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Lumos’ contribution to the public consultation on EU funds in the area of values and mobility:
Ending volunteering in institutions for children

1. About Lumos
Lumos is an international NGO1, founded by author J.K. Rowling, working to end the
institutionalisation of children around the world by transforming education, health and social care
systems for children and their families; helping children move from institutions to family-based care.
Lumos sits on the EU Civil Society Platform against trafficking in human beings and is a founding
member of the European Expert Group on the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care.
2. Institutionalisation of children
An estimated eight million children worldwide live in residential institutions and so-called orphanages
that deny their human rights and do not meet their needs.2 One million of these children are believed
to live in the wider European region.3
There are numerous definitions of what the term ‘institution’4 means when referring to children. The
Common European Guidelines on the Transition from Institutional to Community-based Care define
institutions for children “as residential setting that are not built around the needs of the child nor close
to a family situation, and display the characteristics typical of institutional culture (depersonalisation,
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rigidity of routine, block treatment, social distance, dependence, lack of accountability, etc.)”.5
Additional characteristics include an organised routine, impersonal structures and a low care-giver to
child ratio.
Over 80 years of research from across the world has demonstrated the significant harm caused to
children in institutions who are deprived of loving parental care and who may consequently suffer lifelong physical and psychological harm.6 Children who grow up in institutions can experience
attachment disorders, cognitive and developmental delays, and a lack of social and life skills leading
to multiple disadvantages during adulthood.7 Long-term effects of living in institutions can include
severe developmental delays, disability, irreversible psychological damage, and increased rates of
mental health difficulties, involvement in criminal behaviour, and suicide.8
Research consistently demonstrates that more than 80 per cent of children in institutions are not
'orphans',9 but are placed there due to reasons such as poverty, disability, marginalisation, a lack of
family support services in the community and as a result of trafficking.
3. International policy and legal framework
A number of international and EU policy and legal instruments declare that institutional settings are a
breach of human rights. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), ratified by all EU Member
States, affirms that as far as possible, all children have a right to live with their families and that parents
or other legal guardians have the primary responsibility to protect and care for the child.10 The CRC
and the UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children11 also call on States to ensure that families
have access to services which support them in their caregiving role. The Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD),12 to which 27 Member States and the EU itself are signatories,
states that children with disabilities should enjoy their human rights on an equal basis with other
children13, that their best interests must be taken into account14 and that all persons with disabilities
have the right to community living.15
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is built around the principle of leaving no one behind16
and describes the role of States “to provide children and youth with a nurturing environment for the
full realisation of their rights and capabilities… including through safe schools and cohesive
communities and families.”17
In addition, the recently updated “EU Guidelines for the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of the
Child (2017)” highlight the importance of appropriate alternative care for children that allows them to
participate in community life, of preventing family and child separation,18 and of taking into
consideration the child’s best interests.19 They further recommend the need for greater coherence in
the EU’s external action on children, including that carried out by Member States.20
4. Ceasing EU funding for institutional care
In 2013, the European Union took a major step towards ending the institutionalisation of children with
the introduction of an ex-ante conditionality on social inclusion (9: 9.1.) in the Regulation 1303/2013
on the European Structural and Investment Funds21. The ex-ante conditionality includes measures
which effectively prohibit the use of ESIF to maintain, renovate or construct residential institutions. It
also encourages Member States to prioritise programmes to support the transition from institutional
to family and community-based care.
5. The relationship between orphanage volunteering and child trafficking
The proliferation of orphanages in a number of countries has been fuelled in part by a growing trend
in recent decades of volunteering in, and donating to, orphanages. Indeed, volunteering in orphanages
has become so popular—and such a lucrative industry—that orphanages are sometimes established
simply to provide a volunteering ‘experience’.22 This practice is harmful for children on a number of
levels.
Children need continuity of sensitive care. The constant turnover of volunteers, offering love and care
for a few days or weeks, results in children who are not able to form proper attachments, essential to
healthy development.23 Often volunteers will not understand that an orphanage is harmful for
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children. Orphanage directors may threaten and punish children if they ‘speak out’ to volunteers
about abuse. Therefore, smiling children may mask the reality of life in the institution. Volunteers can
also misinterpret the affection children show them as a ‘need’ for their presence as a volunteer,
whereas it is in fact demonstrating that their ability to form secure attachments has been damaged.24
In many countries, orphanages may not undertake background checks on volunteers, nor do they have
adequate systems in place to protect children under their care. As a result, some child sex abusers
pose as orphanage volunteers to gain access to vulnerable children, which has in many cases led to
serious sexual and other abuse.25 Even well-intentioned volunteers rarely have the appropriate skills
to provide care for vulnerable children: many speak of having witnessed abuse of children without
having been taught how to respond, while others say they were asked to provide medical care for
children, without having received appropriate training.26
Finally, the large sums of money associated with volunteering and the demand for volunteer
placements in orphanages have driven a trend of trafficking of children into orphanages, unnecessarily
removing children from their families and placing them in situations of potential harm, abuse and
exploitation.27
6. Lumos’ recommendations for EU-led volunteering schemes
European volunteering schemes such as European Voluntary Service (EVS), EU Aid Volunteers and the
European Solidarity Corps allow for the expression of solidarity between people of different
backgrounds, different ages and across cultural divides. They also provide an opportunity for cultural
and social exchange between countries that cannot be offered at national level. For example,
volunteering in a social service in another country can give young people the chance to experience
different models and approaches around Europe, to explore and exchange good practice and to use
their experiences to potentially improve services back home.
The first consideration of any volunteering activity should be that it should be beneficial for society,
and as a minimum should not cause harm to the volunteers or the recipients of their services. This is
reflected in the Council Recommendation on the mobility of young volunteers across the European
Union, which encourages organisers “to cooperate in providing assurances about the protection of
young volunteers and service recipients.”28
Furthermore, any activities relating to children must also comply with Article 24 of the EU Charter on
Human Rights, which states that “Children shall have the right to such protection and care as is
necessary for their well-being,” and that “In all actions relating to children, whether taken by public
authorities or private institutions, the child's best interests must be a primary consideration.”29
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Overall, the activities to which European volunteers contribute must be carefully selected and
appropriate, should be in line with EU values and legislation, and should contribute to the
development of sustainable and inclusive societies, based on respect for fundamental human rights.
Recommendation 1: Ensuring volunteers are not placed in institutions for children
As outlined above, institutions represent a breach of children’s rights and pose a serious risk for their
development, wellbeing and protection. Volunteering in institutions can cause harm to children in
various ways, ranging from attachment disorders to serious cases of physical and sexual abuse, as well
as trafficking of children to fill institutions.
The EU has recognised the harm caused by institutions and has demonstrated its commitment to
facilitating the process of transition from institutions to family- and community-based care across the
EU through the Regulation 1303/2013 on the ESIF. In order for the EU to be coherent in its policy and
action, the same principle should be applied to all existing and future programmes, tools and initiatives
both inside and outside the EU.
Allowing or encouraging volunteers to take part in placements in institutions for children would
contradict the above policy, would contravene the CRC and UNCRPD, and could result in serious harm
to the children as set out above. It could also effectively normalise this harmful practice in the eyes of
the volunteers: they could even go on to provide or support similar services themselves.
Lumos recommends that, in all EU-run volunteering schemes, volunteers are not placed in
institutions for children.

Recommendation 2: Child Protection
Placing volunteers in any setting where they work directly or indirectly with children (even when not
institutions) raises potential child protection issues which need to be considered and prevented well
in advance of the placement. Volunteers must not have direct contact with children unless they have
completed adequate child protection training and vetting procedures, and should not have direct
contact with children unless they have relevant qualifications and skills. This is particularly important
for volunteers working with children with disabilities, who are at greater risk of harm from unskilled
volunteers. Volunteers in these settings require an even more specialised skill set, so must have
received appropriate training and certification before undertaking such placements.
The above measures are essential for the initiative to be in line with Article 24 of the European Charter
of Fundamental Rights: in all actions concerning children, their best interests must come first and they
must be protected from harm.
Lumos recommends that any volunteers coming into direct contact with children must have
completed adequate child protection training and vetting procedures.
Volunteers should not have direct contact with children unless they have relevant qualifications
and skills. In particular, volunteers working with children with disabilities must have specialist
qualifications and skills to enable them to provide the additional support needed.
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Furthermore, volunteer placements with children require on-going supervision, to ensure that
child protection policies are being effectively implemented.

Recommendation 3: Inclusion of all young people
Many young people leaving institutions and alternative care have not had the same educational and
social opportunities as those that have grown up in families or family-like care. They also lack the
continued family support that other young people benefit from after they have reached the age of
eighteen. Furthermore, many of them may have disabilities and may therefore require additional
support to have the same access to volunteering opportunities. With the right support, these young
people can make a valuable contribution to EU volunteering schemes, including the new European
Solidarity Corps.
Lumos calls for young people leaving alternative care, especially those leaving institutions, to be
provided with the necessary additional support to allow them to participate in EU volunteering
schemes.
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