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ForewordForeword

The State of Children in Serbia 2006 is a report on child poverty and exclusion, and the inter-generational 
transmission of poverty. The Serbian Statistical Office and UNICEF have facilitated this first Report. In line 
with Serbia’s international commitments, and within the framework of the World Fit for Children Declaration, 
the Report could become an annual and recurrent report of the Government of the Republic of Serbia. 
The purpose of this year’s Report is to raise awareness of the situation of children in Serbia, especially of those 
who live in poverty and exclusion. Combating child poverty must be the highest priority in Government since 
poverty leads to the violation of the rights of children and can have lifelong consequences. This is a call for 
action, not to permit the exclusion of children and the transmission of poverty to the next generation.
There are over three hundred thousand children in Serbia today who are living in poverty or at risk of poverty. 
These are children who, because of material, social and cultural deprivation, are unable to realise their rights 
to education, healthcare, equal development, protection and participation. Those more at risk of poverty are 
children from large families, children living in rural areas, particularly in South-eastern and Western Serbia 
and children belonging to certain minority groups. 
Among the excluded, Roma children living in Roma settlements are the most excluded. Over 80% of these 
children are poor and practically all indicators point to unacceptable deprivation and multidimensional 
discrimination. Roma children from Roma settlements more often suffer from illness and stunting as a result 
of lack of care and undernourishment, have to take on adult roles in the absence of government assistance, 
often live in polluted slum areas and have limited access to all services. 
There are also other excluded children that must become a priority. They are children deprived of parental 
care in residential institutions, children living with disabilities, displaced of refugee children, and children 
victims of abuse, neglect, exploitation and violence. Ingrained behaviour patterns where corporal punishment 
and interfamily violence is tolerated, where innocence is harmed; where children who are ‘not the same as 
other children’ are isolated and hidden, where children remain in institutions causing them lifelong damage, 
are only some of the issues that must be addressed. Serbia has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child and by doing so has formally committed itself to ensuring the realisation of the rights of all children. 
Good bases exist. The Government of Serbia has developed a National Plan of Action for Children based on 
the World Fit for Children and with defined goals and targets by the year 2010. The process of decentralisation 
of the plan to the municipal level has begun and Local Plans of Action for Children are being developed. The 
Millennium Declaration has been signed, and thus an agreement to strive towards reaching the Millennium 
Development Goals has been set. The Poverty Reduction Strategy has been devised and is being implemented. 
To combat poverty in a sustainable way there is a need to get it right for children. Policies must be more 
inclusive and governments at central and local levels and service providers must be held accountable for the 
inclusion of all children in good quality services. To ensure results are achieved disaggregated data on children 
must be collected and progress monitored in a participatory way at local and central level. 
Respecting the rights of children, ensuring they get the chance to develop their full potential is an obligation 
of the government. It is also the best investment a country can make. This Report calls for urgent action. 
Childhood is an opportunity that never comes back.
 
   

Ann-Lis Svensson
UNICEF Area Representative
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Combating poverty and formulating relevant 
poverty reduction policies in Serbia are taking 
place within the framework of two concepts 
devised and promoted by international institu-
tions: the Poverty Reduction Strategy, including 
the National Plan of Action for Children and 
the Millennium Development Goals. The aim of 
joining the European Union inherently imposes 
also a third concept and the acceptance of a 
strategy of social cohesion (social inclusion). 

The common denominator of all three con-
cepts is the wider definition of poverty and 
not the narrow definition i.e. only a lack of 
income. All three concepts emphasise that 
development is not an objective unto itself 
and that the fruit of development should be 
felt by all social groups.

Serbia’s Poverty Reduction Strategy, in es-
sence a development strategy, dedicates a 

separate chapter to children and youth.1 In 
the course of formulating the Strategy an 
attempt was made to explicitly demonstrate 
linkages with the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), especially when devising in-
dicators for monitoring its implementation. 
During the last two years, in the framework 
of the European integration process, it has 
become apparent that there is a need to 
harmonise the Poverty Reduction Strategy 
implementation process with the strategy 
of social inclusion. 
 
The most important document that defines 
policies toward children is the Republic 
of Serbia’s National Plan of Action for 
Children – NPA2 (adopted in 2004). The 
NPA is based on four basic principles: 
non-discrimination, the best interests of 
the child, the right to life, survival and 
development and participation.

1 Government of the Republic of Serbia, Poverty Reduction Strategy, Belgrade, 2003.

2 Republic of Serbia, National Plan of Action for Children (NPA), Belgrade, 2004.

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

STATE OF CHILDREN IN SERBIA 2006

1
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This document also defines the priority 
policies towards children:
 
� Poverty reduction in children
� Quality education for all children
� Better health for all children
� Improve the position of and respect for 

the rights of children with development 
difficulties

� Protect the rights of children deprived of 
parental care

� Protect children from abuse, neglect, 
exploitation and violence

� Strengthen Serbia’s capacity to solve 
children’s problems

In effect this document is an integral part of 
the Poverty Reduction Strategy, and at the 
same time it is based on the following in-
ternational documents: the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, the Millennium 
Development Goals and the World Fit for 
Children Declaration, as well as on the docu-
ments and programmes Education for All, 
Health for All in the 21st Century, Health 21 
and the Children’s Environment and Health 
Action Plan for Europe. 

Like the NPA, the Report on the State of 
Children 2006 focuses on poverty and 
social exclusion of children and in line with 
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the wide definition of poverty and social 
exclusion, it covers all policies towards 
children that the Government of Serbia has 
defined as a priority. Based largely on the 
results of a number of surveys conducted 
as follow up to the NPA, the report seeks 
to provide support to the government in 
fulfilling its international commitment 
from 2002, in the framework of UN efforts 

to build a World Fit for Children, where 
governments are obliged to regularly 
monitor and report on the state of children 
at the national level.3 

This report, however, has one more objective 
and that is to raise awareness on child rights 
of the general public and also of policy and 
decision makers in Serbia.

3 The majority of the presented research was supported by UNICEF.
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1 Defining poverty
and social exclusion 

There are many definitions of poverty and so-
cial exclusion, and many attempts to precisely 
distinguish between these two concepts 

Poverty in the narrow sense is usually defined 
as lack of income, i.e. insufficient consumption. 
Social exclusion is a wider concept and according 
to the European Commission it refers to “a pro-
cess whereby certain individuals are pushed to the 
edge of society and prevented from participating 
fully by virtue of their poverty, or lack of basic 
competences and lifelong learning opportunities, 
or as a result of discrimination.”4 

Social exclusion can be assessed only in a rela-
tive context; individuals are excluded in com-

parison to others, excluded from the minimum 
acceptable way of life in states in which they live. 

In the widest sense, both concepts refer to lack of 
access to fundamental rights, lack of employment 
opportunities, lack of access to health, education 
and adequate social services, as well as inadequate 
social participation. The multidimensional ap-
proach to both concepts and especially to social 
exclusion requires an integrated policy approach.

As a rule, the poor are socially excluded. 
However, social exclusion does not necessarily 
imply a lack of income – children exposed to 
violence in financially well-off families, denial of 
the right to education to women due to preju-
dice, isolated rural households without access to 
health care and education are examples of social 
exclusion where poverty does not necessarily 
play a pivotal function. 

POVERTYPOVERTY
AND SOCIALAND SOCIAL
EXCLUSIONEXCLUSION

STATE OF CHILDREN IN SERBIA 2006

2

4 European Commission, Joint Report on Social Inclusion 2004, Luxembourg, COM (2003) 773 final, Brussels, 2004 p. 8.
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2 Poverty and social exclusion 
of children differ – children 
must be a priority 

Poverty and social exclusion of children differ 
as poverty affects both their present situation 
and their development and, as a result, their 
future life chances.5 

Although the wider definition of poverty 
and the concept of social exclusion are 
generally important, they are particularly 
significant for a realistic assessment of 
child vulnerability 

Growing up in isolation, without access to 
cultural and educational institutions, or in 
slums and overcrowded city areas, facing 
family violence, alcoholism, depression, 

leave marks for life, even when the ‘poverty 
line’ has been surmounted and the house-
hold has sufficient income for food and 
other basic needs. 

The Many Faces of Poverty research shows 
that neither children nor parents define 
poverty in purely material, i.e. economic 
terms; they also emphasise educational, 
cultural, social, material, health and geo-
graphical deprivation. Children define pov-
erty as a lack of books, toys, playgrounds, 
cinemas and theatres, having to walk many 
kilometres to school, lack of contact with 
their peers (‘they even stopped calling me’), 
lack of respect from adults, the teachers’ 
lack of interest, their parents’ quarrelling. 
Poverty is also when instead of a toy to play 
with, a child wishes for a tractor so his par-
ents can work. 

The definition of social exclusion of children in the 2006 UNICEF’s The State of the World’s 
Children 

For the purpose of this report, children are considered as excluded relative to other children if 
they are deemed at risk of missing out on an environment that protects them from violence, 
abuse and exploitation, or if they are unable to access essential services and goods in a way 
that threatens their ability to participate fully in society in the future.’ Exclusion may include 
phenomena that are not solely a government’s responsibility; children may be excluded by 
their family, the community, civil society, the media, the private sector, and other children.

This report introduces an additional concept, the concept of invisible children. It includes children 
who are not even registered at birth, children victims of trafficking, street children, children who 
take on grown-up responsibilities too early through premature marriage, childbirth in their teenage 
years, premature employment, etc. These children are often disappearing from view within their 
societies.

UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2006 – Excluded and Invisible, New York, 2005

5 Petra Hoelscher, A thematic study using transnational comparisons to analyse and identify what combination of policy responses are most successful
in preventing and reducing high levels of child poverty, Submitted to European Commission DG Employment and Social Affairs, Final Report
March 2004, p. 12.

6 UNICEF, The Many Faces of Poverty – Research on Child Poverty in Serbia, Belgrade, 2004, p. 8
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Poverty hits children the hardest and 
consequences of child poverty are dire 
– children must be a priority

Poverty hits children hardest because a good 
start in life is critical to the physical, intel-
lectual and emotional development of every 
individual.7 Poverty in early childhood and es-
pecially extreme poverty causing malnutrition, 
ill health, inadequate parental care and psy-
cho-social stimulation results in damage that 
often cannot be repaired later in life, even if 
the standard of living is increased. Poverty has 
the direst consequences in childhood, more 
than in other phases of the life cycle.

Even in the case when poverty data do not 
point to a specific community as being particu-
larly vulnerable in a society, combating child 
poverty needs to be a priority since reducing 

poverty in childhood is often the only way to 
break the vicious cycle of trans-generational 
poverty. Poor, malnourished, uneducated 
girls grow up to become poor, uneducated, 
malnourished mothers who give birth to un-
derweight babies; mothers who lack access to 
crucial information; mothers who are unable 
to support their own children in the learning 
process.8 Thus poverty is transposed to the 
next generation of poor and socially excluded. 
Therefore reducing child poverty is fundamen-
tal to reducing overall poverty and investment 
in children today is the key determinant of the 
success of poverty reduction programmes. The 
intergenerational transmission of poverty can-
not be broken unless children’s basic capabili-
ties and skills are developed from birth. 

Reducing child poverty must be a priority be-
cause children are indisputably poverty’s most 

How children define poverty 

When I’m ill and my grandma looks after 
me she says: ‘Where will you go when
you have no medical card?’

When my parents quarrel, I go to another 
room and switch off

I wanted to go to town, but I couldn’t

I’d like to have pocket money, and then
I’d buy trainers

I have nowhere to study or play;
I have nowhere to invite my friends…

When everyone goes on an excursion,
I stay at home. So how could anyone be 
friends with me?

I’d like to say freely who I am and what
I am, without feeling ashamed of my 
ethnic background – I hate situations
when people won’t be friends with me 
because of this

UNICEF, The Many Faces of Poverty, Belgrade, 2004

7 UNICEF, Poverty Reduction begins with Children, New York, 2000, p. 2

8 Ibid, p. 3
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innocent victims. The vulnerability of other 
groups or communities is often, and wrongly, 
ascribed as ‘their own fault’ (alcoholism, drugs, 
laziness, armed conflict, crime, etc.), thus po-
tentially decreasing the willingness of society to 
intervene. Yet children simply cannot be a cause 
of the poverty they live in; they can only suffer 

the consequences – hunger, illness, exploita-
tion. The moral argument for reducing child 
poverty is therefore indisputable. 

Poverty reduction in children is a state 
obligation accepted by signing and ratifying 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted in 1989, and subsequently signed and ratified by 192 
countries, defines the human rights of children, encompassing all key elements of poverty and social exclusion. 
Under the Convention all children have the right to the highest possible health and health care standard, the right 
to education, social protection, protection from discrimination, abuse and neglect, protection from exploitive 
forms of child labour that prevents children from attending school, denies them the right to develop... 

Article 27 of the Convention deals with protection of the standard of living. This article recognises the right of every 
child to a standard of living adequate for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development. The 
parents are responsible for the child and have the primary responsibility to secure, within their abilities and financial 
capacities, the conditions of living necessary for the child’s development. The obligation of the state is to take 
appropriate measures to assist parents and others responsible for the child to implement this right and shall in case 
of need provide material assistance and support programmes. 

United Nations General Assembly, International Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989

In view of Serbia’s aspiration towards EU 
integration, Serbia’s commitment towards 
the protection of child rights will be 

additionally strengthened by the latest EC 
initiative to produce an EU Strategy on the 
Rights of the Child. 

Towards and EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child 

One of the latest initiatives of the European Council is 
to establish a comprehensive EU strategy to effectively 
promote and safeguard the rights of the child in the 
European Union’s internal and external policies and to 
support Member States’ efforts in this field. 

The EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child is structured 
around seven specific objectives:

� Capitalizing on existing activities while addressing
urgent needs

� Identifying priorities for future EU action
� Mainstreaming children’s rights in EU actions
� Establishing efficient coordination and consultation

mechanisms
� Enhancing capacity and expertise on children’s

rights
� Communicating more effectively on children’s rights
� Promoting the rights of the child in external relations

European Commission, Towards an EU Strategy on the Rights
of the Child, COM 367, Brussels, 2006. 
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1 Monetary
indicators

In Serbia over 155 thousand
children are poor. An additional
155 thousand children are at risk
of falling below the poverty line.

CHILD POVERTYCHILD POVERTY
AND EXCLUSIONAND EXCLUSION
IN SERBIA IN SERBIA 

99

STATE OF CHILDREN IN SERBIA 2006

3

According to absolute poverty criteria, the 
share of poor children, as well as the share 
of poor households with children is ap-
proximately 10 per cent and is close to the 
share of the poor in the total population. 

A relatively large number of households with 
children, however, are found just above the 

National Plan of Action for Children 

I Priority: Poverty Reduction in Children

9 The analysis of child poverty and exclusion in Serbia is based on the findings of the Survey on Child Poverty on the Basis of Existing Data, Belgrade, 2005 
(unpublished). The Survey is based on specially processed LSMS data from 2002 and 2003. The 2002 LSMS was used as a basis for the Poverty Reduction Strategy 
of the Government of the Republic of Serbia. The LSMS is not basically intended for measurement of child poverty, so certain limitations must be taken into 
account when analyzing the vulnerability of particular population groups. Thus, for example, the share of expenditures of the entire household which is used 
for children from that household cannot be ascertained. Many important issues about wellbeing of children and respect of their rights are missing, especially 
those about cognitive, emotional, social and cultural development of children. 
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poverty line, and just a small shift upwards 
of the poverty line, leads to a significant 
increase in the number of poor. Thus, based 
on the adopted methodology used in the 

PRSP an additional 10 per cent of children 
living in households just above the poverty 
line can be termed as being at risk of falling 
into poverty. 

Graph 1  Percentage of people
below poverty line, 2002–2003.

10.410.6 10.6 10.5 10.6 10.5

2002

2003

CHILDREN ADULTS TOTAL

Graph 2  Percentage of households
below poverty line, 2002–2003.
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In 2003, neither general population poverty 
nor child poverty decreased despite the in-
crease in GDP. Experiences from other coun-
tries also confirm that economic growth and 
development do not automatically bring about 
poverty reduction, especially of excluded 
groups.

Which children are poor according
to monetary criteria

Within the category of poor children, those that 
are threatened above average are children of 
primary school age,10 those living in large fami-
lies and with more children, children living in 
rural areas, especially in Southeast and Western 
Serbia. In the households with poor children 
the adults usually do not have an income of 
their own and are less educated. A similar pov-
erty profile is present in the general population.

10 This conclusion is particularly sensitive and very much depends on the equivalence scale used. 

Graph 3  Characteristics of households and poverty line
– only children, 2002.
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Poor children usually live in households 
with less educated members

Education is one of the most important deter-
minants of poverty in Serbia. Households with 
children are no exception; the education level of 
household members is the most important deter-
minant of poverty. Only 1 per cent of children live 
under the poverty line in households where at least 
one adult has a secondary or university degree. 

The poorest households with children 
spend most on food 

Food accounts for over one half of total expen-
diture of poor households with children.11 Food 
expenditures, rent and housing expenses ac-
count for almost 80 per cent of the expenditures 
of these households. Therefore, not much is left 
for fulfilling other needs. In light of this, it is dis-
turbing that the poorest households spend more 
on tobacco than on children’s education (3.3 per 
cent and 3.1 per cent respectively).12

In absolute terms, food expenditure of the 
poorest is two times below the national average, 
while the expenditure structure shows that sig-
nificantly more is spent on cheaper, high calorie 
foodstuffs. 

Employment is the most significant
source of income for the poor

For the poorest families with children, as for all 
other families, employment is the most significant 
source of income. However, relatively speaking, 
the share of income from employment is lower 
than in other population groups, while pensions 
as an income have slightly more than average 

significance, and especially income from agricul-
ture, gifts, and social assistance (cash benefits). 

The significance of employment for the poor-
est is confirmed by the fact that getting or los-
ing a job was the crucial factor for the changed 
status of certain households in 2003, i.e. for 
pushing their consumption above or below the 
poverty line.14 

CEREALS AND WHEAT PRODUCTS

FRESH VEGETABLES
AND PRODUCTS, MUSHROOMS

FRESH FRUIT AND FRUIT PRODUCTS

FRESH MEAT AND MEAT PRODUCTS

FRESH FISH AND FISH PRODUCTS

OILS AND FATS

FRESH MILK, MILK PRODUCTS
AND EGGS

OTHER PRODUCTS SUGAR, SALT,
CANDIES, COFFEE, TEA...

ALCOHOL AND NONALCOHOL
DRINKS

OUT OF HOME

Graph 4  Structure of expenditures for food (100%)
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BASE: POPULATION OF CHILDREN UNDER 18 

11 Compared to other households with children the expenditure structure of the poorest however does not significantly differ from other households with 
children. The share of food expenditures is also high in households with “medium” living standards. Only the richest 10 per cent of households shows a sharp 
increase in living standard, with a relatively low share of food expenditure in the total expenditure. 

12 Again, only in the richest 10 per cent of households does the share of expenditure on tobacco lag behind the expenditures on education (1.5 per cent 
and 3.9 per cent respectively). Similarities between the expenditure distribution/structure of households with children and households in the total 
population suggests that the inequality between households with children follows the same model of inequality as that of the total population. 

13 The term employment includes also work in grey economy, in accordance with the ILO definition. 

14 Go ra na Kr stić, Poverty in Serbia 2003 and Analysis of Child Allowances, Beograd (unpublished)



20 THE STATE OF CHILDREN IN SERBIA 2006

Subjective poverty 

Over one half of households with children 
(56.2 per cent) claim that they are poor, assess-
ing their financial situation as bad or very bad.

Just like the total population, following the 
democratic changes in 2000, households with 
children had expectations that were unrealisti-
cally high. In reality, the increase in living stan-
dards was small, and still far from being able to 
cover all the needs that could be covered during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Insecurity is a fact of life.

Although the correlation between the subjective 
feeling of poverty and real household expendi-
tures is high, there are diversions in both direc-
tions. Thus, among the poor there are those who 
do not feel poor, while among the well-off there 
are households which see themselves as poor. 

Hence, 4 per cent of the households with 
children, which are ‘objectively’ poor accord-
ing to consumption criteria, do not perceive 
themselves as poor, while over one third of the 
better-off think of themselves as poor, i.e. they 
assess their financial situation as bad and even 
as very bad.

VERY BAD

BAD

NEITHER GOOD, NOR BAD

GOOD 

VERY GOOD

DON’T KNOW

1%
9%

1%

24%

32%32%

Graph 5  How would you describe currant
financial status in your household
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2 Some non-monetary 
poverty indicators

Children from poor families live
in households that are on average
further away from relevant institutions 
such as schools, health care centres, 
hospitals, cultural institutions, sports 
facilities, etc.15 

According to this criterion, not only children 
from poor households, i.e. below the poverty 
line, are excluded, but also the majority of 
children living outside urban areas, especially 
outside the city of Belgrade. 

Dwelling conditions of poor children
are below average 

Poorer children live in poorly equipped 
apartments/houses, with fewer durable 
goods, in cramped older buildings, with
poor utility infrastructure. 

According to this criterion, a number of 
children that are not monetary poor are also 
excluded. Thus, children living in households 
without running water and sewer system are 
potentially excluded. 

Poor children less often attend
pre-school; a large percentage of 
them does not receive a basic primary 
education and does not usually attend 
additional private lessons or school 
programmes 

It is particularly worrying that 6 per cent of 
children living under the poverty line do not 
go to primary school. One of the reasons most 
often cited for non-attendance is poverty. 

Pre-school institutions are also less frequent-
ly attended by children from multigenera-
tional families, from families where the adults 
are less educated, by children from Western 
Serbia and from rural areas. Parents usually 
do not send children to kindergarten because 
they see no need for it. Some parents say that 
they think that their children are too young 
to send away. They also give reasons such as: 
pre-school institutions are too far away or 
that they do not have enough money. 

15 The correlation between poverty and the distance from relevant institutions is evidently high and understandable since exposure to poverty is higher
in rural and less developed areas.

Graph 6  Dwelling conditions
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Graph 7  Reason why does not attend kindergarten
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The study ‘Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices’ shows that the majority of parents 
define the parents’ role as focused more on ‘care’ to the detriment of ‘development’. That is 
why the main reason given for the child’s non-attendance of kindergarten is ‘no need’, since at 
home they have a family member that can take care of the child, although this attitude fails to 
address the child’s needs that cannot be satisfied by ‘staying at home’. In this context, another 
of the study’s findings should also be mentioned – there is a widespread opinion among parents 
that real intelligence becomes manifest when a child becomes three years old. Parents are less 
concerned with the cognitive development of children younger than three and do not know 
enough about the importance of early brain development. 

UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished)

Preliminary results from MICS3 
clearly show the vicious circle 
of poverty. Malnutrition and 
stunting is more present in 
the poorest 20 per cent of the 
population than in the general 
population; only 9 per cent of 
the children attend pre-school 
institutions; children more 
often drop-out of primary 
schools; and less than two 
thirds attend secondary school. 

Poor children take on the role 
of adults prematurely. There are 
more working children among 
the poor; as much as 19 per 
cent of the girls marry before 
they are 18. 

The share of children born 
with a slight physical 
disability is significantly 
higher than in the general 
population.

There is a clearly visible 
correlation between negative 
indicators and the parents’ 
low education level.

16 MICS3 is the third round of Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey on the situation of children and women in Serbia. The Survey represents the largest individual 
source of data for monitoring progress in achieving internationally defined goals drived from the Millenium Declaration, National Plan of Action for Children 
and A World Fit for Children document. It should be noted that the 20 per cent poorest in this Survey are defined in accordance with the wealth index 
criteria which include 19 variables that are highly correlated with children’s living conditions. 
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Incidence of chronic illness is higher 
among the poorest children 

The presence of chronic illness in poor 
children is above average, while short term 
illnesses and injuries are rarely mentioned. 
This could indicate that less attention is given 
to these types of health problems in poorer 
families. Findings are similar for children living 
in rural areas, children in multigenerational 
families and those where adult members have 
lower education levels. 

Based on the mentioned indicators, in 
addition to the income poor, an additional 
number of households with children are 
vulnerable and potentially socially excluded

Although they are not categorised as monetary 
poor, according to non-monetary criteria, 
a number of families with children living in 
isolated rural areas, in houses without water or 
sanitation, with less educated adult members 
and often in multigenerational families are 
identified as vulnerable and socially excluded.
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General surveys cannot fully cover individual 
vulnerable groups such as households living in 
slums, refugees and IDPs in collective centres, 
children in residential institutions. Additionally, 
although necessary and providing a good over-
view of the general situation, national indicators 
are often not adequate for assessing the situ-
ation of vulnerable groups, or for identifying 
regional and urban-rural differences.

1 Roma Children
in Roma Settlements

In recent years a substantial number of re-
search and studies have been conducted 
focusing on Roma. Data proving the above 
average vulnerability and social exclusion of 
the Roma population are unequivocal and 
alarming. Although most data refer to special 
samples, usually of Roma living in Roma set-
tlements, the findings are no less alarming. 
Data shows that almost all children living in 

Roma settlements can be considered socially 
excluded. Even when they are ‘above the 
poverty line’ they live far away from health 
care and/or education centres, lack parental 
attention, take on adult roles prematurely 
and are often exposed to multi-dimensional 
discrimination.

The most important finding on poverty
of Roma children in Roma settlements17

67 per cent of Roma children from
Roma settlements are poor,
62 per cent of Roma households
with children are under the poverty
line, while 90 per cent consider 
themselves poor

Since the basic population of Roma children 
is 37,315, it can be estimated that in Roma 
settlements 25,000 children are poor. Children 
living outside cities are especially excluded, 
as are those living in Vojvodina and in larger 
households with more children. 

GROUPS AT RISKGROUPS AT RISK
OF SOCIAL EXCLUSIONOF SOCIAL EXCLUSION

STATE OF CHILDREN IN SERBIA 2006

4

17 UNICEF, Survey on Child Poverty on the Basis of Existing Data, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished) 
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Poverty in Roma children is different depend-
ing on the type of settlement they live in.18 
In the slums 83 per cent of Roma children 
are poor, while in new inner city or suburban 
communities two thirds of the Roma chil-
dren are poor (55 per cent). 

Similar indicators are seen at the household 
level. 62 per cent of Roma households with 
children living in Roma settlements are poor.

A subjective feeling of poverty is present in 
almost all households with children (over 90 
per cent).

If all members of the households are 
without any formal education and live 
in a Roma settlement the children will 
almost certainly be poor

The correlation of poor children with their 
parents’ education in the Roma population 
is extremely high. According to LSMS data, 
87 per cent of Roma children that live in 
a household with members without even 
primary education are poor. 

The poorest Roma households with children 
also spend most of their money on food

Similar to the poor in the total population, 
the poorest Roma households with children 
spend most of their money on food (over 
60 per cent). In the structure of the rest of 
the consumption in all households, tobacco 
holds a high position – almost 8 per cent, 
while expenditures for education are barely 
over 1 per cent. 

Almost every third Roma child aged between 
15 and 18 smokes. Since responses were 
provided by adult household members, it can 
be estimated that this share is even higher.

Graph 8  Percentage of population
under the poverty line, 2003
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Graph 9  Percentage of households
under the poverty line, 2003
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Graph 10  Subjective assessment
of financial well-being 

VERY BAD

BAD

NEITHER GOOD, NOR BAD

GOOD

VERY GOOD

DON’T KNOW

1% 0% 1%

64%

26%

8%

18 There are four types of settlements: slums – extreme poverty communities, partaje or rural settlement within the inner city area, poor village
or rural settlement, new inner city or suburban community.
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Dwelling conditions of the majority reflect 
complete deprivation and poverty, with 
every seventh child living in a cardboard 
or tin house 

According to all parameters the housing con-
ditions of Roma households are significantly 
worse, even in comparison to the poorest 
households in the general population. Almost 
every third child that lives in a slum, or in the 
Belgrade Roma settlements, lives in a space 
that is not intended for habitation, most often 
a cardboard or tin house.

The least favourable housing conditions are 
those in Vojvodina and in the rural areas.

Concerning durable goods, the Roma popula-
tion with children lags far behind the poorest 
households in Serbia. The only commodities 

that exist in almost every household are a 
stove and a television set. Even in the slums, 
two thirds of households have a TV. 

When a household has to spend almost all it has on food it is clear that this is a case of extreme 
poverty. Yet, often, there is not even enough food. According to the MICS3 preliminary results 
according to the criteria of body mass for a given age group, as much as 8 per cent of Roma 
children are underweight. 

Graph 11  Type of dwelling
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Some additional poverty and social exclusion indicators of Roma families with children (aged 0–6) 

� 22 per cent of Roma families from the sample live in dwellings with earth floors, which has 
health and sanitary implications especially for children

� Young Roma children are more frequently ill, have problems with health insurance, and 
parents cannot afford to buy over-the counter medicine

� Children lag behind in motoric development: 14 per cent of children older than 3 do not hold 
a pencil properly (relative to 2 per cent in the general population), and one in four cannot use 
a toilet independently (relative to 8 per cent in the general population)

� Roma parents rarely or never play with their children, less often respond to children’s 
questions, but more often shout at and beat their children

� A large number of children grow up without reading or story telling, colouring books, singing 
children’s songs

� There are cases of older children taking care of the younger ones, which is especially 
unacceptable if they miss school.

UNICEF research, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished) 
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Indicators on Roma children education, 
especially on primary education are 
unacceptably low 

Compared to other children in Serbia 
aged 3 to 6, the Roma children from Roma 
settlements less frequently attend pre-school, 
usually because of a lack of money or because 
the parents think there is no need.

Almost 30 per cent of Roma children of prima-
ry school age do not go to school. Non-atten-
dance is highly correlated to the education level 
of the parents. Over one half of parents whose 
children do not go to school say it is because 
they have no money. 

NO NEED / PREFERS
TO STAY HOME

THE CHILD IS TOO SMALL

TOO FAR AWAY

THE SERVICE
IS TOO EXPENSIVE

LOW QUALITY
OF SERVICES

Graph 12  Reason not to attend preschool
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MICS3 preliminary results evenMICS3 preliminary results even
more precisely and more dramatically more precisely and more dramatically 
illustrate the educational handicap of illustrate the educational handicap of 
Roma childrenRoma children

Only 4 per cent of Roma children attend pre-
school institutions, 76 per cent go to primary 
school, but only 13 per cent complete it. 
Secondary school is attended by only 4.8
per cent girls and 12.2 per cent boys. 
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Health indicators are also negative

LSMS results indicate that the share of chil-
dren with chronic illnesses is higher among 
Roma children, and that only one half of the 

Older Roma children are expected
to take on the roles of adults

Although LSMS results to do not show that 
younger Roma children work, it is clear that 
older Roma children, aged 15 to 18, are ex-

Roma child mortality is highRoma child mortality is high  

The infant mortality rate of Roma children 
in Roma settlements is estimated at 26 per 
thousand, while the under five mortality rate 
is 29 per thousand. Both indicators are almost 
three times higher than the official average for 
Serbia (9.1 and 10.4% respectively)

ROMA

SERBIA

Graph 13  Infant and under-5 child mortality,
Serbia (national data) and Roma in Roma
settlements, (MICS3) 2005
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MICS3 – preliminary results

chronically ill children receives treatment. 
Acute, short illnesses and injuries are less re-
ported than in the general children population. 
Other studies show that the overall health sta-
tus of Roma children is significantly worse. 

pected to earn a living and take on adult roles. 
As opposed to most children aged 15–18 who 
are students, the Roma children of the same 
age are said to be looking for a job, while oth-
ers help in the household, are housewives and/
or work but are not formally employed. 

Early marriageEarly marriage Over 40 per cent of Roma girls aged 15–19 
are married or live in union. As much as 12 
per cent of Roma girls aged 15 are married 
or live out of union. 
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2 Children with
Disability 

 

Official data show that in mid 2006 approxi-
mately 6,000 children with disability received 
carer’s allowances and other types of state 
assistance from the Ministry of Labour, 
Employment and Social Policy or from the 
Pension and Disabled Fund. An additional 
760 children with disability live in residential 
institutions. 

The National Plan of Action for Children 
reiterates that there are no reliable data, or 
mechanisms for systematic registration of in-
formation on children with disability. Various 
pieces of research indicate the difficult posi-
tion of persons with disability, the insufficient 
sensitisation of the general public to the rights 
of child with disability, and an extremely low 
attendance of these children in the education 
system.19 

According to the opinion of local level 
institutions’ representatives, one of the 
four greatest problems of children aged
0–6 in local communities is the problem
of children with disability20 

The main findings from focus group 
discussions:21

� Parents often hide children with disabilities

� Parents are insufficiently informed on how 
to help children

� The local level lacks counselling services 
and day care centres for children with 
disabilities

� Teachers and other children’s parents show 
great resistance to including children with 
disabilities into pre-school institutions and 
regular schools 

� A lack of professionals in many municipalities

� Parents discontinue or do not commence the 
children’s education. In most municipalities 
and cities there are no special schools, and 
sending children to regional centres requires 
substantial funds and parting with the chil-
dren, which is unacceptable for many families

The Survey with parents of children aged 
0 to 6 partially confirms some of the 
previous findings22 

Only 3 per cent of the surveyed families ‘admit’ 
that they are taking care of a child with dis-
ability, while over one fourth claim to know a 
family/child living with disability. Such a large 
discrepancy suggests that parents hide children 
with disability. This is probably true since the 
survey shows that in Belgrade there are more 
children with disability than in the rest of the 
country. Therefore, it is realistic to suppose, 
that in the rest of Serbia, where people are less 
informed and aware than in Belgrade, children 
with disability are underreported. 

National Plan of Action for Children 

IV Priority: Improving the Position and Rights of Children with Disability

19 NPA, p. 52

20 UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished), part of report dealing with focus groups 

21 Representatives of local governments, health, pre-school institutions, centres for social work and NGOs dealing with problems of children aged 0 to 6

22 UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished).
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It is encouraging that the vast majority of re-
spondents (over 80 per cent) claim that the 
parents take their children out for walks, while a 
significant number (40 per cent) also claim that 
the children go to schools or kindergartens. 

Furthermore, the survey shows that there is re-
sistance towards inclusive pre-school education. 
Approximately 16 per cent of parents would be 
against their children attending a kindergarten 
with a child with disability. This share is quite 
high bearing in mind that this was a hypotheti-
cal question, when it can be expected that more 
respondents would provide an answer that is 
‘politically correct’ and not because it is their true 
opinion. It can be assumed that there are more 
respondents who agree with the stated opinion, 
but did not provide a truthful answer because 
they were embarrassed.

Prejudice towards children with 
developmental difficulties is also evident 
in residential institution staff – an addition 
reason for deinstitutionalisation23 

The traditional perception that children with 
disability are unable to interact socially and 
learn, results in less attention being paid to 
them in residential institutions. Children with 
developmental difficulties living in residential 
institutions are often isolated, spending entire 
days indoor, with insufficient social and emo-
tional stimulation. Testimony to this are the 
locked toys kept out of the children’s reach, 
placing the children in ‘straight jackets’ to 
prevent self harm, as well as the desolate play-
grounds and gardens surrounding the homes 
for children. In the residential institutions 
themselves this is justified by the insufficient 
number of staff that cannot pay adequate
attention to each individual child. 

 23 Brow ne K, Vet tor S, De ja no vić V, Report to UNICEF and the Government of the Republic of Serbia on deinstitutionalization and transformation of services
for children in Serbia”, 2006 (unpublished). 
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antisocial behaviour, delinquency and crime later 
in life. This is why, as a rule, children in homes for 
children deprived of parental care can be consid-
ered socially excluded. Advocating for deinstitu-
tionalisation and the development of alternative 
forms of social protection are largely based on the 
conviction that early privation and deprivation 
experienced by young children in institutions is 
equivalent to violently abusing these children. 

Findings from the document Report to UNICEF 
and the Government of the Republic of Serbia on 
deinstitutionalisation and transforming services 
for children in Serbia, on children accommo-
dated in ‘Stacionar za majku i dete’ show that 
children are mostly taken care of by medical staff 
who provide adequate health care, but with no 
psychological or educational programmes. Even 
older children rarely go outside and there is a 
noticeable lack of adequate psycho-social stimu-
lation. In these circumstances even non-disabled 
children show developmental delay and do not 
begin to walk or talk until later in comparison to 
children who grow up in a family setting.

Representatives of institutions at local level 
indicate that children deprived of parental 
care accommodated in residential institutions 
have the most difficult problems26

According to the opinion of focus group discussion 
participants the situation in homes for children de-

National Plan of Action for Children

V Priority: Protecting the Rights of Children Deprived of Parental Care

3 Children Deprived
of Parental Care 

The latest Ministry of Labour, Employment and 
Social Policy data show that approximately 7,500 
children deprived of parental care are included 
in the system for social protection. Out of this 
number the majority is living in the guardian-
ship of a relative, 1,700 are accommodated in 
residential institutions, and almost 3,000 are 
living with foster families. Compared to 2004, 
when the National Plan of Action for Children 
was formulated, the number of children in foster 
families has increased and the number of chil-
dren in residential institutions has decreased.

The conclusions in the NPA, however, are still 
valid.24 There is still an unacceptably high use 
of institutional forms of protection, especially 
bearing in mind the dire consequences especially 
for very young children. In short, procedures 
for implementing social protection measures for 
children do not observe child rights as a priority.

Numerous research indicate the 
inadequacy of institutional protection
and the extremely negative consequences
of this type of child protection25 

Children deprived of parental care accommo-
dated in residential institutions, especially very 
young children are at risk of harm in terms of 
attachment disorder, developmental delay and 
neural development. The lack of a family environ-
ment and adequate care increases the chance of 

24 NPA, p. 59

25 Browne K, Vettor S, Dejanovic V, Report for UNICEF and the Government of the Republic of Serbia on deinstitutionalization and transformation of services for children 
in Serbia, 2006 (unpublished)

26 UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished), report participatory research with focus groups (representatives of local 
governments, health, pre-school institutions, centres for social work and NGOs dealing with problems of children aged 0–6
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National Plan of Action for Children 

VI Priority: Protection of Children from Abuse, Neglect,
Exploitation and Violence

prived of parental care is difficult. The children in 
child homes lack not only adequate accommoda-
tion, clothes and food, but also a feeling of security 
and intellectual and emotional stimulation.

Institutionalised children are not, however, the 
only ones from this child group that face problems. 
In some local communities examples are cited of 
adopted children who are exposed to discrimina-
tion (‘This is a small place and everyone knows ev-
eryone else. Sometimes adopted children are not 
accepted’27).
 
Also, in some local communities children of parents 
working abroad face difficulties. Children from these
families usually stay in the country with their grand-
parents, deprived of parental love and support. 

4 Children Victims of Abuse, 
Neglect, Exploitation
and Violence 

The National Plan of Action for Children states 
that child abuse and neglect is more frequently 
known since the beginning of the 1990s, and 
that the number of registered cases has in-
creased sharply since 2001; the general public 
is not very sensitive to the issue and the lack 
of knowledge and skills of professionals all 
present an obstacle for more efficient social 
protection. 

Physical punishment is still commonplace 
in disciplining and raising a child in
Serbia28

Although physical punishment is seen as so-
cially unacceptable, and an ineffective way of 
disciplining a child, it is not seen as harmful. 
‘Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices’ 
findings show that a significant number of 
parents still physically punish their children, 
sometimes even with a rod or stick. According 
to this research, in families with young children, 
up to 6 years of age, almost 40 per cent of par-
ents hit the child during the week preceding the 
interviews, and every fifth used a rod or stick. 
In Belgrade this percentage is over 50 per cent, 
while among Roma it climbs to 64 per cent. 
When babies and very young children, who are 
probably not beaten, are taken out from the 
total this percentage becomes even higher.

27 Ibid.

28 Ibid.
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Participatory research with focus groups 
conducted at the same time shows that there 
is no significant public pressure and condem-
nation of this type of discipline. The focus 
group participants admit that they would not 
interfere even if they knew that their neigh-
bours severely beat their children.

Perceptions and opinions on child abuse29 

The most important findings of the research 
Perceptions and opinions on child abuse show that:

� Children distinguish between physical, 
mental and sexual abuse

� Physical and mental abuse cannot be separated

� Children can identify peer violence; but are 
resistant to accepting that domestic violence 
exists in their milieu; and have difficulty in 
precisely defining sexual violence 

� The majority of children believe that every 
second child is going through some type of 
abuse and 10 per cent through serious types 
of physical and sexual abuse

� Abusers are most frequently adults in 
general, more frequently men and boys

� Among the factors contributing to abuse are 
the attitudes of society (adults) towards chil-
dren, patriarchal upbringing and traditional 
gender roles

� Children often do not disclose abuse – they 
think adults do not believe them and public 
services are not child friendly

Physical punishment has not
disappeared from schools either30

The research School without violence – towards 
a safer and more stimulating environment for 
children demonstrates an alarmingly high de-
gree of different types of violence in schools in 
Serbia. Violence is defined as not only physi-
cal, but also as a verbal act with intent to ‘hurt, 
frighten or shame’ 

Graph14  How many times did you hit
the child last week

10%

14%

37%

39%

MORE THAN FOUR TIMES

THREE TIMES

TWICE 

ONCE OR LESS

29 UNICEF, Perceptions and opinions on child abuse, Belgrade, November 2005, qualitative research in 7 municipalities with 10–19 year-old children and
young people.

30 Main findings from the study of Dr Dijana Plut and Dr Dragan Popadic, Schools without violence – towards a safe and stimulating environment for children, 
UNICEF, Institute for Psychology, Belgrade Faculty of Philosophy, Belgrade, July 2006, 26 947 students and 3937 adults from 50 primary schools were surveyed.

How children define violence and abuse 

Violence is a physical action where the soul also suffers

Abuse is pecking one’s sanity

Violence is when a person is forced to enrol into music 
school although he would like to be a sportsman

Violation of my privacy (reading my diary) is violence

Mental [violence] cannot be seen but hurts the most

We do not know what is happening because nobody
talks about it

The parent says: For as long as I was beating you,
you were the best

UNICEF, Perceptions and opinions on child abuse,
Belgrade, November 2005.
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Different indicators show that at least 
one fourth of primary school children are 
exposed to violence by their peers, while 
according to different indicators between 
5 and 10 per cent of the children are 
extremely endangered 

The most common types of peer violence 
are insults, spreading lies about the ‘victim’, 
hitting and threats. Most abusers go to the 
same school as the victim, and peer violence 
does not significantly differ by gender or age. 

Although a significant number of teachers and 
other school staff consider school violence as 
a problem, cross referencing their responses 
with the responses of pupils shows that ‘grown 
ups’ underrate the problem of peer violence in 
schools. 

Almost every third child in Serbia is 
exposed to violent behaviour by their 
teachers. Among those, a significant 
number is exposed to physical 
punishment 

‘As much as 17 per cent of pupils responded that 
their teacher hit them or pulled their hair or ears 
at least once during the last three months, while 
8 per cent of pupils responded that some of the 
teachers threatened them.’ Among those who 
were ‘physically disciplined’, this is something 
that happens to them every day (every fifth child 
among those physically punished). Half of the 
grown up respondents are aware that there are 
abusive teachers and that in their school at least 
one or two colleagues act violently.  

Violent behaviour of pupils toward 
teachers is also a problem 

Every fourth teacher considers that the extent 
of the pupils’ verbal aggression is alarming, 
while 12 per cent claims that physical assaults 
also present a serious problem. Pupils estimate 
even higher levels of verbal violence by pupils 
towards teachers.

Teachers and school staff believe that the 
family is the most important factor influenc-
ing violent behaviour and that the school’s 
responsibility is less important and does not 
contribute to increased violence of pupils 

The majority of the teachers think that greater 
commitment in schools can decrease violence 
primarily through improved communication 
with parents and the development of non-vio-
lent communication skills. It is indicative that 
a significant number of teachers (40 per cent) 
opted for punishing the abusers, as a repressive 
form of decreasing violence, while preventive 
measures received much less support. 

5 Other Potentially
Excluded Groups 

5.1 Gender Aspect 

Under the Serbian Constitution and legal frame-
work women and men are equal. Some indica-
tors, however, especially regarding labour market 

A focus group participant claims that a school
director stated:

I told them to send me only the worst cases,
I can’t beat all of them 

UNICEF research, The Many Faces of Poverty, Belgrade, 2005. 
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status clearly indicate the less favourable status 
of women.31 A large number of the mentioned 
differences derive from the traditional status of 
women in society and especially from the patri-
archal role of women in family life. The origin of 
these differences is found in early childhood. 

Some Research on Family Beliefs and Care 
Practices research findings show that 
even today in Serbia different socialisation 
models exist for girls and boys from very 
early childhood, and that these models 
influence the later division of roles:32

� In patriarchal rural families and families living 
in remote villages less emotions are shown to 
boys, while at the same time boys are given 
more importance, more is invested in them, 
and more expected of them in the future.

� Open emotions are shown more to girls, with 
the explanation that it is in their nature and 
that it is not good to show emotions to boys. 

� Attitudes on teaching girls ‘house work’ 
differ. A number of parents think that girls 
should be taught from early childhood, 
while others protect the girls ‘while they are 
home with the parents [because] they will 
have enough house work in their lifetime.’

The family model in which the children 
grow up clearly determines and shapes 
the future roles of girls and boys33 

In 92 per cent of the families with very young 
children (up to 6 years old) the mothers are the 
primary care takers, regardless of where they 
live, their material status and household char-
acteristics. They also spend most time with the 
children. Often, even employed mothers do not 
have any assistance and this is considered a nor-
mal situation that no one questions. Although 
some fathers are included in some caring activi-
ties, their involvement usually amounts to playing 
with the children or taking them for walks. The 
division of roles is clear and precise, even in the 
area of punishment. It is mothers who usually 
punish the children, yet children are more afraid 
of their fathers.

5.2 Children from Refugee
and IDP Families

During the last ten years there has been much 
research done on the refugee and IDP popula-
tion documenting their extremely difficult fi-
nancial situation, but also their social exclusion.34 
Among refugee and IDP children, the most ex-
cluded are those living in collective centres. 

The Research on Family Beliefs and Care 
Practices study also shows the difficult 
position of refugee and IDP households 
with children 0–6 years old:35 

� Refugee and IDP households with young 
children have inferior accommodation. As 
many as 41 per cent of these households are 
tenants (compared to 12 per cent of the total 
population) and must pay rent as an addi-
tional expense

31 Women unemployment rates are significantly higher, they wait longer on employment and become employed with more difficulty, have lower wages, are 
dominant in less profitable sectors, are less present in politics, on management positions and among entrepreneurs. As a result of accumulated differences 
women’s pensions are lower on average. 

32 UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished)
33 Ibid.
34 Economics Institute, Human Development Report: Yugoslavia 1997, Belgrade, 1998 and UNDP, Human Development Report Serbia 2005: The Strength of Diversity, 

Belgrade, 2005. 
35 UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished)

I am equal, but less than my brother

UNICEF research, Perceptions of and opinions on child abuse,
Belgrade, 2005.
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Discrimination is present in the context of 
children displaced from Kosovo and those 
that took refuge from Croatia and Bosnia. 
Children state that they are bothered by the 
fact that other children call them ‘Shiptars’ 
(a derogatory name for Albanians) and do 
not want to play with them.

UNICEF, The Many Faces of Poverty, Belgrade, 2004.

� Food consumption of these households
shows a significant shortage of fruit and meat

� More than two thirds of refugee and IDP 
parents assess their financial position as bad 
or very bad 

� Parents play with their children less, read to 
them less and sing to them less

� Parents shout at the children more often
� Children attend pre-school less, usually for 

lack of funds

5.3 Social and Cultural Poverty,36 
Regional Differences, Rural–urban 
Differences, Underdeveloped 
Municipalities

Poverty is most present in households with 
children living in rural areas and in less 
developed regions 

As already shown, child poverty is much wider 
among the rural population, especially in the 
regions of South-eastern and Western Serbia. 
These areas are also characteristic for their infe-
rior accommodation, remoteness from relevant 
institutions, inferior infrastructure and utilities, 
such as roads, water supply, electricity, etc. 

Children living in the rural and least developed 
parts of Serbia are potentially exposed to the risk 
of being socially excluded not only due to lack of 
income and low consumption, but also because 

Children sometime need to travel distances of up to 16 km to 
school, through forested terrain and on roads without pave-
ments, often in the dark. Even when they can travel to school 
by bus, parents often cannot afford to pay the fare. Children 
who travel large distances to school have no time to study, 
often arrive at school muddy, and need to get up very early. 
Children, who live far away from school, cannot stay after 
school to play with their peers; employed parents leave them 
alone the entire day… 

We carry stones with us, and when we go to school,
we drive the wolves away if we see them

UNICEF, The Many Faces of Poverty, Belgrade, 2004.

of ‘socio-cultural’ poverty. The National Plan of 
Action for Children also shows that ‘Socio-cul-
tural poverty is a particular form of poverty that 
impacts upon the everyday development of a 
child and is handed down through generations. 
This type of poverty is characterised by a lack of 
socio-cultural infrastructure and is also reflected 
in the inaccessibility of social and public resourc-
es such as healthcare, social protection, culture 
for children and the like.”37 

36 This term has the same meaning as the term “poverty of the environment” (of the family environment, rural/urban dwelling, local community, region) used in 
the chapter on Poverty Reduction in Children in the PRSP for Serbia.

37 NPA, p. 22.
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� Analysis of the status of children in munici-
palities that have formulated LPAs shows:

� In Kragujevac 95 per cent of children 
from MOP beneficiary families are not 
enrolled in pre-school programmes 
and the majority of children drop out 
of primary school or immediately after 
primary school.39

� In Sjenica there are 25 children regis-
tered with the Municipal Association 
for Assisting Children and Persons with 
Disabilities, while the Centre for Social 
Work has data on eleven. Some analyses 
show that this number is much higher 
(as many as 200 children with different 
types of disability)40

� In the municipality of Pirot one third 
of the children go to kindergarten, 
over one hundred children were 
rejected due to lack of space.41 

� A survey among children attending the 
special school ‘Mladost’ in Pirot shows 
that 70 per cent of the children are Roma, 
two thirds of the children live in families 
where parents are unemployed and with-
out regular income and over one half in 
households with five or more members.42 

38 According to the Republic of Serbia Law on Underdeveloped Areas (Official Gazette RS no. 53/95)

39 The Kragujevac Centre for Social Work research findings covered more than 60 per cent of children of MOP beneficiaries, the City of Kragujevac, Local Plan of 
Action for Children – Kragujevac fit for children, p. 10. 

40 The municipality of Sjenica, Local Plan of Action for Children – Sjenica fit for children, April 2005, p. 21

41 The municipality of Pirot, Local Plan of Action for Children – Pirot fit for children, March 2005, p. 23

42 Ibid, p. 32

Children from isolated settlements

� In households with young children living in isolated settlements parents less often read
to their children or play with them 

� Shouting and physical punishment are more often used as forms of punishment
� The share of children going to nurseries and kindergartens is extremely low – only 9 per cent
� A significant number of parents (28 per cent) state that they have problems receiving adequate 

health care, mostly because these institutions are very far away

UNICEF, Research on Family Beliefs and Care Practices, Belgrade, 2005 (unpublished)

Sometimes, it is only by means of data analysis at 
the municipal level that problems which can only 
be glimpsed at the national level are fully revealed:

� Infant mortality in some municipalities is 
significantly above average: 

� Among the least developed municipalities, 
some municipalities, such as Medvedja, 
Bojnik and Bosilegrad have an extremely 
high infant mortality rate (based on the 
level of average in the period 2002–2004, 
infant mortality rates are approximately
29, 20 and 15 per thousand live births 
compared to 9 for Serbia).38

� There are significant differences in the 
coverage of children by education: 

� In the municipalities of Trgoviste, Med-
vedja and Presevo, three of the twelve least 
developed municipalities in Serbia, the net 
primary enrolment ratio is 10 percentage 
points lower than the republican average. 

� In the municipalities of Zagubica, Trgovi-
ste and Tutin, another three of the twelve 
least developed municipalities in Serbia, 
the secondary school enrolment ratio is be-
tween 35.7 and 38.8 per cent (compared to 
76.4 per cent in the Republic of Serbia).



  39FOCUS ON POOR AND EXCLUDED CHILDREN

5.4 Child Labour

Few children in Serbia work. According to child 
poverty research findings in Serbia, primary 
school age children are normally dependents. 
However, there are serious pockets of excluded 
children that require attention. In the age group 
15 to 18, the percentage of children in the labour 
market, i.e. the average figure for those that are 
not included in the education system amounts 
to approximately 22 per cent. This percentage is 
significantly higher among poor (33.5 per cent) 
and especially Roma children (90 per cent). 
Preliminary results from MICS3 show that ap-

43 UNICEF, The Many Faces of Poverty, Belgrade, 2004, p. 32

proximately 4 per cent of children under 15
(7 per cent of Roma and 9 per cent of 20 per 
cent poorest) are involved in some form of 
work outside the household.

The UNICEF participatory research The Many 
Faces of Poverty reveals that many children living 
in villages assist their parents in working in the 
fields or tending cattle, meaning, as noted by the 
surveyor, that sometimes these activities prevent 
them from going to school, or even cause them 
to drop out. The research also shows that a num-
ber of children are begging or sell some prod-
ucts, sometimes black market goods.43 
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1 At National Level

The first fundamental requirement in com-
bating child poverty and exclusion is placing 
this objective high on the Government of 
Serbia’s agenda. Economic development does 
not necessarily lead to poverty reduction, and 
it does not automatically benefit children. 
On the contrary, the countries in the Region, 
which are in transition to a market economy, 
are experiencing increasing disparities. Poor 
and excluded children have less access even to 
primary education. To avoid a new generation 
of uneducated, poor adults, inclusive policies 
that target specifically the poor and excluded 
children must be developed and implemented. 
In Serbia the excluded children are children 
of ethnic minorities, especially Roma children, 
poor children, children deprived of parental 
care, children with disability, and children vic-
tims of violence, abuse and neglect or traffick-
ing and prostitution.

Improving the status of children will depend 
on the level of priority this objective will get 
among the numerous reform objectives of a 

country in transition. Awareness and good 
data for evidence-based policy making and 
for monitoring the effects of these policies 
are urgently required. 

Important laws and policies were developed 
over the last years. To implement them so 
that they reach the poor and excluded chil-
dren (which are the most in need of these 
reforms), is perhaps the greatest of all the 
challenges. The causes of exclusion have to 
be identified through participatory research; 
dialogue between the excluded popula-
tion, service providers, other stakeholders 
in the municipalities; and mechanisms for 
inclusion, that make it possible to break 
through the barriers of exclusion. Systems 
must become more inclusive and behaviour 
towards the excluded population and capaci-
ties of service providers must be enhanced. 
Services and service providers must be held 
accountable for the services they provide 
and for the inclusion of all children.

One of the key issues in combating child 
poverty and exclusion both at national and 
local levels is establishing multi-sectoral 

POLICY OPTIONS POLICY OPTIONS 

STATE OF CHILDREN IN SERBIA 2006
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coordination, cooperation detecting issues of 
concern related to children and they have to 
work together finding and implement solu-
tions. In a period of transition, when numer-
ous reforms are at the same time being imple-
mented in different sectors, multi-sectoral 
cooperation is dysfunctional, thus presenting 
an obstacle to solving multidimensional issues. 
Thus, one of the priorities in combating pov-
erty must be strengthening the role and im-
portance of multi-sectoral bodies such as the 
Council for Child Rights and multi-sectoral 
councils at local level. 

There are also challenges in the areas of creat-
ing budgetary space for reforms and special 
programmes for child inclusion, collecting re-
quired disaggregated data and developing and 
maintaining databases on poor and excluded 

children, developing adequate control and M&E 
mechanisms, creating conditions for child par-
ticipation and building awareness and capacities 
in the public administration and in the society 
for combating discrimination and exclusion. 

In 2006, three years after the adoption of the 
National Plan of Action for Children, the time 
has come not only to review the progress made 
in achieving the goals set in the plan, but also to 
have them updated and strengthened in line with 
the changes that have occurred in the meantime. 

In order to create a Serbia Fit for Children, 
crucial challenges in education, health care 
and social welfare/ social protection have to 
be addressed. They all require urgent action. 
Childhood is an opportunity that does not 
come back.

1.1 Education

The National Plan of Action for Children 
strategic goals in the area of education are to:

� increase public spending for education; 
� increase the proportion of children covered 

by preschool education, with special mea-
sures to include children from groups that 
are currently not enrolled in preschool; 

� make certain that all children are covered 
by quality primary education; 

� ensure that all children who complete 
primary education enrol in and complete 
secondary education and develop an 

educational concept based on the human 
rights of children; 

� make schools fit for children.

According to the 2005 Report on Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Implementation, education 
reform has continued – primarily the revision 
of the education methodology and curriculum 
for lower grades.44 Teacher training and educa-
tion programmes have been implemented.45 
Also projects promoting Roma education have 
been supported, in line with the Action Plan 
for the Promotion of Roma Education, adopted 
at the beginning of 2005. 

National Plan of Action for Children

II Priority: Quality Education for All Children

44 Government of the Republic of Serbia, First Report on Poverty Reduction Strategy Implementation, Belgrade 2005, p. 68–72

45 Training and education programmes for: active teaching methods; development planning for schools; foreign language teachers in lower grades;
civic education; first grade teachers in applying descriptive grading; history teachers to introduce European approach to teaching history
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46 Republic of Serbia, Strategy of the Ministry of Education and Sports for the period 2005–2010, Belgrade, May 2005.

47 Bulletin on the PRS Implementation in Serbia – Ministry of Education and Sports: More Educated are Wealthier, Bulletin No. 6, April, 2006.

48 Republic of Serbia, National Investment Plan for the period 2006–2007, p. 73.

In mid 2005, the Strategy of the Ministry of 
Education and Sports for the period 2005–2010 
was adopted.46 Government has also ad-
opted the Law on Preschool Education and 
Upbringing. In line with the NPA, pre-primary 
education has become compulsory as of the 
2006/07 school year. All children of preschool 
age are obliged to attend pre-primary edu-
cation for four hours per day for at least six 
months before enrolling in primary school. 
These programmes are compulsory and free of 
charge. If there are no preschool institutions in 
a child’s place of residence, local government is 
obliged to organise transportation to the clos-
est kindergarten or school where pre-primary 
programmes are organised.

The Draft Secondary Vocational Education 
Strategy is in parliamentary procedure. The 
implementation of this Strategy should lead to 
reorganizing the vocational education system 
in accordance with the needs of the economy. 
There are plans to determine the levels, char-
acter and duration of vocational education 
and training in Serbia in accordance with the 
1997 International Standard Classification of 
Education (ISCED).47
 
Preparatory activities have begun for projects 
that seek to develop the capacities of schools 
and teachers in the areas of democratisation 
and decentralisation of education, such as: 
inclusive education, prevention of trafficking, 
protection of child rights (child ombudsman), 
prevention of anti-social behaviour in schools, 
creating a safe and enabling school environ-
ment. Preparation of an Education Strategy for 
Persons with Special Needs is under way.

The share of the GDP expenditure in 2005 
for education was 3.9 per cent. According to 

the National Investment Plan for 2006–2007, 
recently adopted by the Government of the 
Republic of Serbia, an investment of approxi-
mately €55 million is planned for education 
at all levels. The majority of the funds will 
go for construction and reconstruction of 
schools and school equipment (over €32.5 
million), for purchasing PCs (€12.6 million), 
for teacher education and training (€2 mil-
lion), for building sports playgrounds and 
gyms (€7.5 million).48

The efforts made during the last years, 
although progressing in the right direction, 
have not managed to address numerous 
challenges in the area of education, such 
as inclusion of children from marginalised 
groups, of children living in remote rural 
areas, and of children with disabilities. 
Research presented in this Report shows 
that poor children, Roma children from 
Roma settlements and children from isolated 
settlements attend preschool less frequently 
and are to a lesser extent covered by primary 
education. Preliminary MICS3 results show 
that over 90 per cent of the poorest and 96 
per cent of Roma children are not covered 
by preschool education. Only 13 per cent of 
Roma children complete primary school.
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Among the poorest population groups, less 
than two thirds attend secondary school, while 
among the Roma children from Roma settle-
ments only 4.8 per cent of girls and 12.2 per cent 
of boys go to secondary school. Lower educa-
tion coverage is also evident in certain under-
developed municipalities. Children, who must 

walk long distances to school, sometimes more 
than 10 kilometres, are in a particularly difficult 
situation. Research also indicates lower educa-
tion coverage of children with disabilities and 
points to resistance to their inclusion in regular 
schools. Both Roma children and children with 
disabilities are discriminated in school.

MAIN CHALLENGES MAIN CHALLENGES 

�� Ensure full coverage of poor children, Roma children and children in remote areas in preschool
and primary education, and facilitate extended education of these groups 

�� Raise awareness among teachers and parents on early child development

�� Develop intercultural education, as essential for learning and intercultural understanding
to combat discrimination of some children 

�� Tailor education with the needs, potentials and interests of the children, as a precondition
for inclusion of all children in education processes and for decreasing drop-out 

�� Optimise school network, empower teachers and improve work conditions and quality
of education in small rural schools

�� Create tailored programmes for including children that drop-out of school

�� Hold central and local governments and teachers accountable for inclusion and good learning
among all children 

�� Ensure participatory monitoring of school performance and learning

Education is a key area for breaking the inter-
generational cycle of poverty and exclusion. 
Among the poor, the majority come from 
families with adult members who have no 
educational background. These children are 
also those who less often attend preschool and 
more often drop out of school, particularly 
after completing primary education. The at-
tendance figures are even less favourable for 
Roma children. Children with disability are 
also to a large extent excluded from the educa-
tion process. How much have implemented 
reform activities in the education sector really 
contributed to the inclusion of all children into 
the education process?

Firstly, there is a risk that poor and excluded 
children will not be covered by compulsory 
preschool education in the year preceding 
primary school although it is precisely these 

children who are the most in need to get better 
prepared, since often in comparison to their 
peers they do not have adequate learning 
support within the family.

Secondly, it is not enough for excluded children 
to start preschool institutions just before enter-
ing primary school. Inclusion of these children 
into a preschool at an early age can help them to 
better prepare for school providing them with 
equal chances as other children. This is espe-
cially important for those children who have 
not Serbian as their mother tongue. Preschool 
is also a good place to introduce inter-cultural 
learning and understanding between the differ-
ent children and their parents.

Thirdly, it is unclear how attendance of young 
children from remote and isolated settlements 
will be ensured pre and primary education. Is it 
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realistic to expect that poor local governments 
will be able to fulfil their obligation to secure 
transportation for children to a preschool? 

These challenges indicate the need to target 
poor children, children of ethnic minorities and 
children living in remote areas and ensure they 
will benefit from a good quality preschool. A key 
intervention that would have multiple effects 
of inclusion would be the implementation of an 
ambitious plan to include 80% of excluded chil-
dren in preschools within 3 years. 

In the area of primary education there is an ur-
gent need to improve the quality of education 
introducing interactive teaching methods that 
tailor education to the needs, potentials and 
interests of the child. This is one of the precon-
ditions for the inclusion of all children also chil-
dren with disabilities into the education system 
and for decreasing drop-out. Optimizing the 
school network and improving work conditions 
and education quality in small rural schools 
is needed to enable access to education pro-
grammes to all population groups.

Allocation of over €55 million from the 
National Investment Plan for 2006–2007 for 
investment in and equipment of schools gives 
hope that in the next two years the disadvan-

tage of poorer municipalities will, at least in 
part be assuaged.49

Yet another challenge is the development and 
implementation of tailored programmes for 
including children that drop-out of school that 
would give them another chance to continue 
school or to enable them to acquire quali-
fications for their first employment – these 
programmes need to be separated from pro-
grammes for adult education. This issue has so 
far not been part of education reform efforts.

Finally, an important task is also the reform of 
secondary education so that it will truly open 
up employment opportunities on the market. 
Special scholarship programmes are needed for 
poor and excluded children who have managed 
to reach this level, without which an increased 
coverage of excluded groups with secondary 
education cannot be expected.

In order to cover all children with quality edu-
cation it is not enough to adopt relevant laws. 
States that have ratified the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, such as Serbia, have a com-
mitment towards all children in the country 
and must implement reforms more decisively, 
and ensure that all poor and excluded children 
get access to their right to education. 

49 Republic of Serbia, National Investment Plan for the period 2006–2007, p. 73.
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1.2 Healthcare 

The National Plan of Action for Children defined 
the strategic goals in the area of healthcare as: 

� enabling a healthy and safe onset of life for 
all children, 

� providing optimal conditions for the 
development of every child and 

� promoting health among young people 
and adolescents.

According to the 2005 Report on the Implement-
ation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy, the adopt-
ion of the health policy document Vision of Health 
Care System Development, Strategy of Health Care 
Reform – together with the National HIV/AIDS 
Strategy, Public Health Strategy, Programme of the 
Protection of the Population against Tuberculosis 
and many other policy documents should lay the 
ground for improvement of availability of health 
care, particularly for excluded population groups, 
and reduce inequality in access.50 Activities have 
also continued on restructuring health care cen-
tres, the development of basic health benefit pack-
age, introducing new methods for financing ser-
vice providers, the development of a public health 
information system. The Strategy for Improving the 
Health of Young People has been prepared and an 
expert group on youth is working on improving 
the quality of existing youth counselling centres 
and expanding the initiative to new centres.

Towards the end of 2005 the new Health Care 
Law was adopted. Article 25 of the Law stipu-
lates that ‘every child under 18 years of age has 
the right to the highest possible healthcare and 
health protection standard.’51

In line with the National Action Plan for Improving 
the Health Status of the Roma Population 30 
projects have been identified for improving the 
health status of the Roma population.52

The National Strategy for the Prevention of 
Substance Abuse and an Action Plan have 

50 Government of the Republic of Serbia, First Progress Report on the Implementation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy in Serbia, Belgrade, 2005, p. 64–67.

51 Health Care Law, “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia” 107/2005.

52 The projects include those promoting dental care of Roma children, vaccination of children not previously covered by this programme or those children that 
are not registered in health care centres, treating parasitic and communicable diseases (Bulletin on the PRS Implementation in Serbia – Ministry of Health: 
Selected projects aimed at securing and promoting Roma health care, Bulletin No. 7, 2006, p. 6).

National Plan of Action for Children

III Priority: Better Health for All Children
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53 UNDP,  At Risk: Roma and the Displaced in South-East Europe, 2006, p. 57.

been formulated and are in the phase of public 
debate.

The Ministry of Health and the Republic Health 
Insurance Fund have supported Immunisation 
of Marginalised Children project that should 
cover over 35,000 unvaccinated children. 
Furthermore, there is ongoing cooperation on 
the Programme of Home Visits through which 
trained patronage nurses identify the most vul-
nerable households and supporting their inclu-
sion into the health and social welfare systems.

The share of health care expenditure of the GDP 
in 2005 has increased to 7.9 per cent. According 
to the National Investment Plan, in the period 
2006–2007, more than €300 million will be in-
vested in health care. Investments of over €60 
million are allocated for reconstructing health 
care centres.

Reforms in the area of healthcare are advancing 
and are gradually leading to changes in the sys-
tem that aim at providing access to basic health 
services of an appropriate quality without fi-
nancial barriers for the whole population.

The health status of children and some health 
indicators call for the need to strengthen the 
focus on children. Infant mortality rates are still 
significantly above the European average and 
are exceptionally high in some municipalities 
and among Roma children. The under five 
mortality rate is also too high and requires more 
attention. There are still children that have 
not been vaccinated, children without health 
insurance, malnourished and obese children.

Research presented in this report show that the 
share of malnourished children is above average 
in the poorest population groups and particu-
larly among Roma living in Roma settlements. 
In both these groups, children are more affected 
by chronic disease, while Roma children are also 

falling behind in motoric development. Low 
birth weight and stunting are key indicators to 
measure the nutritional status of children. In 
accordance with MICS3 survey, it is more than 
three times as common with low birth weight 
among children in the 20 per cent poorest fami-
lies as it is in the national average. Among Roma 
the prevalence is almost six times higher than 
the average. As for stunting, measured when the 
child enters school, twice as many among the 20 
per cent poorest and almost four times as many 
Roma children are stunted compared to the na-
tional average. 

We can see that the disadvantage of the poor-
est and Roma children increases when they 
grow older. The system has failed to detect and 
support these children on time. 

Low birth weight is often an indication of nu-
tritional deficiencies of the mother during 
pregnancy and before. A UNDP survey in South 
East Europe of September 2004 on availability of 
food showed that the majority of Roma (53%) 
reported going hungry in the previous month, 
compared with only 7% of non-Roma living in 
close proximity to Roma settlements.53 

Problems related to lack of registration, lack 
of health insurance, inaccessibility of over the 
counter medication and unsanitary living condi-
tions are factors that have a dire effect on the 
health status especially of Roma children. The 
preliminary MICS3 survey results show that 
infant and under five mortality rates are three 
times higher among Roma children than in the 
general population in Serbia.

In order to truly fulfil international commit-
ments made by ratifying the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, under which all children 
have the right to the highest possible health and 
health care standard, main health challenges 
must be addressed.
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Despite the adoption of numerous strategies and 
laws, there is evidently a need for making a shift 
from legislation to implementation. To reach 
excluded children, refugee, IDP, Roma and poor 
children, children in isolated settlements and 
children with disabilities, the different causes of 
exclusion have to be identified as well as possible 
mechanisms for inclusion that make it possible 
to bridge the barriers that hinder full access. 
Services and service providers must be held ac-
countable for the quality of service they provide 
and for the inclusion of all children and participa-
tory monitoring mechanisms must be set up and 
implemented. It is, for example, unacceptable that 
children are denied treatment because they do not 
have health insurance or that some children have 
not been vaccinated against the basic childhood 
diseases. It has been proven that these problems 
can be solved through scaling-up already piloted 
interventions in the area of immunisation of mar-
ginalised children and home visitation. 

Special focus needs to be given to programmes on 
young children living in poor and excluded fami-
lies, where most of the health indicators are much 
worse than in the general population. Improving 

MAIN CHALLENGES MAIN CHALLENGES 

 
�� Ensure full inclusion of children in the health care system, particularly poor and Roma

children, children with disabilities and children living in remote areas 

�� Decrease infant and under five mortality, especially of Roma children

�� Increase access to medication, especially for poor and excluded children

�� Ensure earliest possible detection of disabilities, guarantee follow up and support to parents
and the development of their capacities 

�� Improve early child development and child nutrition, decreased number of malnourished
and obese children

�� Hold central and local governments and health providers accountable for inclusion
and good health services for all children 

�� Ensure participatory monitoring of health 

�� Raise awareness among youth of reproductive health and use of condoms and of risks
related to abuse of tobacco, alcohol and drugs 

�� Continue the healthcare financing reform without compromising access to basic healthcare
services for the excluded children

�� Secure adequate budgetary funding for people not covered with health insurance

knowledge and skills on adequate nutrition and 
care and on early childhood development is 
needed foremost among parents, but also among 
service providers and the general population.

Early detection of disabilities and follow up and 
support to their parents from birth or from the 
detection of the disabilities can help to more ef-
fectively develop capacities and compensate dis-
abilities from childhood. Improved healthcare for 
all children is one of the accepted international 
obligations of Serbia, this obligation can not be 
fulfilled with the existing level of coordination 
between the sectors; health, education and social 
welfare as well as central and local governments. 
Early detection, coordination as well as health-
care for children with disabilities must become a 
priority and improve considerably. 

Formulating and implementing specific pro-
grammes supporting targeted, evidence-based 
interventions that focus on the most excluded 
require participation of the poorest and local 
NGOs in health service design and functioning, 
particularly at the local level. Furthermore, the 
results of improved healthcare cannot be mea-
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� Define a National Strategy and legal 
framework for the protection of the 
rights of children with developmental 
difficulties in compliance to interna-
tional standards

� Improve the protection of children de-
prived of parental care through reforms 
in the social protection system,

� De-institutionalisation of child protec-
tion along with a gradual switch to other 
reforms of protection that encourage 
living in a family environment

� Establish a comprehensive system of 
protection from abuse and neglect that 
will provide protection for children 
that is based upon the principles of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and 
in particular the general principle of pro-
tecting the best interests of the child,

� Raise awareness, improve the knowledge 
and establish a comprehensive system of 
protection from all kinds of abuse, ne-
glect, exploitation and violence.

sured without adequate participative monitor-
ing and (public) reporting systems sensitive 
to the issues of excluded, so that the national 
averages do not conceal the excluded.

Finally, in order to secure healthcare of excluded 
children, the national budget must allocate ad-

National Plan of Action for Children

I Priority: Poverty Reduction in Children

IV Priority: Improve the Position and the Rights of Children
with Developmental Difficulties

V Priority: Protecting the Rights of Children deprived of Parental Care

VI Priority: Protection of Children from Abuse, Neglect, Exploitation and Violence

equate resources for persons not covered by 
health insurance. It is of extreme importance that 
the criteria for distribution of €300 million which 
will be invested in 2007 in healthcare through the 
National Investment plan take into account the 
priorities defined in the NPA and that they give 
prioritise to children’s healthcare needs.

1.3 Social Welfare

 

The National Plan of Action for Children 
defines the following strategic goals and 
objectives in the area of social welfare:

� Reduce poverty in children as part of 
the PRSP of the Government of Serbia,

� Provide help to individual families and 
categories of children living bellow the 
poverty line

� Improve the accessibility, quality and 
efficacy of social services for children

� Develop a systematic, long-term 
prevention and development strategy

� Improve the position and the realisation 
of the rights of children with developmen-
tal difficulties and create opportunities for 
them to participate equally in society,

� Raise awareness about their; rights, needs, 
potentials and contributions and develop 
an environment that would enable them 
to participate equally in society.

� Secure comprehensive and high quality 
health care, rehabilitation and education 
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54 Government of the Republic of Serbia, First Progress Report on the Implementation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy in Serbia, Belgrade, 2005, p35–39

55 The adoption of the Amendments and Additions to the Law on Social Welfare and Social Security of Citizens introduced a unified minimum social security level as 
a criterion for receiving social assistance (cash benefits). These changes in legislation significantly increased caregivers’ allowances from 2 600 Dinars to 4 500 
Dinars (the number of children beneficiaries is approximately 5 000).

56 Since 2003 the SIF financed 139 projects amounting to 3.6 million € in 70 municipalities throughout Serbia (Bulletin on the implementation of the PRS in 
Serbia Social Innovation Fund: Improving the life of children with disability, bulletin no. 6, April 2006, p. 3).

57 The new Amendments to the Law on Amendments and Additions to the Law on Social Welfare and Social Security of Citizens increased to 14 000 Dinars.

The first goal of the National Plan of Action for 
Children is reducing child poverty. In part this 
goal will be realised through social welfare by pro-
viding benefits to families with children suffering 
from poverty (social assistance and child allow-
ances) and by preventing the effects of poverty by 
intervening in communities.

According to the 2005 Report on the Implemen-
tation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy the fol-
lowing has been achieved:54 increased coverage 
of the poorest households in the least developed 
municipalities with cash benefits, and increased al-
lowances for persons with disability.55 Furthermore, 
the process of transformation of institutions and 
promotion of alternative forms of social welfare 
services has been continued, especially the promo-
tion of foster care for children deprived of parental 
care. The Social Innovation Fund has funded local 
level projects that develop and test innovative and 
more effective forms of social welfare services in 
partnership with non-government organisations.56

The Family Law was adopted. This law treats 
for the first time family violence as a social 
problem, defines protective measures for 
family members against the perpetrators of 
violence, introduces new legal provisions 
such as emancipation of minors over the 
age of 15, mediation in marital relations, 
and joint parental rights. Concurrently, the 
General Protocol on Protection of Children 
from Abuse and Neglect and the Special 
Protocol on Protection of Children in Social 
Care Institutions from Abuse and Neglect 
were adopted.

In 2006, both the Criminal Code, which de-
fines domestic violence as a criminal act, and 
the Juvenile Justice Law were passed. These 
two laws should enable further development 
of the legislative framework in this area and 
harmonisation with international documents 
that relate to protection against violence.

During 2006 the allowance for carers of per-
sons with 100 per cent physical disability was 
significantly increased.57 This is also meant to 
cover carers of children.

The newly adopted Social Welfare Develop-
ment Strategy defines the main components of 
the social welfare reform: deinstitutionalisa-
tion, decentralisation and democratisation of 
the social welfare services. The Strategy also 
defines groups in need of special types of sup-
port. Together with the elderly and disabled 
persons, the following groups of children are 
identified as excluded: children deprived of 
parental care, children in conflict with the law 
and children victims of abuse, violence, exploi-
tation and neglect.
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Poor children, despite their parents’ poverty, 
can access services providing all costs are cov-
ered by authorities. A well functioning social 
welfare system with well defined and well 
targeted social assistance and child allowance 
schemes is very important in this context.”

Social welfare/ social protection, can play a 
significant role:

� in raising public awareness of the rights 
of excluded children, providing resources 
and creating an environment required to 
develop their capacities and participate 
equally in society; 

� in creating a comprehensive system for 
protecting children from abuse, neglect, 
exploitation and violence, supporting 
dysfunctional families and primary care in 
a family environment; 

� in protecting children in conflict with the 
law and their possibility to a second chance.

Many challenges, however, still remain in the 
area of social welfare – challenges that are 
key for the inclusion of poor and excluded 
children. Research presented in this Report 
indicate the exclusion particularly of: poor 
children, Roma children living in Roma set-
tlements, children with disabilities, children 
victims of abuse, neglect, exploitation and 
violence and children living in residential in-
stitutions. For improving the position of these 
children, the reform of the cash benefits sys-
tem is of special importance as it would se-
cure financial support to meet the minimum 
living standard and improve their access to 
services. 

Children with disabilities are not only exclud-
ed from the healthcare and education system, 
but they are also exposed to isolation and non 
acceptance by the community. Parents of chil-
dren with disabilities are often left alone with-
out adequate support from government.

Lack of adequate social welfare services at 
local level to support poor or dysfunctional 
families, or to provide good quality foster 
family services often lead to institutionalisa-
tion, which deprives the child of the right to 
grow in a family environment and leads to de-
creased chances for development of the child. 
Institutionalisation is still significantly present 
as a form of child protection. This form of care 
is particularly harmful for young children who 
grow up without the necessary care and educa-
tional and social support and without adequate 
psycho-social stimulation. 

Finally, research shows that in Serbia corporal 
punishment of children is still present in both 
the family and in schools, and that other forms 
of violence are also frequent. Interfering in 
inter-family relationships is still considered 
unacceptable, and it seems that there is still in-
sufficient public pressure and condemnation 
of ‘disciplining’ children. A significant number 
of children are exposed to violence from peers, 
but also to violent behaviour from teachers.

In the area of cash benefit, systematic changes 
should be directed at increasing the coverage 
of the poorest and redefining social assistance 
(MOP) that in the current system discriminate 
against multimember households. 

Other crucial issues that need to be addressed 
for an improved coverage of the poor are: im-
proved information on social entitlements; reg-
ular presence of social workers in the field and 
providing access of families without identifica-
tion documents to social welfare (particularly 
Roma, refugees and IDPs). 

Child allowance aimed at poor families with 
children, is another important programme. It is 
especially important for protection of poor chil-
dren in multimember households. Graph 3 page 
18 shows that families with 3 children and more 
are highly vulnerable to poverty. This programme 
does also require much better targeting.
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MAIN CHALLENGESMAIN CHALLENGES

�� Redefine social assistance (MOP) that discriminates against multi-member families, improve 
targeting of poor families receiving child allowances and ensure the excluded population
is informed about social entitlements

�� Provide access to social welfare also to families without the necessary identification documents, 
especially for Roma, refugees and IDPs.

�� Strengthen outreach service and identification system so all families and children in need
of support are covered 

�� Develop and implement alternative forms of social welfare services, particularly for the protection 
of children in the family environment and for protection of children from abuse, neglect, 
exploitation and violence

�� Move children out of institutions giving urgent priority to infants and children under 3 years of age

�� Ensure local governments provide, in close coordination with the beneficiaries, good quality social 
welfare services in their mandate, such as day care centres for children with disabilities, home 
care, assistance, etc.

�� Develop control mechanisms as a precondition of decentralization of social welfare services and to 
hold central and local governments and social workers accountable for inclusion and good services. 

58 UNICEF, Survey on Child Poverty on the Basis of Existing Data, Belgrade, 2005, (unpublished)

59 World Bank, Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Policy, Serbia social assistance and child protection note, June 2006.

Data on targeting show that almost half of the 
poor children do not receive child allow-
ance and that 19 per cent of children from 
the richest families receive this entitle-
ment.58 It is evident that the system needs to 
be improved in order to include the poor and 
discontinue the transfer of funds to children 
from better-off families. 

There are suggestions to consolidate social 
assistance (MOP) and child allowances. This 
has to be carefully reviewed.59 Any changes 
in the provision of social assistance (MOP) 
and child allowances must ensure that poor 
children have full access to services as the 
highest priority. The existence of child allow-
ances as a separate measure shows a clear 
priority of protecting poor families with chil-
dren. Consolidating these two types of en-
titlements could jeopardise the priority that 
poor families with children are given under 
the current system.

One of the priorities in the development of 
alternative social welfare services should be 
to accelerate and support the transformation 
of residential institutions for children without 
parental care and those with disabilities, with 
urgent deinstitutionalisation of children 0–3 
years of age. The damaging consequences 
for life caused by growing up in residential 
institutions are clearly documented and need 
to be given the highest priority of govern-
ment activities. Apart from developing and 
strengthening foster care, opening day-care 
centres for children with disabilities and de-
veloping efficient gate keeping mechanism 
that will prevent future placement of children 
into institutions, it is also important to create 
a network of services for children at commu-
nity level in order to enable children to grow 
up in a family and family like environment. 

Development of good social services related to 
the protection of children requires the estab-
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lishment of links and multi-sectoral coopera-
tion of social welfare, education, health, and 
when required of the police and judiciary for 
identification, reporting, referral and to provide 
adequate response. Of equal importance is the 
development of consolidated databases at all 
levels, sensitisation of the general public on the 
specific issues, education of professionals and 
the general public on children’s rights and how 
to recognise and react in situations of discrimi-
nation, violence, abuse etc. There is also a need 
to complement with necessary legislation. An 
independent Ombudsman for Children is ur-
gently required to oversee the respect of child 
rights in general and especially of excluded chil-
dren and a Code for Children will help to iden-
tify gaps in the legislation and will provide easy 
access to all child right related legislation. 

A precondition for the further decentralisation 
of social welfare services is finding a mecha-
nism that will ensure that local governments 

provide the services they are responsible for. 
According to available data, the majority of 
the municipalities do not have, for example, 
day care centres for children with disability, 
although the local governments are legally 
bound to establish them. The development of 
the kind of alternative services that provide 
support to the natural family at the local level 
is one of the important preconditions for dein-
stitutionalisation. 

The development and implementation of 
participatory monitoring mechanisms, at 
central and at local level is important to 
ensure a successful decentralisation process 
and good quality services for all children 
and families, especially those who are now 
excluded. It is also necessary to define 
standards for service provision, establish a 
system of accreditation and licensing and to 
further build the capacity of social welfare 
system workers.

2 At local level
– Local Plans of Action
for Children (LPA)

Among the different measures, activities and 
projects at local level, particular attention 
should be given to the development of LPAs 
for children, as a means of increasing aware-
ness of the situation especially of excluded 
children and for advancing the status of chil-
dren through systematic and long-term effort 
of the entire local community. 

During 2005 LPAs for children were formulated 
in three municipalities – Kragujevac, Sjenica 
and Pirot. In 2006 additional 13 municipalities 
– Kanjiza, Senta, Valjevo, Koceljeva, Krusevac, 

Lebane, Bela Palanka, Prokuplje, Vranje, Prije-
polje, Priboj, Nova Varos, Ljubovija started to 
prepare their plans.

In the process of developing LPAs, the mu-
nicipalities examine the situation of local chil-
dren and families in detail, identify excluded 
children and the causes of their exclusion and 
draw up concrete development plans using lo-
cal resources for the benefit of children and the 

There is nothing more pressing or more urgent in these
hard times than improving the quality of life of children

Mr Vladan Vasic, Mayor of Pirot

For the first time, practically the entire municipality
has given it’s support to one document

Dr Esad Zornic, Mayor of Sjenica

60 DevInfo - software to process integrated data 
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61 Municipality of Sjenica, Local Plan of Action for Children – Sjenica Fit for Children, April 2005, p. 8

In the municipality of Sjenica private donors provided the first buses for pupils walking 
long distances by foot to get to school.

My name is Mirza. I’m 12 years old and I am in sixth grade. Until last winter I used to 
walk more than 8 km to school and my feet were always frozen. This winter my feet 
have been exchanged for a bus. Bus tires don’t freeze.

Republic of Serbia PRS implementation unit, Buses for pupils crossing long distances on foot to school
in Sjenica, Bulletin No. 6, April 2006, p. 3.

development of human capacities in their mu-
nicipality. They also establish systems to moni-
tor progress for children through DevInfo60 ac-
cessible also to the community. Local DevInfo 
databases will help municipalities and com-
munities monitor the impact of policies, multi-
sectoral strategies and specific local initiatives. 

The LPAs define the most important objec-
tives, policies and activities that need to be im-
plemented between 2005 and 2010 that would 
result in improving the position of all children 
and young people in these municipalities.

Essentially the LPAs are complementary with 
the National Plan of Action for Children and 
the Poverty Reduction Strategy.

One of the significant outcomes of the LPAs 
is the establishment of multi-sectoral bodies 
at local level. Cooperation between different 
institutions, the NGO sector and the local 
governments is a precondition for improv-
ing the status of children. One of the signifi-
cant outcomes of the LPAs is the establish-
ment of multi-sectoral bodies at local level. 
Cooperation between different institutions, 
the NGO sector and local government is a 
precondition for improving the status of chil-
dren. Priority is given to capacity building of 
municipal teams to carry out assessment, col-
lect and analyse data and monitor implemen-

tation. The plans are adopted by the municipal 
assemblies and funds are allocated for LPA 
development and its implementation. This not 
only gives the plans legitimacy, but also ‘sus-
tainability of local policies for children.”61 

In addition to those defined in the NPA, 
the identified priority areas in policies for 
children in some municipalities include other 
areas: improving information on children 
and for children, improving cultural services 
for children, the development of sports and 
decreasing child dissocialised behaviour. 

Depending on the local specificities of each 
municipality, the LPAs include certain objec-
tives and activities that are not defined as na-
tional priorities or are less significant in national 
terms, but nonetheless important at the local 
level. Thus, for example in Sjenica municipal-
ity, a specific objective in the education sector 
is ‘providing organised transportation for pupils 
walking long distances on foot to school’. In 
Sjenica, the distance to school was identified 
as a mechanism of exclusion while develop-
ing the situation analysis for children, which 
was completed with broad participation of the 
population, municipal representatives, and the 
services. To solve the problem of inaccessibility 
of schools, the plan is to procure vehicles such 
as mini-buses, vans, motor sledges, etc. for chil-
dren who travel more than 3 km. 
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Also in Sjenica municipality disability was 
identified as another issue related to exclusion 
when the LPA team identified 200 children with 
disabilities (most of them hidden in the home) 
during the process of developing the situation 
analysis of children. Previously, Sjenica mu-
nicipality had registered only 20 children with 
disabilities. The ‘timely detection of anomalies 
in children and timely prevention and interven-
tion’ is now defined as an objective in Sjenica.62 

The municipality of Pirot defined ‘monitor-
ing the progress and implementation of LPA 
for children’ as one of its priorities. To this 
end, a municipal monitoring team has been 
established to submit progress reports every 
six months to the municipal assembly and to 
inform the general public on implemented 
activities. The DevInfo data base is used as a 
reporting system.

Concluding Remarks

Several important steps have been taken to improve the status of children in Serbia. Many issues, 
that for decades were taboo and therefore could not be addressed, have been placed on the public 
agenda. There are, however, still many issues that are unresolved and the many laws that have 
been passed must now be implemented.
Research on child poverty and exclusion shows that combating poverty requires a two-pronged 

approach: 
a) a general approach – improving the status of all children in accordance to the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child, setting children as a priority; and 
b) a specific approach – aiming at the inclusion of the excluded, children living in poverty, 

in remote and isolated areas, children of ethnic minorities.

The Rights of Children must be widely known, understood, accepted, respected and guaran-
teed. Children are rights holders; they are born with their rights, rights that cannot be given or 
taken away. The failure is when rights are not respected. We are all duty bearers: individuals, 
society, government and its institutions, service providers and the private sector. We must fulfil 
our duties towards children. These are basic Human Rights principles which have to be made 
known to everybody.
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For inclusion of excluded children, refugee, IDP, Roma and poor children, children in isolated 
settlements and children with disabilities, the different causes for exclusion have to be identified 
and mechanisms that make it possible to bridge the barriers hindering access to services have to 
be established. Services and service providers must be held accountable for the quality of ser-
vice they provide and for the inclusion of all children. It is also important that participatory 
monitoring mechanisms must be set up and implemented.
In 2007, four years after the adoption of the National Plan of Action for Children, the time has come 
not only to review the progress made in achieving the goals set in the plan, but also to have them 
updated and strengthened in line with the changes that have occurred in the meantime.
Strategic short, medium and long term measures and activities, clear deadlines and additional 
budgetary resources better targeted at excluded groups are required. In formulating these mea-
sures, several facts have to be borne in mind. Exclusion of children starts often before they are born 
with the poverty and exclusion of their parents, and if inclusive measures are not introduced the 
level of exclusion tends to increase while the child is growing older. 
Poor and excluded children should always get preference when defining the budget and when 
developing reforms, especially reform of the social sector, to ensure that children have access to 
their rights, good health and good education.
Early child development and education are keys to break out of poverty and exclusion. A good 
example of an urgent short term measure that would have multiple effects on exclusion would be 
to set the highest target possible (80%) of excluded children getting access to preschool within 
3 years from now. If these children would thereafter get access to a good quality primary school, 
this could open new opportunities for thousands of children to get a good education and be 
better prepared to contribute to the future of Serbia in few years from now.
Childhood is an opportunity that does not come back.


