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Dear Mrs. Stankova, Mrs. Sabeva, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It gives me great pleasure to say a few words on the issues of the legal representation of unaccompanied asylum seeking and refugee children who find themselves in the Republic of Bulgaria.

First of all let me apologize as I will be giving you quite a lot of statistics and figures. Official openings are not supposed to be full of figures but in this case, it seems unavoidable to better understand the scope of the issue at hand. 

· In 2014 more than 23,000 UAM/UASC’s applied for asylum in the EU, particularly in Germany and in Sweden. 
· In 2015 this figure was multiplied by four rising to over 86,000. Of these over 47,000 were Afghan children.
We all know that children are among the most vulnerable category of asylum seekers and refugees, both in terms of the risk that they face to their health and their well-being but more importantly as potential victims of violence and exploitation. And children, whether they are unaccompanied or not, represent nearly 60% of those who risk their lives to reach the Greek shores since the beginning of 2016. Many of them have lost their lives trying and the picture of the 3 year old Syrian boy Alan Kurdi, I think will haunt western consciousness for a long time to come.
In 2015, about 40 % of the asylum seekers seeking protection in Bulgaria were women and children. Among the children, 1816 were unaccompanied and a little over 50% of them were Afghans. Of these 1816, only 145 were granted protection, 92 were appointed guardians and 11 benefited from various state services, including accommodation in the specialized facilities for children run by the State Agency for Child Protection.
One may ask, what of the other 1671 children? One has to acknowledge that most of them have left Bulgaria, sometimes very quickly after being admitted into the Reception facilities of the State Agency for Refugees. Some because Bulgaria was never their destination, other because the system in place to take care of them was not sufficient to convince them that they would receive the proper care and attention that they deserve. Bulgaria is not the only country facing such a situation as last year, Europol indicated that over 10,000 asylum seeking children were reported missing throughout Europe.
But does that mean that we should not care because after all the majority of these children go away, leave the country and ultimately are no longer in Bulgaria? This is of course a rhetorical question as clearly, even if we only had one child asking for asylum, there would be a need to ensure his or her access to the asylum procedure and to ensure that this child’s right and needs are fully taken into account. 
In this context, what is actually the situation of the Bulgarian system which exist to ensure the protection, care and support of these children? This has always been a very difficult and sensitive issue but last year, in an effort to improve the system of protection of UAM/UASC’s the Parliament adopted amendments in the Law on Asylum and Refugees (Art 25) which are aimed at facilitating the procedure for the appointment of guardians. In doing so, we have a new function, that of the representative as well as the minimum standards for providing care and legal representation to these children. 
But like everything else, this need to be implemented in practice. We have to see if it is functional and what those who have to implement the terms of the law have to say about its implementation. And this is why we are having this meeting today.  
I will be very interested in listening to what you all have to say about it and I hope that the discussions will not only indicate where problems still exist but also where these amendments to the law have actually resolved some of them.

Thank you!
