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Summary

The establishment of the Councils for the Protection of the Rights of the Child of municipal com-
munities started in 2003. Their purpose is to submit (within the Council’s competence) proposals to mu-
nicipal councils on the formation of the strategy and policy for the protection of children rights, the estab-
lishment of community priorities, as well as the elaboration and implementation of measures for the pro-
tection of children rights and prevention measures adainst the violation of children rights in a community
(Official Gazette, 2002, Mo. 110-4866.). Although the establishment of the above group is one of the
major steps in ensuring and strengthening the protection of children rights, it has exceptionally an advi-
sory function; therefore, with a view to approximating the services to beneficiaries, child assistance
dgroups are instrumental at the level of neighbourhoods for the assurance of complex assistance to chil-
dren.

Pursuant to the results of the interview of the members of the Working Groups for Protection of
the Rights of the Child (hereinafter referred to as the GPRQ), the present article analyzes practical opera-
tional aspects of the GPRC at a community level: the principles for the establishment of the above
groups, the organization and coordination of activities. At the end of the article the model of the resolu-
tion of the violations of the main rights of the child in social risk families is presented.

Keywords: social risk family, working groups for the protection of the rights of the child (GPRQ),
assistance.

Introduction

Family is the primary link serving as the basis for human existence, public stability, sustainability
and development providing for the establishment of a person’s material welfare, emotional, educa-
tional and supervision environment. Changes in the public social and economic conditions determined
the changes in a family. It has to adapt to new circumstances, change its lifestyle, functions and be-
haviour. Family reflects and accumulates all progressive and negative changes of social and economic
life. The National Family Policy Concept (Official Gazette, 2008, No. 69-2624) stipulates the main ob-
jective of the national family policy: to anticipate and execute the common policy supporting and
strengthening the family institution with a view to ensuring common conditions in providing diverse as-
sistance of the state and public institutions to family in order to create conditions for a family to be-
come an autonomic, responsible, stable, active and independent institution capable of efficient execu-
tion of its functions. However, not all families are capable of adapting to new circumstances, changing
lifestyle and executing relevant family functions. According to the statistical data of the Republic of
Lithuania of 2008, the number of social risk families in Lithuania amounted to 11350, where the num-
ber of children comprised even 3.7 per cent of the total number of Lithuanian children. A social risk
family is a family in which there are children under 18 years of age and at least one of the parents
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abuses alcohol, narcotic, psychotropic or toxic substances; is gambling-dependent; due to the lack of
social skills does not know how to or is not able to properly care for children, abuses them psychologi-
cally, physically or sexually; does not use the state support he receives in the interests of the family,
which results in a threat posed to the physical, intellectual, spiritual and moral development and secu-
rity of the children (Law on Social Services of the Republic of Lithuania, Official Gazette, 2006, No. 17-
589). Since family is a system having major impact on the behaviour of an individual, it is impossible to
meet individual needs and solve its behavioural problems without changing the system. Therefore, in
order to help children, social assistance to the entire family is instrumental.

The importance of this assistance to families at risk is defined in many regulatory enactments
within the Strategy of the National Policy on the Child Welfare (Official Gazette, 2005, No. 25-802). Its
purpose is to create the prerequisites for the well-being of children of the Republic of Lithuania, which
is perceived as the creation of relevant conditions for a full-fledged life of children and the assurance
of the right to protection, well-being and participation in public life. The National Education Strategy for
2003-2012 (Official Gazette, 2005, No. 12-391) provides for pedagogical and cultural assistance to all
families raising children.

According to the European and global experience, children from social risk or socially excluded
families need complex and long-term assistance. For such an assistance, inter-institutional coopera-
tion and transparent coordination of activities are of high importance. However, inter-institutional co-
operation in the provision of services to children and families is underdeveloped in the country. Al-
though relevant legal acts oblige the persons rendering educational, social and health care services to
provide information on the cases of the violations of the rights of children, and municipalities should
have operating councils for the protection of the rights of children, usually a child who experienced vio-
lence, neglect, etc. is provided with short-term care or, if needed, health care services; thus, family
problems are still unresolved. In the view of the above, it is hecessary to ensure high-quality social as-
sistance to social risk families in the future.

According to the Law on Social Services (Official Gazette, 2006, No. 17-589), social services
are provided to a person or his/her family in a community. Pursuant to the Resolution of the Govern-
ment of the Republic of Lithuania ‘On the Approval of the Plan of Measures for 2007-2010 for the Im-
plementation of the Concept of Internal Decentralization of Municipalities’, in organizing social services
the focus would be on communities. Following the above Resolution, the Councils for the Protection of
the Rights of the Child in municipal communities were established in 2003. Their purpose is to submit
(within the Council’'s competences) proposals to municipal councils on the formation of the strategy
and policy for the protection of children rights, the establishment of community priorities, as well as the
elaboration and implementation of measures for the protection of children rights and prevention meas-
ures against the violation of children rights in a community (Official Gazette, 2002, No. 110-4866.). Al-
though the establishment of the above groups is one of the major steps in ensuring and strengthening
the protection of the rights of children, it has exceptionally an advisory function; therefore, with a view
to approximating the services to beneficiaries, child assistance groups are instrumental at the level of
neighbourhoods for the assurance of complex assistance to child. This assistance is perceived as a
coordinated provision of education programmes, social assistance, health care services and education
to a child and his/her family at the request of parents (adoptive parents, guardians) or relevant institu-
tions responsible for the protection of the rights of the child.

There is a lack of scientific research into practical operational aspects of the above groups;
therefore, it is necessary to describe practical operational aspects of the GPRC in a community.

Research object: activity of a complex group for the protection of the rights of the child.

Goal: to analyze practical operational aspects of the GPRC at a community level.

Tasks:

1. To define the concept of the GPRC.

2. To analyze aspects of the organization of the activity of the GPRC.

3. To present the model of the resolution of the violations of the main children rights in social

risk families.

Research sample: the survey includes the members of four GPRC (30 members in total)—one
member from each Lithuanian county. The groups were selected according to the recommendations of
the Councils for Protection of the Rights of the Child of municipal communities: investigators were in-
formed about the most active GPRC. Respondents were interviewed by applying the method of a non-
structured interview.

Research methods: analysis of scientific literature, half-structured interview of the members of
the GPRC.
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1. Concept of the GPRC

Pursuant to the Law on Self-Government of the Republic of Lithuania (Official Gazette, 2008,
No. 113-4290), neighbourhoods organize (within their competence) the protection of the rights of the
child and work with problem families raising children or having restricted rights to their children. Under
the provision regarding active participation of community representatives in the decision-making proc-
ess in municipalities (within the Resolution of the Government of the Republic of Lithuania ‘On the Ap-
proval of the Plan of Measures for 2007-2010 for Implementation of the Concept of the Internal Decen-
tralisation of Municipalities’), the head of a neighbourhood is under an obligation to cooperate with
community members and their representatives, consult the neighbourhood and other non-
governmental organizations (hereinafter referred to as NGOs) in administering the provision of public
services. Thus, the establishment of the GPRC in neighbourhoods is one of the measures ensuring
the implementation of the above provisions at a community level.

The concept of the GPRC (as a unit) corresponds to the definitions of a group presented in sci-
entific literature, where a group is qualified as a totality of persons connected by common goals, inter-
ests, etc. (Johnson, 2001; MLD; Legkauskas, 2008). Thus, the GPRS are groups established for the
realization of a common goal—the protection of the rights of the child in a specific community. These
groups execute their activities pursuant to the Constitution of the Republic of Lithuania (Official Ga-
zette, 1992, No. 33-1014), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Official Gazette, 1995, No. 60-
1501), the Civil Code of the Republic of Lithuania (Official Gazette, 2000, No. 74-2262), the Law on
Fundamentals of Protection of the Rights of the Child of the Republic of Lithuania (Official Gazette,
1996, No. 33-807; 1999, No. 66- 2129; 2001, No. 71-2523; 2002, No. 95-4090), other regulatory en-
actments, decisions of municipal councils or mayors, and orders of administration directors.

In Lithuania, the GPRC can be initiated by all community members; however, usually they are
initiated by the heads of neighbourhoods, social workers, community centres, child day centres and
social pedagogues of schools.

The group of each neighbourhood can establish its own priority operational trends (according to
the situation and communal needs); however, the advisory function is the key one (Figure 1) and is
perceived as the submission of proposals to the Service for Protection of the Rights of the Child con-
cerning the children rights, their protection, and the elaboration/implementation of the measures for the
prevention of the violations of children rights in a community as well as the provision of social support
and other proposals facilitating the establishment of an effective system for the protection of children
rights in a municipality. With reference to the defined goals and the purpose of the GPRC, the follow-
ing additional functions of the above groups could be specified: diagnostic, preventive, organizational
and prognostic.

CHONS DA WURKING GRUUR

-visory -;nostic -entive qﬂizational -gnostic

Figure 1. Functions of the GPRC (Merfeldaité, 2008)

In order to execute advisory, preventive and other functions, it is necessary to analyze the
strengths and weaknesses of a community; thus, the GPRC need a diagnostic function.

Since one of the GPRC tasks is to involve the community into the formation of the system for
the protection of children rights in a municipality, preventive and organizational functions become in-
strumental; they include elaboration and implementation of social and pedagogical assistance plans.
Prognostic function is perceived as the elaboration of individual social pedagogical programmes for an
individual, group or community with a view to solving relevant problems.
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The highlighted functions comply with the trends of active social integration in a community,

specified in scientific literature:

1) Search for and development of relations: a situation analysis and the anticipation of common
actions (identification of strengths);

2) Employment: specific purposeful education, information, new experiences, encouragement
of creative activity.

3) Systematic work with the social environment of the child: diverse investigation of the child’s
problems (school, family, service for the protection of the rights of the child, police, special
institutions) and environment (friends).

4) Development of a sensitive society. information about the problem (articles in newspapers);
encouragement to take responsibility for the resolution of a problem (various campaigns,
change of attitude, other socio-cultural spheres, social partnership, social communication,
social skills and self-sufficiency, self-realization and identity, choice of freedom (Stuopyte,
2002).

2. Organization of the Activity of the GPRC

Survey proceedings. In order to analyze the practical aspects of the activity of the GPRC at mu-
nicipal level, the members of the GPRC of four different Lithuanian counties were interviewed (30 re-
spondents). The interview included questions regarding the principles of the establishment of the
GPRC as well as the strengths and weaknesses in work organization.

The survey was executed in three stages. During the first stage, the time of the interview with
the members of the GPRC was arranged. Interviews were executed separately with each group; later
the data of all groups was analyzed, interpreted and systemized. The second stage included the ac-
quaintance with the respondents, the presentation of the survey goals and the submission of ques-
tions. The sequence of questions depended on the process of conversation with respondents. The
data was recorded in a written form, since the members of the GPRC refused audio recording (for the
assurance of their security). Written recording of the interviews was necessary, since the answers of
the respondents were interpreted separately according to their job positions (audio recording aggra-
vates the attribution of the authorship of a speaker). In the third stage, the data was analyzed and in-
terpreted. The results of the interview were analyzed by applying the method of content analysis, in-
cluding the identification of categories and sub-categories. A summary of the survey’s data was pre-
sented to the respondents. The credibility of the analysis was ensured by following the requirements
specified for a content analysis.

Survey results. During the interviews, the respondents were asked to indicate the criteria which
were applied in establishing the GPRC. The analysis of the results of the interview revealed that the
GPRC were established so as to include a higher number of diverse community institutions, i.e. they
were based on the network of functioning institutions.' The summary of the survey results revealed
that the representatives of organizations functioning within the territories of neighbourhoods usually
take part in the activity of the GPRC; in large territories of neighbourhoods, where children reside in
remote settlements, each member of a group might be required to represent specific settlements or vil-
lages. According to group members, the GPRC were established on a voluntary basis. Thus, the com-
position of the GPRC was predetermined by the network of operating organizations. Members of the
GPRC included: health care specialists (6 nurses and 4 general practitioners), representatives of so-
cial assistance and support (6 organizers of social work); representatives of an educational institution
(2 school directors, 4 social pedagogues, 4 teachers); police officers (4). The GPRC included from 9 to
15 members. According to the analysis of the scientific literature (Seilius and Simanskiené, 2009;
Kepalaité, 2008), researchers most often recommend a group of 5-9 persons for an efficient activity.
However, during the interview group members said that their groups involved several nurses, teachers
and physicians, who were invited to meetings in their service territories.

The GPRC are usually established on the initiative of social workers or the heads of neighbour-
hoods. According to the respondents, this is related to the direct activity of these persons as well as to
their commitments to the community. Several respondents related the establishment of the GPRC to
direct results of all activities (Table 1).

' As the respondents indicate, ‘in order to ensure the global attitude toward the child and his/her problems, the group in-
volves representatives of various professions: organizer of social work, social worker for work with risk families, social peda-
gogue, physician, psychologist, policeman, etc’.; ‘specialists of various professions were selected, i.e. the specialists capable of
solving education, health, crime and other problems’.
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Table 1. Ways of the establishment of the GPRC

Sub-category Confirmative statement
Social worker’'s |... he is responsible for social assistance and, certainly, for children;
initiative ... mostly problems occur with social risk families; it is normal that a social worker has to show|

the initiative and he/she could do it more easily;

..... one way or another, we communicated with each other; certainly, this activity was not regu-
lated, we simply used to meet as specialists and discuss all problems...until we have been as-
sembled into one group.

Initiative of the ...namely he/she is responsible for the establishment of a group;
head of a ..what if we get together but no support is provided.
neighbourhood

Good relationship |..we could say: this person or another, but we are all responsible for work of such a group...the
result merit should not be attributed to this or that person...

Anyway, we used to work together...today we were given a name, but activities have been exe-
cuted before that...

Group members share responsibilities according to the existing competences (‘the one who is
responsible for certain activity at work, undertakes relevant responsibility...’, ‘in case a task is not re-
lated to none of the members’ responsibilities, we see who has more time’; ‘...usually the organizer of
social work undertakes the responsibility’).

In order to define the motivation of group members (as all the members of the GPRC work free
of charge), the researchers asked the respondents to indicate their motives for the work in the group.
The review of the respondents’ answers revealed the following main motivation factors: work interests
(4); public interests (3); moral satisfaction (2); care of families (2).

The purpose of the interviews is to specify the role of the GPRC. The mission of two of the in-
terviewed groups working in two counties is the accumulation and submission of information on the
violation of children rights. The vision of the third group is to become the main provider of operative in-
formation to the Service for Protection of the Rights of the Child on the violation of children rights by
contributing to the assurance of the well-being of the child; the vision of the fourth group is to ensure
the provision of complex assistance and the exchange of information.

Notably, priority operational trends of all groups were identified according to the mutual group
agreement on priority problems (and not according to the community situation analysis). It can be as-
sumed that community members are aware of the community problems even without special investiga-
tions; however, a situation analysis is advisable in pursuance of the operational effectiveness of a
group.

Although the goal of two of the interviewed GPRC is the accumulation of information, discus-
sions of executed activities revealed that groups are not restricted by the advisory or information func-
tion only; they provide all possible social assistance to social risk families and their children and serve
as mediators between neighbourhoods/other institutions in meeting social and educative needs of
children.

When asked to describe the group activity, respondents identified (according to the purpose of
relevant groups) three main categories of group activities: visits to social risk families, supervision,
counselling; record of the violations of children rights, provision of information to the Service for Pro-
tection of the Rights of the Child; submission of proposals to municipalities on the improvement of the
living conditions of social risk families; preventive activity (‘seminars to social risk families on the im-
provement of social skills’; ‘recruitment to AA clubs’; ‘organization of leisure time’).

Respondents were asked to identify difficulties faced while implementing the goals of group ac-
tivities. According to the survey results, all the groups faced problems such as the lack of parental re-
sponsibility, the assurance of complex assistance (‘this is the most difficult condition, since it requires
constant, continuous and complex assistance, involving psychologists, organizers of social work, envi-
ronment, school etc’), and the lack of parents’ motivation to change.

All the GPRC emphasized the dissemination of information on services provided to children and
their families. According to group members, ‘if parents don’t need assistance, community might be the
way out for children from social risk families in finding lodging, food, money, etc.’, and ‘for children it is
very important to know that they’ll be protected’. Thus, the importance of complex assistance to the
entire family increases. According to group members, a general support centre could increase the oc-
cupation of children from social risk families, provide a possibility to organize training and psychologi-
cal assistance (‘concentration of various services in one place would facilitate the work of the group,
consideration of problems would be more effective and efficient’).
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Group members were asked to tell about the community’s contribution to the above activities.
According to the majority of respondents, community is still indifferent to the violation of children rights
(‘not all community members want to communicate and hide many facts’; ‘passive participation’; ‘no
contribution at all’); however, it performs the function of a provider of information on the violation of
children rights (‘inform on how parents take care of their children’). Members of the GPRC emphasized
the importance of cooperation with municipalities. All respondents were of the opinion that municipali-
ties were quite attentive to the activity of the GPRC; however, they indicated a lack of cooperation with
the Service for Protection of the Rights of the Child (‘lack of close cooperation’; ‘not enough attention
to the above issue’, 'sometimes we feel alone in the battlefield). According to the respondents, coop-
eration with the above Service is instrumental, since ‘this Service is the only capable of making deci-
sions concerning children, i.e. capable of taking relevant actions at the neighbourhood level’, and the
GPRC are responsible only for supervision and information.

Thus the summary of the GPRC’s cooperation aspect revealed that ties with the community,
which could be the main provider of information on the violations of children rights, is still week. This
could be affected by both, the lack of efforts of the group to establish these ties and the peculiarities of
a community (e.g. reluctance to solve other people’s problems, etc.).

As the results of the interview show, the procedure for solving problems in the GPRC consists of
the following stages: identification of risks and protective factors; planning of assistance; cooperation
with the Service for Protection of the Rights of the Child; provision, supervision and evaluation of as-
sistance. The above complies with the model for solving social, pedagogical and psychological prob-
lems; however, the focus in this process is on the search for organizations capable of solving the prob-
lems of a specific child/family as well as on the family supervision process (in an ordinary child or fam-
ily environment, none of institutional workers would be able to accomplish this task).

Table 2. Problem resolution procedure

Stages Description of stages
Identification of risk and | Violations of the rights of the child are usually recorded in social risk families; there-
protective factors fore, the first stage is the identification of risk factors. Upon the receipt of information

from the community or the GPRC, an organizer of social work, an organizer of work
with social risk families, police representative (they all are members of the GPRC)
shall pay an urgent visit to the family. Problems of social risk families indicated by the
GPRC members are divided into three groups:

v' Social and economic factors: bad living conditions, unemployment, lack of
money, restricted development opportunities;

v' Psychological factors: disagreement between parents or cohabitants, problems
in children’s behaviour, weak family relations, one of the parents does not take
care of children, violence;

v Social and criminal factors: alcohol; violence.

All factors are related to the internal or external environment of a social risk family.
Planning of assistance Upon the identification of the problems of a social risk family, it is important to antici-
pate persons and organizations capable of providing assistance; they have to be in-
cluded into the process of the resolution of a specific problem.

Cooperation with the When solving urgent family problems, direct connection with a representative of the
Service for Protection of | Service is instrumental.

the Rights of the Child

Provision of assistance A group (or a group together with workers of the Service for Protection of the Rights of
The Child) considers the plan for the provision of assistance and distribute responsi-
bilities.

Family supervision Supervision is a long-term process. All violations shall be recorded. Neighbours are
also asked to provide information. Community usually assists in the above situation,
since members of the GPRC cannot pay visits to families every day.

Evaluation. Efficiency Evaluation of changes in a family and/or the efficiency of problem resolution.

In order to identify the strengths, weaknesses, possible scenarios of the development of activi-
ties and threats identified by the GPRC members, the SWOT analysis was applied. Respondents were
asked to identify the strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities of a working group.

Respondents related the strengths to the concentration of a group (‘good composition of a work-
ing group both from the professional and territorial point of view’; ‘constant relations between the
GPRC members’; ‘regular exchange of information during the GPRC meetings’; ‘understanding of the
use of group activity’) and public values of group members (‘sensibility towards the violations of the
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rights of the child’; ‘positive (preventive) impact on parents from social risk families’; ‘moral assistance
to children and families’).

The analysis of the weaknesses of the GPRC provided for the identification of four categories:
lack of motivation related to the absence of financial reward (‘work executed for public interests’; ‘only
moral satisfaction’); weak relations with community (‘weak relations with the community’, ‘indifference
of the community’), lack of systematic assistance (‘there is no model for a systematic provision of as-
sistance’, ‘assistance of a psychologist is not provided) and lack of work equipment (“lack of transport
means’; ‘absence of separate work premises and technical tools’).

Members of the GPRC related their opportunities directly to the encouragement of the activity of
the community (‘involvement of community members into a working group’; ‘involvement of social risk
families into community events and training’); development of international and national projects (‘par-
ticipation in international and national projects in order to acquire practical skills and tangible experi-
ence’) and development of the assistance network, i.e. the establishment of a day centre by increasing
the occupation of children from social risk families.

The block of threats embraces the category of social and economic problems, which is directly
related to the increase in the number of risk families and the absence of financial reward to group
members; indifference of community to the activity of the GPRC (‘indifference of community and
neighbours of social risk families to the violations of children rights’; ‘community’s attitude to the
GPRC) and the increase in the indifference of the representatives of self-governance institutions (‘de-
creasing interest of self-government top managers in providing assistance to the GPRC)).

The summary of the activity of the GPRC revealed that effective activity of the group depends
on its concentration, motivation and values, the attitude of the community and its involvement into the
activity. Future perspectives of the GPRC are related to the development of national and international
projects as well as to the processes of the establishment of the assistance infrastructure in the com-
munities.

Conclusions

1. The GPRC were established for the accomplishment of a common goal: the protection of
children rights in a specific community. Its key functions are: advisory, diagnostic, preventive, organ-
izational and prognostic.

2. The GPRC, group composition and the number of members comply with the nature of solved
problems. Main advantages of the group: adequate professional composition, group consistency,
moral satisfaction of group members and the desire to provide complex assistance to families at risk.

3. The activity of the GPRC encompasses the attendance of social risk families, their supervi-
sion and counselling; record of the violations of children rights and the provision of information to the
Service for the Protection of the Rights of the Child; submission of proposals to municipalities on the
improvement the of living conditions of social risk families; preventive activity.

4. Main obstacles of the GPRC activity are related to passive involvement of the community, the
lack of parental responsibility for children and the lack of relevant specialists.

5. The activity of the GPRC is related to the development of national and international projects
as well as to the processes of the establishment of assistance infrastructure in the community.

6. The model of the resolution of the violations of the main rights of children in social risk fami-
lies complies with the model of the resolution of social, pedagogical and psychological problems.

7. The focus in the assistance process is on the search for organizations capable of solving the
problems of a specific child/family, the process of family supervision and mitigation of social risk fac-
tors.
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VAIKO TEISIl) APSAUGOS GRUPES VEIKLOS ORGANIZAVIMAS SENIONIJOJE

Dr. Odeta Merfeldaité
Mykolo Romerio universitetas

Santrauka

Nuo 2003 m. jsteigtos savivaldybiy bendruomeniy vaiko teisiy apsaugos tarybos, kuriy pagrindine

paskirtis — pagal savo kompetencijg teikti savivaldybes tarybai sitlymus del vaiko teisiy apsaugos politi-
kos ir strategjjos formavimo bei prioritety nustatymo bendruomeneje, vaiko teisiy apsaudos ir vaiko teisiy
pazeidimy prevencijos priemoniy rengimo bei jgyvendinimo bendruomengje (Zin. 2002, Nr. 110-4866.).
Nors jsteigti Sig grupe — vienas i5 dideliy zingsniy uztikrinant ir stiprinant vaiko teisiy apsaugg, taciau tokiy
arupiy funkcija tik patariamoji, todel siekiant priartinti paslaugas prie paslaugos gavejy senidnijose butinos
padgalbos vaikui grupes, Kurios padety uztikrinti kompleksine pagalbg vaikui.

Remiantis Vaiko teisiy apsaugos darbo grupiy (toliau — VTAD) nariy interviu rezultatais straipsnyje

analizuojami praktiniai VTAD grupes veiklos bendruomenegje aspektai: grupes sudarymo principai, veiklos
organizavimas ir koordinavimas. Straipsnio pabaigoje pateikiamas vaiko teisiy apsaugos darbo grupés na-
riy pagrindiniy vaiko teisiy pazeidimy socialines rizikos seimose sprendimo modelis.

Pagrindinés sgvokos: socialines rizikos Seima, vaiko teisiy apsaugos darbo grupe, pagalba.



