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What Is the Purpose of This Public Policy
Document?

The document aims to analyse the opportunities for greater integration of gender equali-
ty and social inclusion (GESI) in the Law on Child Protection, highlighting the challenges,
shortcomings and the need for change.

The recommendations given steer towards better and higher quality services for all children,
especially those at social risk, and advance the entire child protection system, with benefits
in both the social and economic domains.

Key Aspects of Future Amendments to the
Law on Child Protection

The Law on Child Protection regulates the system and the organisation of child protection. Child pro-
tection is an organised activity based on children’s rights, as well as on parents’ obligations and rights
to family planning and on the obligations of the state and local self-government units to implement a
humane population policy. In this sense, the Law assumes the state’s obligation to care for children,
so that parents, and especially mothers, can be relieved of their duties of care and nurture, and be
able to self-actualise professionally and be productive.
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At the same time, child protection is achieved by ensuring the conditions for and the quality of care
and nurture that is in the best interests of the child and that fosters the physical, mental, emotional,
moral and social development of children. For the purposes of this Law, a child is considered to be
any person under 18 years of age, as well as persons with disabilities under the age of 26. In this con-
text, care and services for children with disabilities, and equally so for gifted children, is something
that needs to be promoted by all means. Moreover, the system should extend to also include children
from rural areas, children living below the poverty threshold, as well as Roma children, whose enrol-
ment in kindergartens and early childhood development centres is still very low.




What Is the Coverage of Children in
Kindergartens / Early Childhood Development

According to the latest available data from the State
Statistical Office, 37,804 children are currently registered
in child care and education facilities — kindergartens / early
childhood development centres.! According to the EC's 2024
Country Progress Report, this capacity covers 34.5% of

children aged O to 6 years and 45.5% of children aged 3 Recommendation of the
to 6 years.? This falls far below the EU’s target rate of 95% Council of the EU to countries
of children in pre-school education, and even further below to provide care for at least
the revised recommendation of the Council of the EU to 96% of children aged 3 to 6
countries to provide care for at least 96% of children aged 3 years by 2030.

to 6 years by 2030. 3

34,5 % 44,5 %

children aged children aged
O to 6 years O 3 to 6 years

Percentage of children in child care and education facilities

According to ethnic background, the structure
of children in kindergartens shows that the (o]

majority of children in Roma neighbourhoods 17 /o
are cared for at home, rather than in child care
facilities. A study by HERA, “Analysis of the
Barriers Faced by Roma Women and Guaranteed
Minimum Assistance Beneficiaries in Accessing

of Roma children
of pre-school

the Labour Market”, shows that only 17% of Roma 399 attend
children of pre-school age attend kindergarten. kindergarten.
As part of the project “Inclusion of Roma Children

in Pre-School Education”, the Ministry of Social _ Percentage of Roma

Policy, Demography and Youth has cooperated children attending kindergarten

with 21 municipalities to exempt the socially at-risk parents of Roma children from co-payment. In
2025, 350 Roma children will be covered by this programme.

Thttps://www.stat.gov.mk/PrikaziSoopstenie.aspx?id=25&rbr=14688
2https://www.mep.gov.mk/data/North%20Macedonia%20report_MK2.pdf
3 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=0j:JOC_2022_484_R_0001
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Moreover, unofficial statistics indicate that the number of children with disabilities in child care
facilities is very small and amounts to 392 children, which is 1% of the total children enrolled in child
care facilities. On the other hand, some estimates indicate a 3-5% share of persons with disabilities
in the general population, and it is not unlikely that this percentage is 2-3 times higher; but because
of the stigma, parents’ denial, etc., these children are cared for at home.

0/ of the total children enrolled in the child care facilities are

children with disabilites, while it is estimated that this
percentage is 2-3 times higher in the total population.

Furthermore, the conducted analysis of available public kindergartens by
municipality indicates that there are still municipalities in the country,
predominantly rural, which have no public kindergartens. This has
consequences both for equal opportunities for the development of every
child regardless of their place of residence, and for gender equality,
i.e. for the opportunities for development and economic activity of women
in those areas, who are most often responsible to care for the children
at home.

This situation places the women from rural areas in a less favourable
situation for activation and labour market inclusion. At the same time,
given that early childhood development and pre-school education are
of great importance in laying the foundations for later success in life,
it puts the very children at a disadvantage in terms of further education,
as well as in terms of future wellbeing, employment opportunities and |
social integration. :

Accordingly, it is necessary to ensure access for children with disabilities and to expand the
network of child care facilities or of other arrangements that can provide for their adequate
protection and care. In addition, consideration must be given to the resources available through
municipalities, either in the form of granting concessions or through the appropriate use of the
inactive / unemployed segment of the population in these areas, to be hired by the state to provide
care and nurture as part of paid labour.

A possible option is to hire the persons over 65 years of age coming from related occupations,
with an appropriate assessment of their skills and capacities to obtain a license and/or design other
forms of informal care that will meet the needs. Additionally, alternative solutions may be promoted
in the form of kindergartens operating within state-owned or private legal entities, civil society
organisations, etc. to meet the needs of their staff. All of these approaches aim to contribute to the
creation of new opportunities for a better work-life balance.

P
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the appropriate use . kindergartens operating
of the inactive / hiring the persons over within state-owned or
unemployed segment 65 years of age coming private legal entities
of the population from related occupations

4 JIELWOCKA, Backa. ,[locTanHOCT Ha rpafvHK/ U pofoBa e4HaKBOCT Ha MNa3apoT Ha TPYA: aHanusa Ha noBpsaHocTa no OMNLUTUHK",
[ABTOpK: Backa Jlewocka, AHa BojueBcka-MuTpesckal. Ckonje: PeakTop — McTpaxyBarbe Bo akuuja, 2024. (LESOSKA, Vaska. Availability of
Kindergartens and Gender Equality on the Labour Market: an Analysis of the Relationship by Municipalities. [Authors: Vaska Le$oska, Ana

BojCevska-Mitrevska]. Skopje: Reactor — Research in Action, 2024.)




What Are the Latest Amendments to This
Law and What Comes Next?

In 2019, as part of a package of laws to reform the social protection
system, amendments to the Law aimed at reducing child poverty were
approached, through a package of measures that include: child allowance;
special allowance; one-time financial assistance for a newborn; parental
allowance for a child; education and co-payment allowance.

The educational allowance was introduced to prevent early school
leaving. This allowance is paid to the mother as long as the child fulfils
the requirement of 85% class attendance from all classes held within each
measurement period.

Moreover, the Law also provides for periodic adjustment of the amount
of allowances to the rising cost of living. However, a comprehensive
adjustment needs to be ensured to maintain the incentive power of these
entitlements and allowances.

This means considering changing the methodology for determining the
cost of kindergartens’ daycare service in line with parents’ income, as well
as exempting the children from socially at-risk families from co-payment.
Alternatively, covering the transport costs for all those living in the most
remote areas and/or providing organised adapted transport for children
with disabilities could be offered.

Another option is to expand the activities for Roma children inclusion in
pre-school education in all municipalities, by exempting the children of
socially at-risk parents from co-payment.

In addition, access could be enhanced through apps or other modern
tools (available on a mobile phone), which would accelerate and simplify
the application procedure for accessing these allowances. In doing so,
mothers / families will no longer have to go in person spending time and
money on transportation for the purpose of applying for and accessing the
allowances, or renewing the entitlements every year.

Proposed
measures

v A\
changing the method-
ology for determining

the cost of kindergar-
tens’ daycare service

covering the

transport costs

providing organised
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for children with
disabilities
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A Special Consideration of the Situation
with Child Poverty

Although one of the main goals of the latest legislative amendments was
to reduce child poverty, according to the most recent published Laeken
Poverty Indicators of the State Statistical Office, however, over 120,000
children in the country, or 32.8% of all children, live below the national
poverty threshold. This again indicates that there is a need to redefine
the monetary entitlements provided by the Law on Child Protection in the
direction of expanding the coverage and increasing the amount of cash
assistance for children living in poverty.

This should be especially taken into account for the most vulnerable groups,
according to a study on multidimensional child poverty by the Economic
Research and Policy Institute “Finance Think” and UNICEF, namely, for
Roma children and for children from socially at-risk households with more
than two children. ®

children in this country

1 : Z O 0 0 O + live below the national
poverty threshold

What Are the Main Benefits of a Well-
Organised Child Care System and How
Can This System Be Improved?

In our country, women are still the primary care Who performs the unpaid
providers in families. Traditional gender roles and work at home

gender stereotypes mean that caring for the home
and childrenis primarily the responsibility of women,
and this is one of the key factors contributing
to women'’s inactivity in the labour market.

The low rate of women’s participation in the

labour force means that the country does not tap

into the potential of about half of its working-age 72 5 O/
women, as they are not active job seekers and ) o
are not included in the labour market. Namely, the

established activity rate for women was 44.9% Women

in 2021 (versus 67.2% for men)®é, which is slightly

higher in rural areas. Moreover, women perform

72.5% of the unpaid work at home and in child care,

which significantly affects their ability and time to

engage in paid work.

This particularly puts women from rural areas, women from minority communities,
especially Roma women, and women caring for children with disabilities in a vulne-

rable position.

5 https://www.financethink.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Multidimensional-child-poverty-MK.pd'
6 XKeHuTe 1 MaxuTe Bo Penybnnka CeBepHa MakenoHuja, 2023. (Women and Men in the Republic of North
Macedonia. 2023.) <https://www.stat.gov.mk/publikacii/2023/ZeniteMazite_2023.pdf>
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Women'’s equal participation in the labour market and the valuation of women’s unpaid work is
key to achieving a more equitable, prosperous and resilient society. A study by “Finance Think”
titled “Behind the Curtain: Cultural Norms, Gender Stereotypes and Attitudes about Work Shape
Women'’s Inactivity in the Labour Market in North Macedonia” 7 also points out that, in circumstances
of limited child care services, especially for children under 3 years of age, many women are forced
to stay at home to care for their children. Flexible work arrangements are not widely available, making
it difficult for women to find a balance between work and family responsibilities.

According to the above, when expanding child
care capacities, priority should be given to
municipalities without public kindergartens and
to municipalities with a high rate of economic
inactivity of women. Namely, economic simu-
lations by the European Commission’s Joint
Research Centre confirm that measures
to provide formal early childhood care and
education services in the Member States would
result in an increased participation of women in
the labour force.

Further on, it is necessary to expand child
care services by providing afternoon child
care, to support parents working in two shifts.
Namely, the Law provides for the possibility
of child care for 9-11 hours a day, through full-
day child care programmes, which can be
carried out in the morning, in the afternoon, all
day or alternating. However, a very small share
of facilities offer services beyond 4-5 p.m.,
and there is hardly any facility that works in
the afternoon.

In this context, provision of such services is necessary, especially in the child care facilities of those
municipalities and regions where a large proportion of the population works in two shifts. However,
one such needs assessment must be accompanied by an appropriate assessment of the capacities
in child care facilities, as well as of the available and necessary resources, for the proper provision
of these services.

It is necessary to expand child care
services by providing afternoon child
care, to support parents

7 https://www.financethink.mk/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Policy-Study-Nr.-52-MK-1.pdf
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How To Achieve More Efficient and Better
Quality Services in Child Care Facilities?

When constructing new facilities or reconstructing the existing ones, the established standards
should be observed regarding the availability and accessibility of facilities, the number of children
within groups and the number of children with disabilities, the provision of appropriate didactic aids
and staff that will respond to the needs of children.

Moreover, it is necessary to invest in staff training and capacity building and in the technical
infrastructure of welfare institutions, to ensure that institutions and facilities can effectively
implement the legislation. In addition, new and improved programmes are needed to work with
children with disabilities, but also with gifted / talented children and children with higher intellectual
capacities, in order to properly recognise and support their development. In this context, consideration
should be given to the possibility for the Law to provide for special professional services and
jobs for this purpose. A quality analysis of the existing capacities of public institutions can give a
good overview of the required staff, such as special educators, speech therapists or other specialists
working with children with disabilities or gifted children. Moreover, these jobs should not necessarily
be tied to a specific facility, but can cover entire municipalities, regions, etc.

Training and Staff - development Special professional services and jobs
for this purpose

Investment in the . .
technical infrastructure Monitoring and evaluating the

programme implementation
Improved work programmes for

children with disabilities, but also Measurable outcomes for
with gifted / talented children children’s development

Particular attention should be paid to the development of systems for monitoring and evaluating the
programme implementation and service delivery, as well as their effect on children’s development.
In this context, all oversight bodies are adequately provided for in the Law, but more attention should
be paid to measurable outcomes for children’s physical, intellectual and emotional development.
Appropriate testing at the beginning and at the end of the calendar year (or every two years) can
more accurately determine the level of maturity of children by developmental periods and provide
guidance for future child development care programmes.




Consideration of the Law from the Aspect
of Protection against Discrimination

The Law on Child Protection explicitly prohibits any form of direct or indirect discrimination and
harassment in the exercise of children’s rights and in child protection arrangements, in compliance
with the Law on Prevention and Protection against Discrimination.

The Law specifically refers to the obligation that anyone can report any abuse and that the authorities
are obliged to oversee the management of child care facilities and conduct special professional
supervision, as well as take appropriate action. The Law stipulates that any discriminatory
action committed in the performance of official duty constitutes grounds for initiating
discrimination proceedings under the Law on Prevention and Protection against Discrimination.
However, we are of the opinion that, instead of a direct reference to another law, the Law on Child
Protection should within itself provide for specific articles and special procedures or authorities
and bodies that will consider the cases of unequal or unfavourable treatment within these facilities.
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This will allow for better detection of cases where discrimination exists, as well as for setting up
appropriate oversight mechanisms within the very facilities, before initiating proceedings under the
Law on Prevention and Protection against Discrimination. It is also worth considering a separate
body safeguarding children’s rights (Children’s Ombudsman) to operate under this Law.

Instead of a direct reference to another law, the Law on Child
Protection should within itself provide for specific articles
and special procedures or authorities and bodies that will

consider the cases of unequal or unfavourable treatment
within these facilities

L



Advancing the
Available Data System

As data have been mentioned several times to serve as the basis for all future planning and
monitoring of the situation, it is necessary to improve the system of collecting and analysing
statistical data relating to the rights and services provided for by the Law. These data will help monitor
and evaluate the effectiveness of legislative measures and will allow for identification of possible
areas for improvement.

In this context, relatively solid and readily available data exist concerning the child population
share within the total population to which the provisions of this Law apply, and which are
disaggregated by age groups, by ethnicity, etc.; also, data exist on some of the capacities of public
and private child care facilities (in terms of space, equipment, staff, etc.).

Data are available on the total number of children with disabilities registered with, but not so on
children who are not registered with a child care facility. Moreover, there are no data available
reflecting the type and the degree of disability, nor whether these children come from urban or
rural areas, to be able to assess and plan the coverage of these children in facilities. Additionally, an
analysis should be made of child care facilities’ level of inclusivity in terms of ethnicity.

Regular updating of data on thenumber of
beneficiaries from different target groups -
particularly children with disabilities, type of
disability, region / municipality, and distance
from the first available care services — will
allow for a more complete adaptation of
policies to protecting vulnerable groups.
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