specific circumstances. However, there is no dedicated 
procedure specifically tailored to their needs. The absence of specialised safeguards or targeted 
services may limit the effective accommodation of their specific needs. 
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Part II. The Guardianship System: 
Challenges and Recommendations 
System 
The recommendations below represent the findings of the Bulgarian national capacity assessment and 
also specific recommendations proposed during the National roundtable in Sofia on 26 November 2025.  

Strengthening Guardianship through Training, Support, and 
Institutional Engagement 

Challenges 

Structural and coordination gaps 

Although a well-developed legal framework is in place, there is still room to strengthen its consistent and 
coordinated implementation. Cooperation among institutions often relies on strong informal collaboration 
and the valuable engagement of NGOs, highlighting the existing potential for deeper partnership. 
Establishing a unified digital monitoring system could further enhance transparency and efficiency, while 
reinforcing accountability mechanisms for legal representatives would help build greater trust and 
clarity. Expanding follow-up support for children after they leave reception facilities also represents an 
important opportunity to build on the progress already achieved. 

Capacity and Resource Constraints 

Municipal capacity varies significantly. Persistent deficits include: Insufficient trained staff; Lack of 
interpreters and cultural mediators; Limited trauma-informed and disability-inclusive services; Weak 
foster care and protected housing alternatives. Language barriers undermine access to rights and 
services. Without adequate human and financial resources, the system risks remaining formal rather than 
substantive. 

Functional Limits of Representation 

While legal representation during asylum procedures is ensured, the current framework continues to 
evolve beyond its primarily procedural focus. An important and highly positive development is the formal 
recognition of lawyers’ role, something that was not previously regulated by law, which has significantly 
strengthened procedural safeguards and professional standards for children. Building on this progress, 
there are opportunities to further clarify and enrich the system, including: a more clearly defined scope 
of responsibilities; structured and mandatory training and supervision; adequate remuneration and 
measures to prevent burnout; and stronger institutional support so that the system does not rely 
predominantly on the exceptional personal commitment of individual professionals. These enhancements 
would not diminish the crucial work already being done. On the contrary, they would provide lawyers 
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and social workers with the tools, recognition, and support needed to sustain and further strengthen the 
high level of protection they strive to provide. 

Weak Integration and Transition Support 

Integration outcomes are modest due to educational barriers, social isolation, limited housing options, 
and a lack of structured transition-to-adulthood programmes. Support often ends abruptly at 18, without 
the planning of a contribution to long-term inclusion. 

Recommendations 

R1. More investments in legal representation  

This includes the development of a national competency framework that clearly defines roles and ethical 
standards, supported by the introduction of mandatory certification and regular training. It also proposes 
the establishment of supervision and peer-review mechanisms, alongside strengthened monitoring and 
complaint procedures to ensure accountability and quality assurance. 

Stakeholders: SAR, Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP), NBLA, State Agency for Child Protection, 
academic institutions, NGOs. 

Impact: Higher quality, consistency, and independence of the support system. 

R2. Institutionalise Sustainable Training 

The approach also includes conducting an annual needs assessment to identify gaps and priorities, which 
informs a state-funded annual training plan. This is complemented by the organisation of interdisciplinary 
workshops aimed at fostering collaboration and knowledge exchange among professionals. 

Stakeholders: NBLA, SAR, and MLSP. 

Impact: Improved competence and reduced burnout. 

R3. Strengthen Interpreter and Mediation Infrastructure 

Тhe establishment of a national interpreter database and an online request platform to facilitate access 
to services, supported by a stable budget allocation to ensure their long-term sustainability. 

Stakeholders: Council of Ministers, SAR, NBLA, and MLSP 

Impact: Effective communication and improved access to services. 

R4. Expand Community-Based and Disability-Inclusive Services 

Increasing foster care and protected housing capacity, alongside the development of protocols for 
disability-inclusive support and the recruitment of mental health professionals. In addition, the importance 
of the introduction of mentorship and vocational programmes, the provision of transitional housing, and 
the continuation of support beyond the age of 18, where necessary. 

Stakeholders: MLSP, SAR, municipalities, NGOs, disability experts. 

Impact: Reduced institutionalisation and stronger child-centred protection; Reduced vulnerability and 
improved long-term inclusion. 
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R5. Introduce Unified Digital Monitoring 

A creation of a centralised database on legal representation and integration outcomes with shared 
indicators and reporting obligations. 

Stakeholders: SAR, State Agency for Child Protection, NSI. 

Impact: Greater transparency and evidence-based policy planning. 

R6. Align Implementation of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum with Child Protection Standards 

Child-specific safeguards must be embedded in border and asylum procedures, ensuring early 
vulnerability assessment and prompt appointment of independent guardians. 

Stakeholders: Council of Ministers, Ministry of Interior, SAR, State Agency for Child Protection, NBLA, 
municipalities, NGOs and international organisations with expertise on this topic. 

Impact: Ensuring that accelerated procedures do not undermine the best interests of the child. 

R7. National Roundtable – Bulgaria 

The national roundtable in Bulgaria identified three concrete and immediately actionable priorities for 
strengthening the UASC support system: 

R7.1. Annual State-Funded Training Plan for Legal Representatives.  
NBLA should develop a yearly training plan based on a structured needs assessment. Dedicated budget 
allocations should be secured in advance to ensure sustainability. 
 
R7.2. National Interpreter Pool and Online Access System. 

A centralised interpreter database should be established, accompanied by an online request and 
scheduling mechanism accessible to legal representatives and social services. 

R7.3. Biannual Stakeholder Coordination Meetings. 

Two annual coordination meetings should be organised under the SAR, bringing together legal 
representatives, social service providers, NGOs, and relevant public institutions. These meetings should 
serve as a platform for case discussion, systemic problem-solving, policy feedback, and peer exchange. 

Legal and Policy Reform, Institutional strengthening, monitoring 
and evaluation 

Challenges 

Legal Representation and Language Barriers 

Even with notable legislative progress, the role of legal representatives for UASC is still primarily 
procedural, offering an important foundation for children’s protection. Legal representatives are 
increasingly called upon to support not only legal matters but also educational, psychosocial, and 
integration needs. Strengthening training, supervision, and access to multidisciplinary support would 
further enhance their capacity to respond effectively. Addressing language barriers, by improving 
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communication with social workers and expanding interpreter access, would help ensure timely, high-
quality services and more comprehensive support for each child. 

Capacity and Resources in Social Services 

Social services, particularly at the municipal level, are inconsistently available. Some municipalities are 
more receptive to accommodating UASC, while others refuse due to cultural stereotypes, language 
challenges, and limited resources. Safe Zones and protected housing provide essential support, but 
capacity is insufficient. Psychological and trauma-informed services remain limited, and leisure, 
educational, and integration programs are underdeveloped. 

Infrastructure and Material Conditions 

Reception and registration centres suffer from overcrowding, poor hygiene, and inadequate 
infrastructure, undermining child well-being. Facilities lack specialised accommodations for children with 
disabilities, and the material conditions often prevent effective care and engagement. 

Specialised Services and Integration 

Children with disabilities or special needs lack dedicated care services, protocols, and foster care 
alternatives. Integration into education is challenging, particularly for children from third countries, due 
to language barriers and the limited responsiveness of schools. Transition programs for those reaching 
adulthood are underdeveloped, leaving many vulnerable to marginalisation. 

Data Collection and Monitoring 

There is no unified digital system to track UASC, their length of stay, outcomes after leaving centres, or 
long-term integration. Data on children with disabilities are particularly scarce. Weak monitoring and 
reporting limit evidence-based policy and institutional accountability. 

Recommendations 

R8. Strengthening Legal Representation and Support 

The proposed approach envisions transforming the system into a structured, multidisciplinary model that 
goes beyond procedural representation. It includes the development of national guidelines and 
certification programmes for legal representatives, complemented by training on trauma-informed care, 
disability inclusion, intercultural communication, and integration planning. To ensure quality and 
accountability, supervision, peer review, and performance monitoring mechanisms will be introduced. 
Additionally, resources for interpreters will be expanded through the creation of a national interpreter 
pool with an online scheduling system and sustainable funding. 

Stakeholders: NBLA; SAR; MLSP; NGOs. 

Impact: Enhanced competence, independence, and consistency of support system – experts in social work 
and legal representatives; Improved communication through reliable interpretation services; Stronger 
child protection outcomes and greater procedural safeguards. 

R9. Expanding Social Service Capacity and Specialised Care 
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Ensuring adequate accommodation, psychological support, and specialised care for unaccompanied and 
separated children (UASC) and expanding the Safe Zones and protected housing (reduction of the 
overcrowding). Essential is the recruitment and training of mental health professionals and the 
development of specialised foster care for children with disabilities (disability-inclusive protocols). 

Stakeholders: MLSP; Municipalities; NGOs; Disability experts. 

Impact: Improved psychosocial wellbeing; Reduced institutionalisation; Enhanced inclusion and long-term 
integration prospects. 

R10. Data Collection, Monitoring, and Evaluation 

A necessity of a centralised digital system to track UASC registration, arrangements of the legal 
representatives, disabilities, and integration outcomes and inclusion of disability-specific indicators. The 
publishing of annual analytical and policy-oriented reports is highly recommended. 

Stakeholders: State Agency for Refugees; State Agency for Child Protection; NSI 

Expected Impact: Enhanced traceability and transparency; Evidence-based planning and stronger 
accountability; More coherent and responsive policymaking. 

R11. Integration and Transition Programmes 

Development of mentorship, vocational training and transitional housing programmes with the aim to 
ensure continued social support beyond the age of 18 in strong cooperation with NGOs and employers. 

Stakeholders: MLSP; State Agency for Child Protection; Ministry of Education and Science; Municipalities; 
NGOs 

Impact: Sustainable social and economic inclusion; Reduced marginalisation after transition to adulthood; 
Stronger long-term integration outcomes. 

R12. National Roundtables  

The necessity of strong coordination between residential social services and legal representatives to 
ensure continuity of care, with practical mechanisms to enable timely informed consent for socialisation 
and adaptive activities. A specific focus on the provision of automatic transfer of representation to a 
parent upon arrival, ensuring the child is fully under parental care and the establishment of mentorship 
for younger legal representatives. Other proposition is a dual representation model: one person 
responsible for procedural legal representation and another for broader care responsibilities. 

Stakeholders: NBLA; SAR; MLSP; Municipalities; NGOs. 

Impact: Improved effectiveness and coordination; Reduced workload and burnout; Strengthened, child-
centred protection framework. 

R13. Implementation of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum 

Integration of child-specific safeguards into border procedures, asylum processes, and vulnerability 
assessments. 

Stakeholders: Council of Ministers, Ministry of Interior, SAR, State Agency for Child Protection, NBLA, 
Municipalities, international organisations with expertise on this topic. 
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Impact: Harmonised migration procedures aligned with EU standards; Strengthened rights protection for 
UASC; Assurance that accelerated procedures do not compromise child welfare or the quality of care. 

Coordination and participation in the guardianship system 

Challenges 

Legal representation and language barriers 

Legal representatives of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) often lack specialised training 
and follow-up support. Social workers face communication difficulties due to insufficient interpreters. The 
limited language support slows decision-making and reduces children’s access to comprehensive services. 

Capacity and resources in social services 

Many municipalities cannot accommodate UASC due to lack of trained staff, cultural barriers, or limited 
resources. Psychological support is often inadequate, and Safe Zones leave children with excessive 
unstructured time, limiting access to education, recreation, and therapy. 

Infrastructure and living conditions 

Reception and Registration Centres, including Safe Zones, face overcrowding, hygiene issues, and poor 
material conditions. Lack of specialised foster care for children with disabilities and vulnerability position. 

Specialised services and integration 

Children with disabilities or special needs lack standardised care protocols. Educational integration is 
limited, particularly for third-country UASC who face language and literacy barriers. Transition to 
adulthood remains underdeveloped, leaving many unprepared for independent life. 

Data collection and monitoring 

Absence of a unified, digitised system hinders tracking UASC, especially those with disabilities. 
Inconsistent data collection complicates policy planning, service evaluation, and long-term case 
monitoring. 

Recommendations 

R14. Strengthen Legal Representation and Language Support 

To effectively address both the legal and psychosocial needs of UASC and to ensure a consistent and 
high-quality communication through reliable language support. Highly recommended is the introduction 
of standardised training, certification, and mentoring and the sustainable funding for interpreters and 
social workers. 

Stakeholders: NBLA; Social workers; Interpreters; NGOs. 

Expected Impact: Stronger, more holistic representation of children; Improved communication and trust; 
Enhanced protection outcomes and procedural fairness. 

R15. Expand Capacity and Resources in Social Services and Support the Transition to Adulthood 
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The increasing of the availability and quality of accommodation and provision of structured and 
sustained psychosocial support, with promotion of small-group and family-based care models, with 
recreational and educational programmes focus. A specific accent is a guidance for social, economic, 
and cultural integration after age 18 and the provision of transitional housing solutions. 

Stakeholders: Municipalities; NGOs; MLSP; Social workers. 

Impact: Improved wellbeing and stability for UASC; Reduced reliance on institutional care.; Stronger 
foundations for long-term integration; Reduced vulnerability during transition; Stronger independence 
and self-reliance; Sustainable social and economic inclusion. 

R16. Upgrade Infrastructure and Living Conditions 

Improvement of the conditions in Reception and Registration Centres (reduce overcrowding and enhance 
living standards) with regular inspections and implementation of hygiene protocols. 

Stakeholders: SAR; Municipalities; NGOs. 

Impact: Safer and more dignified living environments; Better health and wellbeing outcomes; Increased 
system efficiency and responsiveness. 

R17. Develop Specialised Care Protocols and Integration Programmes 

Address the specific needs of UASC with disabilities - promote educational and social inclusion and 
specific protocols in cooperation with experts; Provide staff training and strengthened language support. 

Stakeholders: MLSP, State Agency for Child Protection; NGOs; Educational institutions: Social workers. 

Impact: Greater inclusion and equal access to services; Improved educational attainment and skills 
development; Enhanced long-term integration prospects. 

R18.  Digital improvements  

Introduce digitalised records, including disability-specific indicators, and ensure regular updates with 
data-driven improvements – that will reinforce the inter-institutional collaboration. Another proposition is 
to organise regular multi-stakeholder roundtables to facilitate coordination, shared learning, and 
exchange of good practices. 

Stakeholders: SAR; Ministries; NGOs; Local authorities; Social services; NBLA. 

Impact: Stronger accountability and transparency; Evidence-based and better-coordinated decision-
making; More coherent and consistent protection practices; Continuous improvement of services and 
enhanced responsiveness to emerging challenges. 

Sustainability of a multi-level guardianship system 

Challenges 

Dependence on Non-State Actors 

The Bulgarian system relies heavily on NGOs, INGOs, and civil society organisations to provide services 
for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC). While these partnerships are essential for service 
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provision, this dependence risks creating a fragmented system with a short-term focus, as funding often 
comes from project-based sources rather than stable state budgets. The State Agency for Refugees lacks 
capacity and consistent financing, which places disproportionate responsibility on non-state actors to 
ensure care, legal representation, and psychosocial support for children. 

Fragmentation and Limited Coordination 

Coordination between institutions, municipalities, and civil society actors is inconsistent. Some 
municipalities are reluctant to accept children due to language barriers, cultural differences, and a lack 
of staff or interpreters. Services, including Safe Zones and protected housing, vary in quality and 
availability across regions. The absence of standardised protocols, especially for UASC with disabilities, 
limits continuity of care and complicates long-term planning. 

Capacity Constraints and Resource Gap 

The system faces structural challenges including insufficient accommodation, underdeveloped social 
services, lack of specialised foster care, and limited access to education or healthcare. Social workers 
and legal representatives often operate with minimal training, insufficient financial support, and unclear 
delineation of responsibilities. High workloads and resource scarcity contribute to burnout risks and 
compromise the quality of child protection services. 

Data Deficiencies and Monitoring Challenges 

There is a lack of unified, digitised data on UASC, particularly for children with disabilities. Limited 
monitoring of children after they leave reception centres hinders long-term follow-up and integration. 
This gap impedes evidence-based policy making and undermines the sustainability of interventions, as 
authorities cannot track outcomes or allocate resources effectively. 

Recommendations 

R19. Strengthen State-Led Governance and Long-Term Financing 

Ensure stable, state-funded budgets for the State Agency for Refugees and other competent authorities 
and secure sustainable financing for core functions, including legal representation, psychosocial support, 
and accommodation. 

Stakeholders: SAR; MLSP; NGOs providing direct services. 

Impact: Greater institutional stability and predictability; Stronger state ownership and accountability; 
Sustainable delivery of essential protection services. 

R20. Enhance Coordination and Standardisation of Services 

Develop national protocols and introduce specific guidelines for UASC with disabilities; Establish regular 
coordination mechanisms between state authorities and civil society to ensure continuity of care. 

Stakeholders: Municipalities; SAR; Child protection services; NGOs; Legal representatives. 

Impact: More coherent and consistent service provision; Improved protection standards, including for 
children with disabilities; Enhanced continuity and quality of care. 

R21. Build Capacity and Support for Professionals 
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Provide continuous training for legal representatives, social workers on child protection, trauma-informed 
care, and disability inclusion. Establish mentorship programmes and peer-support networks with focus on 
burnout prevention. 

Stakeholders: NBLA; NGOs: Training institutions; Social services. 

Impact: Strengthened professional competence and confidence; Reduced burnout and higher retention 
rates; Improved quality and consistency of child-centred support. 

R22. Improve Data Collection and Monitoring 

Implementation of a unified, digitised system to track UASC from arrival through transition to adulthood 
with disabilities indicators, educational progress, and post-care outcomes. 

Stakeholders: SAR; MLSP; NGOs involved in case management. 

Impact: Evidence-based policymaking and planning; Stronger accountability and transparency; Better-
targeted and more sustainable services. 

R23. Promote Long-Term Integration and Community-Based Services 

Develop transitional housing, mentorship, and vocational training programmes and ensure close 
collaboration with NGOs while maintaining state oversight and sustainable funding mechanisms. 

Stakeholders: Municipalities; NGOs; Educational institutions; Vocational training providers; Local 
community organisations. 

Impact: Improved preparedness for adulthood; Stronger social and economic inclusion; Reduced long-
term vulnerability and marginalisation. 

Intersectionality-informed data collection 

Challenges 

Fragmented and Non-Disaggregated Data 

The current system of data collection concerning unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) in 
Bulgaria, as in many European countries, reveals significant limitations when viewed through an 
intersectional lens, particularly in relation to children with disabilities. Data are often fragmented, 
incomplete, and not disaggregated by key characteristics such as age, gender, disability status, or 
country of origin. This lack of comprehensive and reliable information weakens strategic policy planning 
and undermines the effective protection of rights, leaving the most vulnerable groups insufficiently 
supported. 

Absence of Standardised Identification and Long-Term Tracking 

There are no standardised protocols for identifying or classifying disabilities among UASC, and 
information regarding children with special needs remains inconsistent. Existing records do not 
systematically capture children’s long-term trajectories in Safe Zones or other reception facilities, nor do 
they track outcomes after children leave these centres. The absence of a centralised and digitised system 



 

GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union. 
Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

21 
 

limits the ability to monitor access to education, healthcare, social services, and psychological support. 
As a result, children with disabilities and complex needs face an increased risk of marginalisation. 

Institutional Fragmentation and Resource Constraints 

Language barriers, administrative fragmentation, and limited resources further exacerbate existing 
gaps. NGOs provide a substantial share of frontline support, yet their reporting is often project-based 
and not fully integrated into national data systems. Consequently, decision-makers lack solid evidence 
regarding the number of children with disabilities, the nature of their needs, and the effectiveness of 
interventions. Findings from national monitoring efforts, including the “Report Card” of the National 
Network for Children, demonstrate that while legal and procedural frameworks exist, they cannot ensure 
equitable outcomes without accurate, systematically collected, and intersectionally analysed data. 

Recommendations 

R24. Establish a Unified, Digitised, Intersectionality-Informed Data Platform 

To create a central digital system to collect and integrate disaggregated data on UASC; Include specific 
indicators on disability, gender, age, country of origin, educational needs and introduce standardised 
digital forms across all reception facilities. 

Stakeholders: MLSP; State Agency for Refugees; NGOs; IT specialists.  

Impact: Evidence-based planning, monitoring, and evaluation; Greater transparency and accountability; 
Improved capacity to address intersecting vulnerabilities, including disability. 

R25. Develop Standardised Disability Classification and Assessment Protocols 

To establish clear definitions and protocols for identifying disabilities among UASC and Integrate 
assessment tools into initial registration and periodic follow-ups. 

Stakeholders: Ministry of Health; SAR; Legal representatives and social workers; NGOs.  

Impact: Consistent and comparable disability data; More targeted and appropriate service provision; 
Strengthened long-term monitoring of children with disabilities. 

R26. Promote Open-Access and Interoperable Data for Policy and Research 

To develop secure interfaces for structured data queries and to Integrate the platform with national 
statistical systems with legal safeguards for anonymised data sharing and ethical use. 

Stakeholders: MLSP; NSI; NGOs and academic institutions. 

Impact: Stronger evidence-based policymaking; Enhanced research and innovation in child protection; 
Improved transparency while safeguarding privacy. 

R27. Integrate Data Collection with Intersectional Service Planning 

To use collected data to guide allocation of social, educational, medical, and psychological resources 
and to identify gaps in education and healthcare access; Develop individualised integration plans 
reflecting intersecting vulnerabilities. 

Stakeholders: MLSP; Local municipalities; NGOs.  
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Impact: More equitable distribution of resources; Tailored, child-centred interventions; Improved 
integration outcomes, especially for children with disabilities. 

R28. Establish Continuous Monitoring and Feedback Loops 

To conduct annual data reviews to assess effectiveness of interventions and to incorporate feedback 
from social workers, legal representatives and children. 

Stakeholders: MLSP; NGOs and legal representatives; Academic researchers.  

Impact: Adaptive and responsive policymaking; Continuous service improvement; A resilient child 
protection system capable of evolving with children’s needs. 
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Conclusions: Roadmap to 
implementation 
Summary of Key Challenges and Findings 

The guardianship system for unaccompanied migrant children in Bulgaria faces multiple challenges, 
including delayed appointment of legal representatives, limited training and support for staff, insufficient 
foster care placements, and inconsistent coordination among institutions. Vulnerable groups, such as 
children with disabilities or from diverse cultural backgrounds, often lack tailored safeguards and 
services. Dependence on NGOs for psychosocial support and integration further highlights gaps in state 
capacity and systemic sustainability. 

Urgency and Importance of the Recommendations 

Timely and effective action is crucial to ensure the protection, rights, and well-being of unaccompanied 
migrant children. Strengthening legal and policy frameworks, improving institutional capacity, and 
enhancing multi-level coordination will reduce risks of neglect and detention. Implementing the proposed 
recommendations ensures compliance with EU and international standards while addressing immediate 
vulnerabilities. 

Priority Actions for Decision-Makers 

Decision-makers should act decisively to strengthen the guardianship system by ensuring the timely and 
independent appointment of legal representatives and guardians for all unaccompanied children. They 
must enhance training, resources, and institutional support for social workers, legal staff, and residential 
facility directors to ensure competent and child-centred representation. Expanding foster care and 
culturally responsive residential services is essential to provide safe, supportive environments, while robust 
inter-institutional coordination and monitoring mechanisms will guarantee accountability and consistent 
quality. Finally, collecting intersectionality-informed data will allow evidence-based policymaking, 
targeted interventions, and the identification of systemic gaps that need urgent attention. 
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Table of recommendations 
 

Key-dimension Challenges Recommendations Key stakeholders Best practices  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strengthening 
Guardianship 
through 
Training, 
Support, and 
Institutional      
Engagement 

Structural and 
Coordination 
Gaps 

R1. More investments 
in legal representation 

 

 

SAR, MLSP, NBLA, State 
Agency for Child 
Protection, academic 
institutions, NGOs. 

Regular training 
programs for legal 
representatives;  
protocols for 
appointment and 
oversight; peer-
learning networks 
between institutions. 

Capacity and 
Resource 
Constraints 

 

R2. Institutionalise 
Sustainable Training 

NBLA, SAR, MLSP. Continuous 
professional 
development, 
mentorship 
programs, inclusion 
of cultural 
competency 
modules. 

Functional Limits 
of Representation 

R3. Strengthen 
Interpreter and 
Mediation 
Infrastructure 

Council of Ministers, SAR, 
NBLA, MLSP 

Certified 
interpreter pools; 
multilingual support 
guidelines; 
mediation protocols 
integrated into 
guardianship 
services. 

Weak Integration 
and Transition 
Support 

 

R4. Expand 
Community-Based and 
Disability-Inclusive 
Services 

 

MLSP, SAR, municipalities, 
NGOs, disability experts 

Foster care 
prioritisation; 
mentorship 
programs; inclusive 
services; digital 
case management 
platforms. 

Centralised 
database on 
legal 
representation 
and integration 

R5. Introduce Unified 
Digital Monitoring 

 

SAR, State Agency for 
Child Protection, NSI. 
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outcomes with 
shared indicators 
and reporting 
obligations 

Child-specific 
safeguards  

 

R6. Align 
Implementation of the 
EU Pact on Migration 
and Asylum with Child 
Protection Standards 

 

 

Council of Ministers, 
Ministry of Interior, SAR, 
State Agency for Child 
Protection, NBLA, 
municipalities, NGOs and 
international organisations 
with expertise on this 
topic. 

Child-centred 
procedural 
checklists; 
compliance audits; 
cross-institutional 
working groups to 
integrate Pact 
standards into local 
practice. 

Actionable 
priorities for 
strengthening the 
UASC support 
system 

R7. National 
Roundtable – Bulgaria 

R7.1. Annual State-
Funded Training Plan 
for Legal 
Representatives. 

R7.2. National 
Interpreter Pool and 
Online Access System. 

R7.3. Biannual 
Stakeholder 
Coordination Meetings. 

 

 

Legal representatives, 
social service providers, 
NGOs, and relevant 
public institutions 

State-funded 
annual training plan 
for legal 
representatives,  

Centralized 
national pool of 
certified 
interpreters with a 
system to ensure 
timely and quality 
language support.  

Biannual 
coordination 
meetings with 
stakeholders to 
strengthen 
dialogue, 
exchange, and 
decision-making. 

 

 

 

 

Legal and 
Policy Reform, 

Legal 
Representation 
and Language 
Barriers 

 

R8. Strengthen Legal 
Representation and 
Support 

 

NBLA; SAR, MLSP; NGOs National registry of 
child advocates; 
language access 
policies; 
standardised 
onboarding and 
case management 
protocols. 
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Institutional 
strengthening, 
monitoring and 
evaluation 

 

Capacity and 
Resources in 
Social Services 

R9. Expand Social 
Service Capacity and 
Specialised Care 

 

MLSP; Municipalities; 
NGOs; Disability experts 

 

Development of 
specialised care 
units; inclusion of 
mental health 
professionals and  
multi-disciplinary 
teams  

Infrastructure and 
Material 
Conditions 

R10. Improve Data 
Collection, Monitoring, 
and Evaluation 

SAR; State Agency for 
Child Protection; NSI 

Centralised data 
platforms; regular 
reporting cycles; 
use of KPIs to 
measure the 
service.  

Specialised 
Services and 
Integration 

R11. Develop 
Integration and 
Transition Programmes 

Ministry of Labour and 
Social Policy; State 
Agency for Child 
Protection; Ministry of 
Education and Science; 
Municipalities; NGOs 

Tailored education 
and vocational 
programs; 
structured 
mentorship; family 
and community 
engagement; 
transition planning 
from care to 
adulthood. 

Data Collection 
and Monitoring 

R12. Implement the EU 
Pact on Migration and 
Asylum 

Council of Ministers, 
Ministry of Interior, SAR, 
State Agency for Child 
Protection, NBLA, 
Municipalities, 
international organisations 
with expertise on this topic 

Harmonised 
indicators; 
interoperability of 
databases; 
periodic evaluation 
workshops; inclusion 
of child feedback in 
monitoring. 

Integration of 
child-specific 
safeguards into 
border 
procedures, 
asylum processes, 
and vulnerability 
assessments. 

R13. Implement the EU 
Pact on Migration and 
Asylum 

 

Council of Ministers, 
Ministry of Interior, SAR, 
State Agency for Child 
Protection, NBLA, 
Municipalities, 
international organisations 
with expertise on this topic 
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Coordination 
and 
participation in 
the 
guardianship 
system 

 

Legal 
representation 
and language 
barriers 

 

R14. Strengthen Legal 
Representation and 
Language Support 

National Bureau for Legal 
Aid; Social workers; 
Interpreters; NGOs 

 

Standardised 
representation 
protocols; certified 
interpreter services; 
child-friendly 
materials; joint 
trainingsfor legal 
and social staff. 

Capacity and 
resources in social 
services 

 

R15. Expand Capacity 
and Resources in Social 
Services and Support 
the Transition to 
Adulthood 

Municipalities; NGOs; 
Ministry of Labour and 
Social Policy; Social 
workers 

 

Inter-agency case 
conferences; foster 
care expansion; 
transition programs; 
resource mapping 
to allocate support 
efficiently 

Infrastructure and 
living conditions 

 

R16. Upgrade 
Infrastructure and 
Living Conditions 

SAR; Municipalities; NGOs 

 

Regular facility 
inspections; child-
centred design; 
health and safety 
standards; 
feedback 
mechanisms for 
residents. 

Specialised 
services and 
integration 

 

R17. Develop 
Specialised Care 
Protocols and 
Integration 
Programmes 

Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs, State 
Agency for Child 
Protection; NGOs; 
Educational institutions: 
Social workers 

Evidence-based 
integration 
programs; inclusion 
of mental health, 
education, and 
social support; 
multi-agency 
coordination. 

Data collection 
and monitoring 

 

R18. Digital 
improvements  

SAR; Ministries; NGOs; 
Local authorities; Social 
services; NBLA. 

Integration of 
monitoring into case 
management; 
digital dashboards; 
periodic evaluation 
reports shared 
across stakeholders. 
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Sustainability 
of a multi-level 
guardianship 
system 

 

Dependence on 
Non-State Actors 

 

R19. Strengthen State-
Led Governance and 
Long-Term Financing 

 

SAR; MLSP; NGOs 
providing direct services 

Dedicated 
government funding 
lines; public-private 
partnership 
frameworks; long-
term strategic 
planning. 

Fragmentation 
and Limited 
Coordination 

 

R20. Enhance 
Coordination and 
Standardisation of 
Services 

 

Municipalities: SAR; Child 
protection services; 
NGOs; Legal 
representatives 

Multi-level 
coordination 
committees; shared 
standards and 
SOPs; annual inter-
agency reviews. 

Capacity 
Constraints and 
Resource Gap 

 

R21. Build Capacity 
and Support for 
Professionals 

NBLA; NGOs: Training 
institutions; Social services 

Structured induction 
programs; regular 
refresher courses; 
mentoring and 
supervision 
frameworks. 

Data Deficiencies 
and Monitoring 
Challenges 

 

R22. Improve Data 
Collection and 
Monitoring 

 

SAR; MLSP; NGOs 
involved in case 
management 

Centralised, secure 
databases; 
standardised 
reporting formats; 
periodic data 
quality audits. 

Transitional 
housing, 
mentorship, and 
vocational 
training 
programmes and 
ensure close 
collaboration with 
NGOs 

R23. Promote Long-
Term Integration and 
Community-Based 
Services 

 

Municipalities; NGOs; 
Educational institutions; 
Vocational training 
providers; Local 
community organisations 

Community 
integration 
programs; life skills 
and vocational 
training; family and 
foster engagement; 
culturally sensitive 
practices. 
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Intersectionality
-informed data 
collection 

 

Fragmented and 
Non-
Disaggregated 
Data 

 

R24 Establish a Unified, 
Digitised, 
Intersectionality-
Informed Data 
Platform 

MLSP; SAR; NGOs; IT 
specialists  

 

Central digital 
platform with 
disaggregated 
data by age, 
gender, disability, 
and nationality; 
automated 
reporting tools. 

Absence of 
Standardised 
Identification and 
Long-Term 
Tracking 

 

R25. Develop 
Standardised Disability 
Classification and 
Assessment Protocols 

Ministry of Health; SAR; 
Legal representatives and 
social workers; NGOs 

Adoption of 
Standardisation of 
assessment tools; 
training for 
evaluators; 
integration into 
case management 
systems. 

Institutional 
Fragmentation 
and Resource 
Constraints 

 

R26. Promote Open-
Access and 
Interoperable Data for 
Policy and Research 

Ministry of Labour and 
Social Policy; National 
Statistical Institute; NGOs 
and academic institutions 

Open-access 
dashboards; APIs 
for data exchange; 
collaborative 
research 
partnerships. 

Institutional 
Fragmentation 
and Resource 
Constraints 

R27. Integrate Data 
Collection with 
Intersectional Service 
Planning 

MLSP; Local municipalities; 
NGOs 

Data-informed 
service planning; 
regular review 
cycles; use of 
intersectional 
analysis to target 
resources 
effectively. 

Lack of annual 
data reviews to 
assess 
effectiveness of 
interventions 

R28. Establish 
Continuous Monitoring 
and Feedback Loops 

 

MLSP; NGOs and legal 
representatives; Academic 
researchers 

Real-time 
monitoring 
dashboards; 
regular stakeholder 
consultations; child 
feedback 
mechanisms; 
iterative policy 
updates. 
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