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INTRODUCTORY WORDS

Nothing is impossible whethe focus ison doing good

This Introduction to the Ombudsman’
Report will be slightly different from previot
ones.

| am just days away from the mome
when | will leave thefficeof thenational public
defender to take up the piien of judge at the
European Court of Human Rights

| will not hide the fact that | am leavin
the institution | had the honour of leading wi
some sadness, but also with great satisfacti
because my time as Deputy Ombudsman (2(
2019) and then as Ombudsman (22024) has
beenamong themost meaningfutiaysin my
professional lifeAnd in a purely lifdike way,
because when your days are occupied v
helping people who need advice, support ¢
love in their battle withhe central governmen
and local administration monopolies,public
service providers banks, private

enforcement agentslebt collectors and fast credit companies, in defending their right to
healthcare, education, decent life and civil rights in gehéhés cannobejust a profession, but
a way of life and aiew of the world

At the beginning of mierm of officeas Bulgaria'sOmbudsman, at thpeakof the first
COVID-19 pardemic wave, 1800 citizens turnetb the institution and some 480 receved
assistancen protecton oftheir rights. Today, 4 years later, there has been a 30% increase in
thenumber of complaints (almost 580 in 2023)These numbers are an absolute record in the
18vyear history of the institution. Unfortunately, it is ads&cord that clearly shows that people
are finding it increasingly difficult to meet their sometimes most basic needs for food, nsedicine
electricity, water and heating bills. And secondly, thaimisétution of the @budsman has long
been recognisedyixitizens as the defender of their rights, not jusbdbox forsignals andhas
earned credibilityand trust, recognid by citizens as a defender of their rights

| believe that difficult times call for swift, bold, appropriate and timely actione@tise
there is simply no point. Opinions and recommendations, which ar®indmg in nature, are
the main tools of influence that the Ombudsmanatdsandto pressure the institutions to do
their job. But let's face it letters demanding an investigat, sounding the alarm about a
systemic problem, calling for legislative chasgean end up in someone's folder, on someone's
clerk's desk, or in the clerk's office, without any movement at all.

This is the thing | refuse to put up witithe apathy andallousness towards people's
problems
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That is why | took an unconventional method of communication with the responsible
institutions i every opinion, every recommendation, every letter th@hecout of the
Ombudsman's institution related to an issuedlifig a vulnerablesocialgroupwas senhot only
to the respective addressee of igmie butwasalsoannouncedn the media.

| have also convinced myself of something: ¢ls# instead of waiting for MPs, who are
already too busy to make legislatisleanges on an issue that | have repeatedly brought to their
attention, | simply appéd my indirect legislative initiative. Or, to put it another wadyput
forward a ready amendment bill that one of the MPs recodrasel put forward so that the
processcan get going

For this reason, if 2021 and 2022 were the years when the Ombudsman's complaints were
upheld by the Constitutional Court, a tool | used to protect hundreds of thousands of citizens
from administrative arbitrariness and harassment, then 20822023 were the years when the
Parliament passed a number of important laws, prepared and submitted by my team and adopted
by the Parliament almost always unanimously.

In 2023, the changes to the ProtectagainstDomestic Violence Act that | have been
pushing for since my first day as Ombudsman came about after a long struggle. Parliament
supported my proposal and the requirement for domestic violence to be systemagicoxsed
in order to make it a more serious offence. This amendment ended thetimgniequirement
for victims to report at least three offences in order for this inhumane treatment to be adequately
punished

In 2023, another important legislative proposal of mine was tabled, and in March this year
it was adopted to give high schoajraduates a second chance in the event of an unsatisfactory
matriculation exam score, which is used as an entrance tehigducationThe purpose of the
changeis to allow matriculants who have not obtained a satisfacsogre to have the
opportunity,once and within one yeaf the first matriculation exano sitfor the next scheduled
exam at the same school

Among the more importaamendmentsdrafted by my team and adopted by Parliament
are those to thé’eople with Disabilities Acand the Health ét. According to the adopted
provisions, people with disdhies continue to enjoy allights and support resulting from the
expertREMONEMC decisiorsin caseof delay by medical expeatithorities until the new expert
decision is issued, without inteption.

In addition,the statistics in th2023 AnualReport confirnsa lasting trend traditionally,
the highest number of complaints are about violated consumer rights. Around 37% of citizens
complain about public service providers and private legaitiest electricity distribution and
watersupplycompanies, mobile operators, banks, debt collection companies.

Unfortunatelythe year2023 was yet another year in which the National Assehmdady
no time to take concrete steps to address three major c@rsughts issues. The firgsueis
the adoption of the Personal Insolvency Acview of the fact thaBulgaria remains the only
country in the EU that does not have legislation specifically related to personal insglaedcy
is the country that stiltanks first in bad loans in Europe

The secondssue concernthe need to regulate the activities of collectors. As a national
Ombudsman, | believe that it is high time a lswas adopted talefinitively stop all the
unscrupulous practices that have be@pléed so far to pressure and coerce people into paying
arrears, without taking into account their personal, family and health situatisith methods
of 'persuasion’ on the edge of the law and with reference to vague clauses that increase debts
many time over
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The third priority issue with regard to consumer rights in Bulgaria is the need to adopt
legislative solution$o unfair clauses in the contracts of fast credit companies.

| also sent a recommendation to the President of the National Assembly Bili tn
representative actions for the protectiontié collective interests of consumers, submitted by
the Council of Ministers on 13 April 2023. However, this Bill, which is of particular importance
for the protection of citizens' rights and intereassconsumers, has not been put on the agenda
for deliberationand voting for eight months. | also draw attention to the fact that for years,
complaints against watesupplyoperators have been at the top of the list of all other complaints
in the instituton. The number of those relating to the poor quality of water supply services is
high. A completely new law on water supply is needed to guarantee the right of consumers to
receive a quality service at an economically viable price

In conclusion, every w& | make thousands of recommendations to various public
authorities and private bodies, state and municipal institutions, and almost all of them are fully
or partially implemented (in 2023 alone235 recommendations were sent, of which 92% were
fully or partially implemented). No complaint hkegt unanswered and this makes us proud as a
teamfor being able tdive up to the trust and huge expectations. At the end aémmyof office,
| am happy to sethat theOmbudsman institution is as closehe citizens as they need | hope
the future Ombudsmanould upgrade on thigprogress. The important thing is ntotgive up.

Yes, sometimes it will be easier, other times it will seem impassible

Onesecret from mé there are no impossible things when tifigcus of your efforts is
on doing good! Only good! Every day

Thank you for your trust

PROF. DIANA KOVACHEVA, PH.D.
OMBUDSMAN OF THE REPUBLIC OF BULGARIA



o>

r

OMBEYICMAH
HA PENYB/NKA Bb/ITAPHS

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

ACTIONS AND RESULTS

The Ombudsman i n Def en208 of Citi ze

A total of 78463 citizens and representatives of various organisations received
assistance from the Ombudsman, of which

V Complaints submitted to the Ombudsman wisd 25

V 26,344 personswere received by the Ombudsman or by the Deputy Ombudsman,
their requests beinfgllowed upandreceivingservices at the receptionomn

VThe number of citizens who sought t he
requests concerning various issues were subsequently consolidated into petitiB6$9vas

2020 2021 2022 2023

1. Complaints and alerts submittel to
the Ombudsman

13244

13536

Of those with the largest share in 282
5551 Complaints and alerts from consumers
’ and users of public services
5757 Complaints and alerts regarding violate:
’ social rights education andhealthcare
Complaints and alerts regarding proper
1,434 rights

2. Number of completed inquiries
2020 2021 2022 2023 launched in response to complaints anc
alerts ending with:

3,390 3,992 4,240

3,150 2,894 2,975

1,429 1,482 1,592

2534 2,855 3,196 3,245 Recommendation
8,668 9,520 9,837 9,856 Opinion
1491 1,229 804 819  Advice

566 440 414 612 Mediation

Compl aints outside

535 683 714 147 remit
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In 2023, the trend of a steady increase in both the number of complaints received (by
more than 15%) and the number of citizens who petitioned the Ombudsman (by more than 35%)
or receved asstance at the receptionom or as a result of guiries (by more than 10%)
continues, leading to a 32% increase in the total number of suppitizedsin defending their
rights in 2023 compared to the 2020 baseline.

80,00

70,00
60,000
50,000
40,000
30,000
20,000
10,000

m2020m260.21m2c0.22m260.23 G.

Complaints Receptioaroom Petitions Total individuals
and inqiiries

The trend of actively influencing the regulatory environment continu@023

IMPACT ON REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

2020 2021 2022 2023

LEGISLATIVE
@ T mm
OPINIONS ON DRAFT

STATUTORY
INSTRUMENTS

REFERRALS TO THE
e CONSTITUTIOINAL
COURT
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KEY EVENTS AND INITIATIVES
IN 2023

OMBUDSMAN G SIATIONAL CAMPAIGN ON
THE RIGHTS OF CHILREN AND PEOPLE
WITH DISABILITIES

In 2023, the Ombudsmarwasconsistently and actively working to protect the rights
of children and people with disabilities

The MPs acknowledged and adoptked legislative proposals drafted and submitted
by the Ombudsmanregarding the Persons with Disabilities Actand the Health Act
(promulgated in State Gazette No. 8 of 25 January 2023)erUtheé adopted provisions,
persons with disabilities continue to enjoy all the rigts and support resulting from
RMEC/NMEC decisiors in the event of delay by the medical expertise authorities until
the new expert decision is issued, without interruption

The Ombudsmarnwas actively working in support of the amendments to the
Methodology for the application of reference points for the assessment of permanently
reduced working capacity(type and degree of disability) in percentages in the Ordinance on
theMedical Expetise (amended and supplemente8itate Gazette No. 10 of 31 January 2023),
which will ensure thapeople with actual and concomitant diseases and disabilities wilbt
be deprived of social rights

On 29 May 2023the public consultations on theraft Decree of the Council of
Ministers on the amendment and supplementation oR#gulation on the structure and
organisation of the work of medical emmination bodies and regional medical expertise
registriesended In the course of the public contatlon, thepublic defendeexpressed a strong
position in favour of the need for these changes, noting the possible problems, inconsistencies
and ambiguities in the proposed texts

Throughout the year, the Ombudsman reminded in opinions that the adoptiun
legislationhad been postponed until the end of 2023ut no alternative solutions to the
existing problemshad beensuggested

A partially positive solution was reachea the issueof not updating the monthly
benefits for raising a child with a pemanent disability until the age of 18 and until
completion of secondary education, but noéxceedinghe age of 2Qprovided for inArticle
8e of the FamihAllowancesfor ChildrenAct. The2 024 Repub | | StatedBbidgeBu | gar
Act updates the monthly allowances but does not introduce a mechanism for their
automatic updating.

In October 2023, the Ombudsman adgaiok overthe chairmanship of thélonitoring
Council for the next two years. This is the monitoring body for the implementation of the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Council held its first meetifhg on
December 2023, at the same time as part of the Ombudsman’s National Campaign for the
Rights of Children and People with Disabilities,the Ombudsman organiselde photo

8
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exhibition "Mirrors of Love. About love from the first person” i a photo project by
Rositsa Bukova,an active defender of the rights of people from vulnerable groups

The initiativewasimplemented in partnership with the Bulgarian Mothers' Movement
Fourdation and the Down Syndrome Bulgaria Association, with the idea to show that people
with the Down Syndrome can livigfe with dignity when they are cared for by their supported
family and when the community accepts this as somettsglutelynormal.

At the same time, as part of tenbudsman'’s National CampaignfiFor the Rights
of Children and Persons with Disabilitie®, on 30 November Ombudsman Diana
Kovacheva, together with the Minister of Education and Science, Ph@f.Galin Tsokov,
organisedhe discussiofilnclusive EducationProblems and Solutions
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CAMPAIGN FOR A LEGISLATIVE CHANGE 1 GIVING A SECOND
CHANCE TO HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES TO SIT FOR THE STATE

MATRICULATION EXAM REQUIRED FOR ENTRANCE TO HIGHER
EDUCATION

The Ombudsman initiated a legislative change to give high school graduates a second
chance to take the matriculation exam for the purpose of applying to higher educatiadghavhen
scoreof the regular exam does not satisfy them.

The proposal was submitted by the Chairman of the Education Committee Krasimir
Valchev (GERB) and a group of MRsDenitsa Sacheva (GERBProf. Kostadin Angelov
(GERB), Elisaveta Belobradova (F¥B), Ndi Dimitrova (PRDB), Hristo Daskalov (Pf®B),
Bunyamin Hasan (RPB), lvaylo Mitkovski (PRDB) and Vanina Visina (PRDB).

The reason for this change, made by the Ombudsitthe 48" National Assembly,
werecomplaints andlertsfrom parents andigh school graduatesaccording to whom ivas
unacceptable not to have a second chance to take the compulsory matriculation exams to raise
thescoreand itwas"for life", without the possibility of correction.

The Ombudsman proposed to tMPs in the previas parliament a legislative
amendment to Article 132 of the P8ehool and School Education Act, as well asipplement
to the provision of Article 68, pagaaphl, item 2of the Higher EducatioAct, which were
approved at the responsible committeerat fieading, but the time was not sufficient for their
final adoption. Therefore, in June 2023 Prof. Kovacheva resubmitted her proposal t8 the 49
National Assembly to the President Rosen Zhelyazkov and to the members of the Education
and Science Commite

The idea of the change is that, for the purpose of applying to higgheration
institutions, high school graduatewill be entitled once within one academic year of passing
the first state matriculation examination, to sit for a higher mark in a sietedubsequent
examination, for which they will be issued a certificate with the new more favourable mark.

For this purpose, Article 135a of the F8ehool and School Education Agascreated,
which regulates the possibility fbrgh schoolgraduateso take this exam

10
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BHMUIVIAHMVE! CAMPAIGN TO PROTECT THE
RIGHTS OF USERS OF PUBLIC
BMCOKO HAMPEXEHME!
OMACHO 3A XXUBOTA SERVICES

In 2023, the quality angricesof public servicesvere invariably in the focus and
attention of the publidefender Traditionally, complaints related to violated consumer rights
continuel to be the most frequeiitagainst public servicproviders and private entitiese.
electricityand water supplgompanies, mobile operators, banks, collection companies. They
accounedfor nearly 37% of alcomplaints received by the institution

Throughout 2023, the Ombudsmaok a number of actianto protect the rights and
interests of citizens as consumers

In the electricity supply sector

Recommendations for the protection of the rights of electricity consumers to Electricity
Distribution Networks West EAD (ERMapad, Electricity DistributionNorth EAD (ERP
Sevej and Electricity Distribution South EAD (ERug):

i inspections and analyste be carried out on the condition of the electricity
distribution networks in the areas concerned, including the condition of the easement areas in
accordancevith Ordinance No 16 of 9 June 2004 on easements for energy facilities

T make arrangements for timely information to mayors and deputy mayors in case
of network failures

T determine fair compensation for any residential customer whose premises are
without power for a longer than the Z#our period specified in the Generbérms and
Conditions

To the Minister of Energy antb the Chairman of th&nergy and Water Regulatory
Commission (EWRC] to control the technical condition and operation of the enfaigjlties
in the country in order to establish their readiness for operation, to ensure continuity and
security of electricity supply

The Ombudsman's experts participate in all public discussions of the EWRC on
the prices of electricity and heat as welhson water and sewerage services. In all meetings
the insistence is on economically justified prices linked to the quality of service provision

In an opinionto the Minister of Energy regarding a proposed bill to amend and
supplement the Energy Act, timbudsman expressed concern that the bill pravidethe
first steps for the liberalisation of the electricity market for the population from 1 January 2024,
i.e. in the middle of the heating seas&meconsiders the date set to be premature and ill
considered, as it could lead to unforeseeable situations before residential customers enter the
free market (1 January 2026). The draft does not sufficiently protect citizens' fitjets.
Ombudsman nged the State to provide clear information on how fulleliélisation of the
electricity market \as tobe implemented in practice

The Ombudsman appealto the Chairman of theifrancial Supervision Commission
(FSC)for a competent inspection of the activities of ZD Euroins AD andti®leold Sales
EAD in orderto protect the rights of the customers of the electricity supply company. The
reason for this are dozens of signals ofzeitis that when paying debtsEtectrohold Sales

11
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EAD at EasyPayash deskswithout their knowledge and consent, thegre charged an
additional amount of BGN ,2 representing the first instaént on the insurance
"ElectroPROTECTION (a joint product of ZD Euroins AD and the electricity supply
company.

In the water supply sector

In an opinion to the Minister of Health, the MinisterErivironment and Water and the
Minister of Regional Development and Public Works, during the public debate on amendments
and supplements to Ordinance No 9/2001 on the quality of water intended for drinking
purposes, the Ombudsman made proposals relatee implementation of the obligations of
water supply operators and mayors of municipalities.

The Ombudsman nda a recommendation to the Chairman of the EWRC to amend and
supplement the General Terms and Conditions for the provision of sugtplyand seweage
services to all watesupply and sewerage operators, concerning ghecedure terms and
methods of delivery of invoices issued by wagapplyand sewerage operators to domestic
consumers and the information provided foOirdinanceNo. 9.

The Ombudman expressihe opinion, during the public consultation on the Guidelines
for the formation of prices of watesupply and sewerage services through the "price cap"
method for the regulatory period 202026, that only reliable statistical data providsdthe
National Statistical Institute should be used in determining the social affordability of the price
of watersupplyand sewerage services for the relevant year.

The Ombudsman addresisthe Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, the Ministry of
Financeand the caretaker Prime Minister on the implementation of the "widteprvided
for in the Water Supply andeSerageServices Regulation Act. The Ombudsman's view is that
it is imperative that th&tate assists socially disadvantaged citizens by ergsthiat they have
access to watdra basic necessity of life

The Ombudsman expresksaeropinion on the draft of theew Water Supply and
Sewerage Acthat there is no preliminary economic, legal, comparative analysis of: the place,
role and results aokved over the years of the establishment and activities of the Water Supply
and Sewerage Associationsregionsince 2009; the implementation of the strategic objectives
set out in the Strategy for the Development and Management of the Water Supplywara8e
Sector in the Republic of Bulgaria 202823; the results achieved since the introduction of the
uniform price for water supply and sewerage services in 2015; the implementation of the long
term levels of indicators for the water supplyd seweragsector in BulgariaRegarding the
bill, the price ofwater supply and seweragervices is not tied to the performance of quality
indicators

T there is no procedure for applying a lower price for waitgaplywhen it does
not meet the regulatory qualitgquirements, including when tRegional Health Inspectorate
prohibits the use of water for drinking purposes, or when it is clearly unfit for consumption

T prices of watesupplyand sewerage services are not linked to the cost of water
supply (gravity, pmped, mixednethods,

T a new financial burden for usemasintroduced withoutny justificationi an
access price to be pamb matter iaetherthe service is used or not, etc

In the heat supply sector:

The Ombudsman addressed a series of proposale Mitister of Energy to carry out a
thorough analysis of theperationof the Heat Supply Ordinance and to draft amendments in

order to effectively protect the rights loduseholdcheat supply customers.
12
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TheOmbudsmariableda proposal to th€hairman of te EWRC to reduce the prices of
heatenergy from 1 January 2024. The main argument is that during the first six months of the
01.07.202830.06.2024rice period, household customers pay inflated estimated prices for the
natural gaguel to the district heattg companiesas well as inflated costs for carbon emissions,
which provides the district heating companies with unjustified revenues

The Ombudsman addresdeé Minister of Energy with a propodal desigra measure
for financial support of household stomers incondominiumsin relation to the legal
requirement for mandatory retrofitting dévicesin their homes with appliancdsr remote
metering of heat consumption

The Ombudsman sela recommendation to the Minister of Energy and the Minister of
Regonal Development and Public Works to amend and supplement OrdinanceRIBO&
1/12.03.2020 omeat supply and Ordinance No. 4, in relation to the legal requirement that hot
water meters with remote metering be supplied by or approved by the heat astéamuse
in the specific building.

In the mobile services sector

In 2023, theOmbudsmandok a number of proactive stepslated tomobile price
indexation:

T recommendations to mobile operators not to apply indexation

T repeatedly asdd the Commision 6r ConsumerProtection(CCP) to check for
unfair terms and unfair commercial practices

I addressed the Communications Regulation Commissi@md the caretaker
Deputy Prime Ministenf Economic Policies andaretakerMinister of Transport and
Communications

T in aletter to the caretaker Prime Minister and the caretaker MiofdEgonomy
and Industrystressd that mobileserviceusers wuld be forced to pay the increased
prices without the right to renegotiate the terms of their contracts towards lowsy tariff
without being ableo terminate their contracts without penalty

T also addressithe Chairman of the CPto undertake a carteiquiry of mobile
operators

Participation of the Ombudsman on 25 January in a meeting dCdh@nittee on
Economic Policy and Innovation at the National Assemblyon the indexation of consumer
prices by mobile operators. Before s, Rof. Kovachevaaisedspecific questions to both
the Chairman of the CP and the mobile operatoiswhat necessitateto index prices in the
conditions of state support and aid awvigetherit wasan unfair practice to raisbe prices

13
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PROTECTION OF THE RIGHTS OF PEOPLE WITH

MENTAL DISORDERS

The Ombudsmanwas particularly concerned about the protection of the rights of
people with mental disorders. In the exercise oher functions as the Natiohdreventive
Mechanism (NPM), the Ombudsman cadrieut annual monitoring oPublic Psychiatric
Hospitals PPHs), Mental Health Centres and social facilities for persons with mental disorders.
Between 2022 and 2023, the Ombudsmanexhaut a total o25 unannounced inspections
in psychiatric facilities and residential social services centredJnder the UN Convention
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment and the
Council of Europe's European Convention for the Premendf Torture and Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishmestaterun psychiatric hospitals are places of deprivation
of liberty, as some of the patients gaced there byourt orders and cannot leave them
voluntarily. The Ombudsman, as the NPMeréfore takes particular care to ensure that torture
and other forms of inhuman or degrading treatment do not taketp&ree

In herannual reports from 2019 to 2022, the Onsyudnalerted public authorities to
the existence of chronic problems in PRHs that maybequalified as incompatible witlbasic
standards for protection from torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment

Following the public reports of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria and the
EuropeanAnti-Torture Committee on violations of the rights of mentally ill patients on 23
November 2023he National Assembly adagta decision on the establishment ¢ésprary
parliamentarcommittee The task of theTemporary Committeeis to study what violations
of the rights of the mentally ill patients are found in Bulgaria and to propose legislative
changesin order to guarantee the equal rights of Bulgarian citizens, as provided for by
the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria and the conventions to which the Republic of
Bulgaria is a party. Among the tasks of the Comttgeare: to take the lead in the National
Mental Health Strategy; to ensure respect for patients' rights; to discuss and propose the
abolition of the institug of incapacitationto take the necessary stepgedther with NGOs and
medical experts to ensudeinstitutionaliation of mentally ill patients and respect for their
personal choices.

Par ttiicompaof t he Ombudsman DiamatKev achsewus
"The quality of psychiatric care and the rig
Bul garalal:engles and seodubyomP" ,Sted ganNtitskee | ov a
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Ombuds paseent ed a report from the i nspectio
institutions.

The main focus of theorum wasthe state of psychiatric care, access to social support
for people with mental health problems and effective protection of their rights. Emiphthsis
speech oProf. Kovachevavasthe poor quality of the healthre provided in these places, the
chronic lack of financial maintenancesources shortage of quality foodavailability of
modern medicines and bed linemedanitary conditions, atel need for repairs, etc.

CONSTANT FOCUS ON PROTECTION AGAINST
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

In 2023,the Ombudsman continuel working actively to safeguard the rights of
victims of domestic violence

The amendments to therotection against Domestic ViolenceAct, on which Prof.
Kovacheva hd beeninsistingsince hefirst days asOmbudsman, became a fact this year after
a long strugglé therequiremenfor systenatic abusevas removed.

"Every time a woman comes forward with her story of domestic violence, she stands up
on behalf of all victimd. This is what theOmbudsman said o&5 Juneat a round table
"Measures to combat domestic violence in Bulgariai together against violence",
organised by the Animus Association FoundationThe reason for her statement was the
shocking story of Tanya, a victim of domesticleimce, who dared to speak to the attendees at
the event.

On 1 August, the Ombudsman submitted to Parliamentemgisiative amendments to
the Criminal Code to criminalise acts that degrade human dignity by causing physical
pain or suffering in order tointrodue a new offence includg acts that meet the definitions
of torture, toment degrading treatment

The changes initiated are in connection with the case of ged®ld girl who was
sadistically slashed with a dummy knife by a man in the sunein2023 and received 400
stitches as eesult of 24 wounds inflicted his revealed thelire need to improve legislation in
thisaspect.
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On 3 August, the Ombudsman participated in
extraordinary meeting of the Committee on Legal Affe
in the NationaAssembly, convened on the occasion of
bills submitted by GERESDS and PRDB and DPS tc
amend and supplement the Criminal Code and
ProtectionagainstDomestic Violence Act.

On 19 October, the Ombudsman sent an opinion to the Prime Ministehjch she
expressed dér disagreement with a draft published on the website for public consultations on
the adoption of the Regulations on the structure, organisation and activities of the National
Council for ProtectioragainstDomestic Violence. The bkaw provides for the establishment
of a department for the protection of vulnerable groups and interaction with civil society, which
will act as the secretariat of the National Council fat&etionagainstDomestic Violence

In heropinionProf. Kovachevansisedon the creation of aimdependent structure to
be engaged in the administrativeand technical, organisational, expertand financial
services and support for the implementation of the functions of the National Council for
Preventionfrom and Protection againstDomestic Violence

EXTENSION OF THE OMBUDSMAN'S POWERS i ESTABLISHMENT OF A
DIRECTORATE FOR THE AUDIT OF WHISTLEBLOWING ACTIVITIES AND

WHISTLEBLOWER PROTECTION UNDER THE PROTECTION OF
WHISTLE BLOWERS OR PERSONSPUBLICLY DISCLOSING INFORMATION ABOUT
VIOLATIONS ACT

In 2023, under the Protection of Whistleblowers RersonsPublidy Disclosing
Informationabout ViolationsAct (published in the State Gazette, Na.of 2 February 2023),
the powers of the Ombudsman of the RepubliBulfjariawereextendedwith the assignment
to carry out external audits of the whistleblower protection activities.

For this purposea new Audit of Whistleblowing and Protection of Whistleblowers
Directorate wasestablishedat the institution, which hasbeen able to build the capacity to
work and establish rules for an independent external audit of the activities of the Central
Body for External Whistleblowing and Protection of Whistleblowers in the Republic of
Bulgaria under Article 19 of the Protection of Whistleblowers or Persons Publicly
Disclosing Information about Violations Act The staff of the newlirectorate developed a
methodology to provide a framework for conducting inspections, including an assessment of
the external channel's compliance wéibplicable law and procedures, as well as parameters
for assessing the effectiveness of the Commission's performance in receiving, handling,
referring and providing protection to whistleblowers
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PROJECT AiSUPPORTING NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS INSTITUTIONS IN

MONITORING FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS AND THE FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS
ASPECTS OF THE RULE OF LAW 0

e 100 AEHFRA

i i EURCPEAN UNION AGENLY
Liechtenstein NOI’W&V FOR FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS
Norwaygrants grants

The Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria pgvates in the project "Supporting
National Human Rights Institutions in Monitoring Fundamental Rights an&uhdamental
Rights Aspects of thRule of Law", fundedrom a grant from the European Economic Area
and the Kingdom of Norway. The project is irplented jointly with the European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights, the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions,
and involves six other human rights ombudsman institutions from Cyprus, Croatia, Latvia,
Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia.

In the context of the project, the institution of the OmbudsmathefRepublic of
Bulgaria organied and conducted four capacity building trainings on the implementation of the
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons wit
Disabilities as horizontal triggers in the management of EU funds at national level. The target
groups of the training seminars are the experts from the Ombudsman institution of the Republic
of Bulgaria, representatives from the public administratiobjipumediators in municipalities
(local ombudsmen) and representatives of civil society organisations.

As part of the project, th®@mbudsman institution is committed to developing four key
materials

T Assessing and developing the potential to improve theldmental rights
situation through greater use of thd Eharter of Fundamental Rights;

T Mapping national human rights structures in Bulgaria;

T Compendium of promising practices on the use of the Charter by national human
rights institutions;

T The role of ndonal human rights bodies in Bulgaria in ensuring respect for
fundamental rights when spending EU funds

As project outcome,eelectornicFundamentaRights Librarywas created within the
official website of the institutionThe library aims at offering access in both national
(Bulgarian) ad English language to a wide range ofdepth studies, docuents and useful
publications to helpublic authorities and experts to streamline public policies with the most
recent advancemss in the filed of fadamental rights.
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INSPECTION AND RECEPTION -ROOM FOR CITIZENS WHO

HAD BEEN AFFECTED BY THE FLOODS IN NORTH
WESTERN BULGARIA

Ombudsman team consulted citizens after the floods in Berkooriszl.June

18



SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

CHAPTER ONE
THE OMBUDSMAN

IN DEFENCE OF
CIl TI ZENSO
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l THE OMBUDSMANOS RROOCMPTI ON

AA receptionroom is established in the Ombudsman's administration (Article 11,
paragraph 1 of th&kules of Procedure dfie Ombudsman)

The receptiofroomis an important part of the Ombudsman's administration, where on
average 45 citizens and representatives of orgamsagie served per day. For this purpose, a
flexible workflow organisation has been created through a permanent team and experts in
different fields. The environment provided also guarantees the right to effective and
uninterrupted access for people witkahilities, the elderly and mothers with children

In every case, whether by visit or telephone, citizens are provided with timely, accurate
and complete information on the issues and problems they raise. Tieneeabnsultation is
linked to the Ombudsan's powers and the possibilities for assistance. In addition, complaints
and signals are registered in teeeptioaroomand their progress fsllowed through.

The means of camunication with theaceptiorroomallow citizens a completely free
and traasparent choice to obtain information
1 in person at the receptimnomor through authorised representative;
1 by telephone, including calls to the publicly announced telephone numbers of the
Ombudsman's tegm
1 dectronially: by e-mail, website, mobile applation and Secure Electronic
Delivery System

Last year, the number of citizens who sought assistance from the Ombudsman through
the receptionrroomwas 11,242 or 8.79% more than in 2022. The growing trend in this respect
is indicative of the high level dfust in the figure of the national public defender

Chart No. 1. Number of citizens who sought the assistance oDthbudsman througthe
receptiorroomin the period20202023
12,000 11,242
10,000
8,000
6,000

4,000

2,000

m 2020 m2021 w2022 = 2023

Most of the issues and problems raised related to the poweftegnt institutions
have with regard to the protection of citizens' rights.
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AWritten complaints andsignals shall be filedn person, by letter, fax or-enail. Oral
complaints and signals shbbe submitted in person or byhoneo (Article 16, paragrapls 5
and 6 d the Rules of Proceduref the Ombudsman)

For the past year, the preferred way of referral to the Ombudsman was electronically,
with a significantshareof complaints analerts beingsubmitted via the institution's website
(35.48%). By consultingie public register on the website, citizens can check at any time how
their complaints have been processed.

Chart No. 2. Number of omplaintsand alerts by channel of submissiontlie period2020
2023

12,000 10,815
10,647

10,000 9,36
8,000 | /.54

6,000
4,282

4,000 3,299

2,199,34 2,202
2,000 1413 o6 1,311

0
Electronically Mail Reception-room and phone
calls

m2020 m2021 m2022 m2023

As can be seen from the chart, there are 10,815 leamtgpandalertsfiled electronically
in 2023 followed bythose received by maiB,299 complaints and alerts, and last those
received at theeceptiorroom: 1,311 In percentage terms, the figures are as follows:

Chart No. 4. Complaints and alertsybchannel of submission 2023 %

8.50%

21.39%

70.11%

m Electronically m Mail ® Reception-room and phone calls
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"The Ombudsman shall receive citizens in person at times designated by the
Ombudsman."(Article 16, paragraph2 o the Riles of Procedure dhe Ombudsman

In 2023, the Ombudsman and the Deputy Ombudsman codtiouweceive citizens in
person at appointed times. During the meetings, citizens reldaively advice and guidance
on the issues and problems they rdisetheir complaints and signals to the institution

In addition,last year the Ombudsman orgaadsand held external receptionomsin 5
regionsi Pleven, Dobrich, Yambol, Blagoevgrad and Haskduuis the citizensveregiven
the opportunity to personally raise their questions and problems with the Secretary General, the
Deputy Ombudsman and expéirism the team of the institution outside the capital, as well as
to receive timely assistance on the graund

" Complaints and gnals shall follow a free text.." (Article 16, paragraph3 of the
Rules of Proceduref the Ombudsman

The total numbeof comphints and alerts for 2023 is #25. The Ombudsman's
authority and the assistanshe provides to citizens in their dealings with the executive
authorities, public service providers and various private entities have been the main factors
behind tle increase in the number of complaints aledts
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Table No. 1. Complaints andalertsby category of violation for 2023, 2022 and 202 26.

o 2023 2022 2021 2020
Violation category
% % % %

Consumer rights 35.99 2792 29.50 25.25
Social rlghts, rigts to healthcare and 1787 1959 21.40 2424
education
Right to property and economic freedol 9.30 12.35 10.94 10.9
NPM and fundamental human rights ar 502 1048 595 6.28
freedoms
Right to good administrative services 5.50 5.64 7.29 741
Rights viohted by bodies governed by
private lawi credit and financial
institutions, private enforcement agents S0 4.87 5.62 6.13
etc.
Chil drends rights 3.81 3.98 3.88 3.39
Other violations 543 411 3.87 1.29
Rights of disabled people 6.23 3.38 3.60 3.45
Right to clean environment 2.98 3.69 2.83 4.03
Request for regulatory change 0.73 175 1.18 6.03
Absence of specific violation 0.26 1.63 3.22 0.81
(R:’gg:{[est for referral to the Constitiution 0.66 045 053 0.62
Discrimination 0.36 0.11 0.12 0.08
Request for interpretative decision 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.10
Total: 100 100 100 100

According to the table, for the fifth consecutive yetile highest number of
complaints andalerts related to violated consumer rights 5551 or 35.99% followed by
those oncerning social rights, health and educat@ii57 or 17.87%, anthe third placeis
held byproblemswith property and economic freedan9.30%

The Ombudsman's intervention on issues of great public intesegiticeablein the
collective complaintssignalsand petitions organised by civil associations. Thus, last year,
36,694 citizens, or 15.03% more than in 2022 (31,900 citizens), sought the assistance of the
national public defender. The problems raised are mainly the result of the actiat®dl
and municipal authorities, as well as the activities of persons entrusted with the provision of
public services.

Understandably, the largest number of complaints and signals were registered from
Sofia (city) region: 19.39%, followed by those from Séw region: 3.53%, and thirdanked
those received from Varmagion:2.98%.

In 2023 the number of complaints amdertsfrom foreign citizens (Germany, Ireland,
the Netherlands, Russia and Ukraine) was 5. As the format of the submission is free, most of
the persons contacting t@mbudsman remotely do not indicate their nationality.

fiThe inspection concludes by sending a written response to the applic@Atticle
24, paragraph 1 of theles of Proceduref the Ombudsman

14679 complaints and alerigere closed in the past year

13,101 complaints and alerts were closed with recommendations and opinions
addressed to central and territorial (local) executive authorities, including their administrations,
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companies providing certain public services, as aslivarious private entities (credit and
financial institutions, collection compees, privateenforcement agentstc.). 1431 complaints
resulted in advice and/or mediation

Table No. 2 Number and % of closed complaints atertsin 2023based oractions taken by
the Ombudsman

Actions taken Number %

Vovﬁigrmplamts analertswithin the Ombudsman's powers (admissible), of 14532 | 9900

i recommendations 3245 2211
T opinions 9 856 67.14
i advice 819 5.58
I mediations 612 4.17
On complaints and alesroutsidehe Ombudsman's powelisgdmissible) 147 1.00
Total: 14679 100

An important trend in 2023 is the significantly increased percentage of admissible
complaints rising by nearly 4% compared to the previous two years. This is due both to the
increased understanding of the role and activities obBthbudsman institution and the direct
work of the receptiomoomexperts in advising citizens on the nature of their probkemad the
framing of the complaint itself.

In 2023, the trentbwardan incrase in the number of recommendatisastainegbut
there wa also an increase in the number of cases of mediation in the protection of citizens
rights, mainly in relation to private entities.

Table No. 3. Closed complaints and alerts based on the metpplied for the2021-2023
period, %

Closed complaints and alerts 2020 2021 2022 2023
Admissible 96.12 95.36 9522 99
T Recommendation 1911 20.32 2135 2211
i Opinions 65.37 67.78 69.02 67.14
T Advice 11.25 8.75 5.64 5.58
T Mediation 4.27 3.15 2.99 4.17
Inadmissible 3.88 4.64 478 1
Total: 100 100 100 100

The implementation of the Ombudsman's recommendations resulting from the follow
up of individual complaints analertsis essential for the visibility of the institution among the
pulic, as well ador the perception of its authorityn 2023, 2,987 complaints were taken
into account (fully or partially) by various institutions and organisations with a view to
advocating and protecting citizens' rights. This repres2#s of all recomnmendations sent
by the Ombudsman

Table No. 4. Closed complaints and alerts in 2ZDRased on the offender stated therein, number
and %

Offender Number %
Public authorities and their administrations 5978 40.72
Persons entrusted to provide public sersic 4,750 32.36
Municipal bodies and their administrations 2611 17.79
Bodies governed by private law 1,340 9.13
Total: 14679 100
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According to the table, a specific public authority, including its administration, is the
offender in the largest shareaddsed complaints and alerts in 2023, and a specific private entity
hasthe smallest share.

Chart No. 3. Closed complaints and alerts in the 262023 period, based on offendefp
50%

40%
30%
20%

10%

0%
Public authorities and Persons entrusted to Municipal bodies and Bodies governed by
their administrations provide public servicestheir administrations private law

m2020 = 2021 m2022 m2023

In 2023 complaints andlertsclosedagainst the persons entrusted toviie public
services (education, health, social, water, sewerage, heat, electricity, postal,
telecommunications, etancreased b@.45%compared to thosa 2022. The year also saw a
significant increase in citizens' complaints againstgularitiesin the work of municipal
authorities and their administrative structures

The lasting trend that has emerged over the entireyiear period is related to the
leading share of complaints of violated rights frpublic authorities and their administrat®n
(40% on average), followed by organisations entrusted with the provision of public services
(30%o0naverage), municipal administratiorZ0@6 onaverage) and private entitiag(to 10%
onaveraggof the total volume of requests sent to the Ombudsmanibgrastfor the protection
of their violated rights

Chart No. 4. Closed inadmissible complaints and alert023 %

31.29%

53.74%

14.97%

= Qutside Ombudsman's remit = Art. 25, para. 3 of Ombudsman Act = Other grounds

Despite the fact that there is no legal basis for the examination of inadmissible
complaints and signals, citizens receidetailed exmnations 6the Ombudsman's powers
with a view toa possible protection of their rights and freedoms in the future. In a significant
number of cases, advieesalso provided
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In 2023, a total of 78463 citizens received assistance from the Ombudsman.
Compared to thosen 2022, this is an increase of 5.49% and 20.83% compared to 2021.

Chart No. 5. Number of citizengeceiving assistance from tl@rbudsman in th02062023
period

90,000
80,000 74,383
70,000
60,000
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20,000
10,000
0

78,463

m2020 = 2021 m2022 m2023

The high public confidence in the Ombudsman and the authenityyed bythe
institution in the exercise of its powers in recent years are sufficient indicators of the right
direction in the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms.

II. RIGHTS OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

The difficulties experienced by ciBas with disabilities and their families in the past
year resulted in a near doubling of the number of complaints received fiekth, ascompared
to 2022 (87%).

In January 2023, the Ombudsman's legislative proposdie People withDisabilities
Act and the Health Act (promulgated in State Gazdite. 8 of 25 January 2023) were
recognised and adopted by MPs, as a result of which people with disabilities will continue to
enjoy their rights arising from the@xpert decisiogin case oflelay by the madical examination
bodies until the new expert decision is issued.

Amendmentswvere adopted to the Methodology for the application of the reference
points for the assessment of permanently reduced working capacity (type and degree of
disability), which allove people with comorbidities not to be deprived of social rights.

The recommendations concerning the update of the monthly allowances under Article
8e of the Family Allowances for Children Act have been partially implemente®@0State
Budget of the Raublic of BulgariaAct updated the monthly allowances loid not introduce
a mechanism for their automatic updating.

Last but not leasts the fact that in October 2023 the Ombudsmaoktover the
chairmanship of the Monitoring Board, the body monitoriihg implementation of the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, for the next two.years
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Chart No. 6. Number of complaints received, retgg to the rights of people with disabilities
in the2020-2023period
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Statistics showthat thee was a significant increase in disability rights complaints.
Expressed as a percentage, the increase in compraz@23 is as follows:

Chart No. 7. Increasein complaints received, reliag to the rights of people with disabilities
in 2023 ascompare to those in2021and2022 %
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85% -
80%
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Complaints received in 2028gardingviolation of the ights of persons with disabilities
numbered®61

Chart No. 8. Number of registered complaints aakkrts by type of violation concerning the rights of
persons withdisabilitiesin 2023
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Onthe complaints where violations were founé26, 312 recommendations were made
and 291 opinions were express@der 200 of the recommendationsvere fully or partially
implemented Successful mediation was carried out in 8 sas®l advice was given in 20.

In the complaints where no infringements were found, 17 recommendations were made
and implemented. Mediation was successful in 6 cases. An opinion was expressed in 130 of the
complaints and advice was given in 93 of them

1 Most common problems in the complaints of citizens with disabilities and their

families

Complaints from citizens with disabilities and their families about difficulties in
accessing socteconomic protection ranked first in terms of number of complaintseipast
year. The vast majority of cases relate to dataypedical examinations and the cumbersome
procedure for the resumption and payment of disability pensions due after the issuance of expert
decisions byREMCs/NEMC.

Next in number in2023 are complais about problems with the organisation of the
work of the medical expeexaminatiorbodies

Citizens' complaints about difficulties in using social services and exercising their right
to personal mobility ranked third last year

1 Problem areas of violaed rights of people withdisabilities

Complaints about violations of the rights of persons with disabilities can be divided into
the following main areas of concern

Sociceconomic protection
Views wereexpressed and recommendations made on the folldssngs

Procedure for the resumption and payment of invalidity pensiahe following the
expert decisions dREMCs/NEMC

The numerous complaints received by the C
di sabilities show seratoiuosn sd eafnidc iseuntcg teeirsd m m tt
payment of pensions due.

I n order to resolve tvwemegdeobtl@® mshe r Micrmimsnte
over the past year to speed up the time I im
heal telctiomsag es to the terriSeocrulrailsttyu tSiu)t € ¢ NSt |

On the other hawags,ai ilp @ ®i d |lh ea tmaeratgieanre nt o f
Security Institut edddn tsthueeproidnoppoerntsa nbceed aonfd tnzes E
in caserdfi fri e€eeaxta noimyetdohéd et erri tori al di vi si ol
shortest possible time.

The continuing difficultiawe FTasedtiby ntlve
being sent to trheanMi nSosctidard ho#fo Gloacbgaouaad of t h
Soc$Sadulrnsttyi tute in early 2024. The opinions

1. Suspension of disability pensions in cases where th&M C revokes and returns
the expert decisionto REMC for a new decision

Complaints eceived and checks carried out in specific cases show that if the decision
to determine 50 or more than 50 per cent type and degree of disability/degree of permanently
reduced capacity for work is revoked and the file is returned to the territorial devisfdhe

28



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

National SocialSecurity Institute (NSSI) for re-examination a practice of suspension of
disability pensionsvasintroduced.

Due to the practice in place, a significant number of people with disabiiéesleft
without their entitlements foa long period of time, while others directly refdse seek
protection of their rights by appealing against clearly incorrect decisioREMIC, given the
real danger of being wrongfully deprived of their income.

2. On appeal, the invalidity pensionis granted, reinstated and restored, but only
up to the amourn of the social oldage pension

It is also noted in the opinion that on the basis ofchke, eligible citizens are granted,
reinstated and reimbursed a disability pension in the amount of tageddcial pension only,
and not the actual pension to which they are entitldtey meetthe requirements of Articles
72 and 74 of th&ocial Insurance CodSIC).

The persons concerned are not to blame for the defects in the act issued by the competent
administrative authority, which was subsequently revoked and the file returned for a fresh
examination, and that the needs and expenses of the persons did not diminish during the appeal
procedure against the expert decisions. By the provision of Articlpa®&raph7, however,
the support is unfairly reduced and often places citizens in a crisis situation

3. Time limit within which payments are resumed by the NSSI in case of fre
certification of the persons

The Ombudsman also ragsenother serious issue ridd to the pensions of people with
disabilities, which requiek additional attention, related to the timeframe within which the
NationalSocialSecuritylnstitute resumeé payments when peopleerere-certified.

It is the position of the institution that c&the expert decision of tiIREMC or NEMC
had been issued, the support due should be paid adequately and without delay.

4. Choosing a pension that is not the most favourable in amount

The publicdefendemlso insists on providing an opportunity in Bk to opt out of the
more favourable pension and switch to another type of pension, to which the person concerned
is entitled, buwhichis lower in amount.

It should be noted that the right to a pension is a subjective right ahduld depend
on the will d the person entitled. In cases where the person prefers another type of pension to
which hésheis entitled, for personal reasons or for other reasorshé&should be given the
opportunity to choose which pension to be granted.

5. Restrictions on the grantng of invalidity pension due to general iliness in the
provisions of Article 74 of SIC

The Ombudsman agairasraisal the issuewith the currenprovision of Article 74 of
the SIC, which requires that disabled persons with 50 and more than 50 petetntined
type and degree of disability/degree of permanently reduced working capacity must have
acquiredcontributoryservice up to the determined date of disability in order to be able to
receive a pension for disabiligyising fromgeneral iliness.

On the one hand, disabled citizens face difficulties in acquiring the required length of
contributoryservice. On the other hand, the provision of Article 74 oSil@requires that the
contributoryperiod must have been completed up to the date of invalidity

In many cases, the disability ocstnefore the requisite length obntributoryservice
for a general invalidity pensiors reached and the person contingi¢o work afterwards.
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However, notwithstanding their work and the additioinaln some cases sustial T
contributions made, it appears that the provision of Article 74 diBeeprives those in need
of an invalidity pensionarising fromgeneral illness

Amount of tax relief under Article 18 of the Personal Income Tax Act

For yet another yeathe amount of tax benefits under Article 18 of the Personal Income
TaxAct (PITA) wasnot included in the Draft State Budget of the Republic of Bulgaria for 2024
Act.

The amountdeterminedat BGN 7920, by which the amount of the annual tax bases
under Artcle 17 of thePersonalncome Tax Act for persons with 50 and more than 50 per cent
reduced working capacity is reduceds hat been updated since 2008.

Leaving the guaranteed minimum income as the basis for determining the amount of
the targeted aid uder Article 18 of theMilitary Invalids and War VictimsAct

Citizens raisd the problem that the amendments to the Social Assistance Act (State
Gazette No. 102 of 2022, in force from 1 June 2023) to link the amount of social benefits under
thelegalact tothe poverty line for the countrydinot take into account the need to amend the
wordingof Article 18 of theMilitary Invalids and Wakictims Act.

In a position to théresidenbf the 49" National Assembly and to the Chairpersons of
the Labour, Sociabnd Demographic Policy Committee and the Defence Committee, the
Ombudsman noted that although outdated and unfair as a philosophy and abolished as a
definition in 81, item 10 of the Supplementary Provisions of the Social Assistance Act (SG No.
102 of 2022, the guaranteed minimum income was left to determine the amount of important
aid under Article 18 of théilitary Invalids and War Victimg\ct.

Amount of monthly allowances for children under Article 8e of the Family
Allowances for ChildrenAct for children with permanent disabilities

The Ombudsman sent an opinion to the Minister of Labour and Social Polity #ed
Minister of Finance, in whictshe stressed that the monthly allowances for raising a child with
a permanent disability up to the age ofalfdl until the completion of secondary education, but
not later than the age of 2frovided forin Article 8e of the Family Allowances for Children
Act (FACA) ha not been updated since the end of 2016,stiildherewasno mechanism for
their automatiaipdating over the years.

The recommendatiowas implemented and the amount of the aids updated, but
without a mechanism in place to update it automatically.

The reasons can be found in the Child Rights section of the Annual Report.
Requirements for eemption from payment of vignette fee

In 2023, the Ombudsman wukthe legal mechanisms to seek a solution to the restrictive
criteria for exempting people with disabilities and their families from paying vignette fees
(Article 10 of the RoaslAct).

The man problem remains the technical parameters to be met by cars. The legislation
does not cover cases where lease contracts are in force for the vehicles, as well as electric cars
and plugin hybrids, whose engines are not even characterised by engine yafksotnot
included are vehicles without rear seats which have been purchased for the needs of wheelchair
users and their mobility

30



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

The need to amend and extend the scope of support has also been acknowledged by the
Ministers of Labour and Social Policp@of Transport and Communications in their responses
to the recommendations sent, but so far no real action has been taken to address the problems.

Different criteria for issuing a preferential parking card for people with disabilities
under Article 99a 6 the Road Traffic Act

The Ombudsman again brings to the attention of the Minister of Transport and
Communications and the Minister of Regional Development and Public Works the long
standing problem related to Article 99a of Bead Traffic Act.

The provsion specifies that cards issued in accordance with the requirements of the
standardise@ommunity model in the Annex to Council Recommendation 98/376/EC of 4 June
1998 on a parking card for people wgarmanendisabilitiesare valid throughout the coumt
and are also recognised in other EU Member States.

In view of the established wide scope of the right, the introduction of different ones by
the municipal councils prevents citizens with address registration on the territory of the
respective municipaly from using preferential parking cards not only in their locality but also
in other municipalities in the country and in other Member States.

The Ombudsman recommends that measures be discussed and talign tbe
requirements under Article 99a ofetiRoad Traffic Act The reommendationwas not
implemented

Healthcare and rehabilitation
Medical expert examination

A major part of the amplaints in the field of healtare and rehabihationrelated to the
organiation of medical expert examinat®nDuring the year, opinions were sent and
recommendations and proposals for action were made to resolve the problesnsuaethe
rights of citizens with disabilities

An important step in thisegardis the recognition by the MPs of the Ombudsman's
proposas at the end of 2022 for amendments toRbeple wittDisabilitiesAct and the Health
Act, which aimedto addresghe most serious problems of people with disabilities related to
delays in their recertification.

The Ombudsman contindeher active work n defending the rights of the citizens
concerned in the field of medicakpertexamination with regard to

1. The incorrect interpretation and application of the new texts in 85 and 86 of
the Transitional and Final Provisions of theHealth Act

Regardless othe amendments made, citizens contthtee encounter difficulties in
exercising their rights due to the incorrect interpretation and application of the new texts in 85
and 86 of the Transitional and Final Provisions of the Health Act.

The Ombudsman sdran opinion to the Minister of Health and to th&ector of the
National Health Insurance Funeémphasing the dire satein which the affecteghersonsand
their familieswereplaced, through no fault of theirs

As a result of the recommendations, somegpess has been made in e officio
resumption of support in the event of delay by the meediqgaért examinatiobodies

2. Organisational problems inthe work of the medical examinationbodies
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In separate opinions, the Ombudsman alsodaiesr equdy important issues relatg
to the organiation of the work of medicaéxaminationbodies REMCSYNEMC), for the
resolution of which urgerdndadequate measuregreneeded

| Delay in examinatiomby the NationaExpertMedical Commssion(NEMC)
and the pssibility of successive cancellation and return toRE®&C expert decisions of the
same person within one procedure

T Inability of people with mobility difficulties toundergoexaminations and
consultationsequired by the medical aminationbodies

Inaccessile environment in the buildings hang the REMCs as well as rude and
disrespectful treatment of people with disabilities, children and their relatives

3. Determination of the type and degree of disability/degree of permanently
reduced working capacty in case of more than one disability

For years,lte Ombudsman has insisted on the introduction of a mechanism for the fair
determination of the type and degree of disability/degree of permanent impairment, preventing
people with actual and concomitafihésses and disabilities from being deprived of social
rights.

In connection with the draft amendment and supplement tdvidaical Expertise
Ordinance(MEO), published for public consultation on Rlbvember2022, an opinion was
sent that the draft largelcomplies with the recommendations of the Ombudsman and the
expectations of citizens for changes in Annex 2 tacket63, pargraph3 of the Medical
Expertise Ordinance

The draft amendment and supplement toMieelical Expertise Ordinancgas adopted
atthe end of January 2023

4. Theroposals for a nmRegubhtiors noh she gtrocture and
organisation of the work of the medical expertise bodies and the regional medical
expertise registersvyhi ch are expected to addrieglst 9§ sasfue
persons with disabilities

On 29 May 2023 the public consultations on the draft Decree of the Council of
Ministers on amendment and supplement toRbgulations on the structure and organisation
of the work of the medical expertise bodies aradrdgional medical expertise registersled

In the course of the public consultation, the Ombudsman expressmarion in favour
of the need for changes, while noting possible problems, inconsistencies and ambiguities in the
proposed texts. The netmthoroughly examine the other proposals received during the public
consultationwasstressed.

The adoption of the draftdgulatiorsis significantly delayed, which prevents important
issues for people with disabilities from being addressed.

Certification/re-certification by the Transport Regional Expert Medical Commissions
(TREMCs)

In 2023, a significant number of complaintsreagain received regarding the limited
opportunities for citizens with disabilities to appear for certificationérificationbefore the
Transport Regional Medical Expert Commissions (TREMCSs) in the country and obtaining
medical certificates for issuinghissuing driving licenes

The complaintsontinuedto express disagreement with the requirements of Article 8
paragraph 4 ddrdinance No 31 of 26 July 1999 on the requirements, conditions and procedures
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for acquiringalicence to drive a motor vehicle and Article, fawragrapl2 of Ordinance No 3

of 11 May 2011 on the physical fithess requirements for drivers of motor vehintethe
conditions and procedures for carrying out medical examinations to establish the physical
fitness of drivers of the various categories.

The Ombudsman nd@ recommendations to the Ministeof Transport and
Communications and the Ministef Health b address and resolve the issues raised

Socialservices and personal mobility

Challenges for citizens with disabilities to use assisted livirgge also on the
institution's radar in 2023.

In view of the complaints received and the unresolved issmesDmbudsman sen
opinions focusing on the need to address the following issues

1. The possibilities for people with permanent disabilities, who have @efined type
and degree of disability/degree of permanent reduced working capacity, buto defined
right to assistance, to access assistaiscgport

Persons with permanent disabilities who have a defined type and degree of
disability/degree of permanent impairment, but without a defined right to someone else's
assistance, contindeo be deprived of the astsce they neextlin 2023, as their casegere
notcovered by eithethe Personal Assistance Act (PAA) or the Social Services Act

A significant number of complaints related to the limitations in the number of hours for
the use of personal assistance asgistiant support, as well as the inability to receive assistant
care on weekends. The institution's principle position is that leaving the limit of no more than
8 hours of support per day, and only on working days, deprives people in particularly difficult
circumstances of the care they need

An additional obstacle is the requirement that eligible persons waivextamalaid
supplement under Article 103 of t#C and part of the monthly benefits under Article 8e of
the Scial Asssistance Act.

2. Procedure for submissionof reports by personal assistants under the personal
assistance mechanism

Complaints in the institution indicate that the procedure introduced for personal
submission of monthly reports under Article 32, paragraph 2 oPénsonal Assisince Act
(PAA) by personal assistants in the first three working days of the month following the
reporting month creates serious difficulties for those involved. On the one hand, personal
assistants are forced to leave the users they are supposed tordareisit the municipal
administrations during their working hours and submit the reports. In some cases, this takes a
considerable amount of time due to the need to travel to the municipality concerned and wait in
gueues with other personal assistart® &lso have to submit their reports

3. The possibilities for the use of annual leave by personal assistants appointed
under the personal assistance mechanism

The complaints also raise another issue related to the limited possibilities for personal
assistats under the "personal assistance” mechanism to take their annual leave entitlement as
employees.

Checks found that personal assistants were not free to take paid annual leave
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4. Leaving disabled citizens without theircare allowancefor personal assistane
under Article 103 of SIC in the month during which the contract with the assistantis
terminated

Complaints received indicate that there is a problem th@hesumption of paymentfo
care allowanc&hen users terminate the personal assistants' comithet the current month

In a number of cases, citizens do not receivectire they need from the assigned
personal assistarand theyare not satisfied with the quality of thare and apply to terminate
the assistant's employment contract, but #ftemew month has begun. The assistant's contract
is subsequently terminated, but #ere allowancés only paid to the recipient from the first
dayof the month following the month of termination

5. Difficulties faced bya significant number of personal ssistance users to get a
substitute assistant in the absence of tiveassistant

The opportunities provided for the appointment culastituteassistant are crucial to
the continuity of support in cases where the personal assistant is prevented frong caryi
their duties

Complaints in the institution in the past year also show that the regulatsubstitute
assistants is not sufficiently clear and detailed, as it is curriamdydownonly in Ordinance
No. RD-07-7 of 28 June2019.

6. The requirement that the performance of the duties under the assistant's
contract of employment shall commence on thiérst day of the month following the month
in which the contract is concluded.

Complaints continugto be received expressing disagreement with thectstriplaced
on the performance of the assistant's duties under the conteamplifyment to commence on
the firstday of the month followinghte month in which the contrac ¢oncluded.

Disabled people in urgent need of support are thus unjustifigbhyitbout carefor a
certainperiod of time
7. The control exercised over the activities of personal assistant

Last but not least in importance are complaintsiredao dissatisfaction with the quality
of support provided, which directly affects the oppaities of people in need to lead a dignified
and independent life and to participate in society.

Thereforg it is important to put in place measures to adequately monitor the quality of
the personal assistance and support provided

Assistive devices andedical devices

In view of the unresolved problems with the qualibglimit values and the service life
of the a&sistiveaids and medical devices, the Ombudsman aeropinion to the Minister of
Health in connection with the drajtdinanceon amendmeat and supplement ©rdinanceNo.
7 of 2021 on the conditions and procedure for drawing up a list of medical devices under Article
30a of the Medical Devices Act and for determining the value up to which theg\aeed

It is important to ensure direptarticipation of representatives thfe affectectitizens
and their organisations in the discussion and decisiaking process in the field. It should be
ensured that, even if there are no companies providing a particular product, people are not left
without governmentasupport.

The Ombudsman also reminds the unresolved for years problems related to the lack of

state funding for oxygen therapy at home, energy and technical maintenance of cochlear implant
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systems, cataract treatment, as well as total desitumplants and osteosynthesis devices,
additional payment for artificial joints, and other expensive medical devices. The opinion was
not taken into account.

Accessible environment
Accessibility of the architectural environment

In 2023, complaints weragain received regarding the failure to provide accessible
environment for people with reduced mobility, including people with disabilities. The measures
taken by the competent authorities show an increasing awareness of the requirertients of
effectivenational and international legislation

Requirements of the National Programe for Affordable Housing and Personal
Mobility

In view of the unresolved problems and the complaints receavede institution
regarding the rules and criteria of the NatidPagramme for Affordable Housing and Personal
Mobility in 2023, a new opinionvassent to the Minister of Labour and Social Policy. The
Ombudsman insist on action in relation to the restrictions thatlieeen introducedor the
residents of multfamily apartment buildings, ia condominium regime, to apply through an
association under the Condominium Management Act. Difficulties are noted for those in need
to cover the costs related to the collection of the necessary documents and the preparation of
theinvestment projects.

Ensuring access to elections for people with disabilities
The Ombudsamainniscemms t o the Pr i npeerMibdbmitshteer

Central C&E&mmics sioon regatdongothéeher gapeiksriiolns
2023 as wel | as for the el ectionsOcftoo2bOerIBni ci |
From the information received, it was found
in the doemtoys hai fficulties tloe prowpg ket eaud
candidates and parties due to | ack of fund
municipali bgsedhd@8uirgaa of a blind municipal
specialists

Administrative services

In connection with compints of citizens with disabilities that the Center for Urban
Mobility in Sofia does not inform citizens with disabilities when forced relocation of cars where
their vehicles are located, a statement was sent to the Executive Director of the company. In t
opinion it is noted that every citizen has the right to have matters affecting him dealt with by
the responsible authorities impartially, fairly and within a reasonable time

Failure to inform the Social Assistance Directorates of the expiration date dhe
needs assessments issued under BA

Complaints continug regarding the refusal of the social services in the country to
inform those concerned about the expiry of their needs assessments and the suspension of their
monthly financial support underridicle 70 of thePDA. A recommendationvas made to the
Minister of Labour and Social Roy, and the responseas acommitmento address thessue.

So far withoutanyresult
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Main recommendationsi Rights of People with Disabilities

1. People with disahbiiies or their representatives should be included and particip
all levels of management where decisions are made or policies are formed thé
their rights

2. To resolve personal assistance issues under the Personal Assistance Ac
provide gportunities for all those in need to access the assistance support the

3. To introduce integrated electronic servicessiate institutions for people witl
disabilities
4. Measures to be taken to introduce uniform criteria for issuing preferentiahg:
cards

5. To take action to ensure equal opportunities for all people in need to be benef
of the National Programme for Afforda&bHousing and Personal Mobility

6. Actions to be taken to inform citizens in a timely manner about the expiration
needs assessments underRD&\;

7. Adequate reform of the medical and disability exmetminationwith the active
participation of people with disaliies and their representatives

8. Legislative changes to be undertaken to address the problems with itgig
pensions, including their timely resumption and payment.

lll. CONSUMER RIGHTS

In 2023, 5,694 complaints were received from users of public services, representing 36.92% of
the institution's total complaints during the year

Chart No. 9. Number of complaistand alerts received from consumers in the 22228 period
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Table No.6. Complaints and alerts filed by consumers by industry in the-2023 period

Industry 2020 2021 2022 2023
Water supply and sewerage (WSS) 275 1,503 1,259 1,702
Electricity supply 1,097 1,060 1,344 1,481
District heating 964 583 411 728
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Electronic communication services 322 313 370 621
Financial services 302 234 228 334
Transport services 153 49 225 290
Waste collection companies 37 278 338 81
Debt collection companies 44 44 49 63
Insurance services 22 16 25 45
Gas supply 31 67 108 35
Postal services 16 33 31 19
Other consumer disputes 137 90 154 295

In 2023, inquiries in 5,181 cases ere closed of which 1905 wih a finding of
infringement 3,108 without a findig of infringement and 16&ereinadmissible

1. ELECTRICITY SUPPLY
In 2023, 1702 complaints were received about electricity supply problems
Chart No. 10. Number of complaints and alerts against electricity compani2d23
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Inquiries in 1234 casefiles were closed

Right to a quality service

Reports of frequent interruptions and low voltage of the supplied electmergreceived
from the residents of the villages of Golets, Lozen, Drenovo, Petarch, Novoseltsi, Sadovets,
SanadinovoHrabarsko, Ostsa, etc.

Mayors of ettlements on the territory ofundzha municipality refeed to the
Ombudsman because of frequshtitoffs, power surges and power outages, leading totburn
electrical appliances.

In the period after 226 November 2023, the institah received numerousgnalsfrom
citizens who were left withowdlectricityfor days as a result of bad weather conditions. Many
areas of the country, including those close to the capigakaffected by the lack of electricity
supply for long periodsf time, causinghe absence afrinking water and heating in places.
Citizens were also demanding compensation from the respective electricity distribution
companies for the period during which their propenvesewithout electricity, as well as for
the property damage caused.

Assistance from the public defendresisalso sought by the mayors of various settlements
regarding the lack afdequate information from tledectricity distribution companies about the
causes that led to the failures in the enéagifities, and especially the deadline for the removal
of failures Some of thenset up organisatiothemselveso remove fallen trees and broken

branches from power lines, as their sigive¢se notacted uporior days
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Main recommendations

The Ombudsran immediately addressed the Electricity Distribution Networks \
EAD (ERM Zapad, Electricity Distribution North AD (RP North) and Electricity
Distribution South EAD (R Yug), making the following recommendations

1. Objective checks and analysis to berieal out to what extent the described proble
that citizens are forced to endure are due to the state of the electricity distr
networks in the respective areas, including the state of the easement areas a
to Ordinance No. 16 of 9 June 2004 theeasements of energy facilities

2. Set up aganisation for timely provision of information to mayors and mayor
deputes in cases of network failures

3. Determine as soon as possible a fair compensation for any domestic custome
premisesvereleft without electricityfor morethan the 24our period provided fo
in the General Terms and Conditions, wiies isdue to the fault of the distributig
company.

In response, thelectricity distribution companiesxpressedhe view that the networks
wereoperated and maintained in good condition. In accordance with the established standards,
preventive maintenancsurveylancend inspections of the power lines are carried out, repairs,
upgrades and reconstructions necessary for the functioning étiverk aredonein a timely
manner, etc.

Thepublic defendealso addressikthe Minister of Energy and the Chairman of the Energy
and Water Regulatory Commission (EWRC) in their respective areas of competence to monitor
the technical condition and opeaaat of the country's energy facilities in order to establish their
fitnessfor operation, to ensure the continuity amadesy of electricity supply

Right to pay an economically justified price for a service actually used

At the public discussion of thrgraft EWRCdecision for the approval of the prices in the
electricity sector as of 1 July 2023, the Ombudsman appealed for its revision, taking into
account the reduction of the electricity price on the energy exchmagetand the payment
of compensatio by the state to thellECsand the Electricity System Operator for the electricity
for technological costs.

The Ombudsman dw attention to the lack of arguments in the draft on

T the planned substantial increase in the night energy prices of the thtdaeiglec
supply companies

T reduced quantities of electricity at a lower price included in the mix for
household consumers and the increased quantities of electricity at a higher price produced by
TPP Maritsa East 1 and TPP Maritsa East 3

T setting the compaoent for the activity "supply of electricifyom a final supplier”
at a maximumevel of 7%.

The Ombudsman insed that full information be provided on the performance of the
quality indicators for each EDC according to the Methodology adopted by theCEMVED10
and that the pricing approach be sad.

In an opinionto the Minister of Energy on a proposed Wdk the Energy Act, the
Ombudsman expressed concern that the bill enuilstuge steps for the liberalisation of the

38



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

electricity market fohousholdsfrom 1 January 2024, i.e. in the middle of the heating season.
Sheconsiders the date set to be premature arwbiibidered, as it could lead to unforeseeable
situations beforbouseholccustomers enter the free market (1 January 2026).

She srongly objectedo the fixing in thebill of a minimum contract term of "at least one
year" with the chosen electricity supplier and ddteat this termwassolely for the benefit of
electricity traders, as it is an obstacle to switching supgaietto compdition on the market

Shepointed out other shortcomings of thodl, including

i definingthecriteria, conditions and procedure fdgtermination of the status of a
household in a situation of energy poverty and/or of a vulnerable customer for elesuipqity
purposesn an Ordinance adopted by the Council of Ministers, for which no deasitinset

i definingthe term "household(s)", which does not comply with the provisions of the
Civil Registration Act

i the charging of a "termination fee" and a "slihg fee" tohouseholctcustomers

The opinion of thgublic defenders that thebill does not sufficiently protect the rights
of citizens and that there are controversial texts that should be revighedsists that clear
information be provided on kofull liberalisation of the electricity market will be achieved in
practice

Some of the Ombudsman's proposals were adopyethe Energy Committee of the
National Assembly

The institution continuetb receive complaints regarding
i joint and several #ibility of property owners for the debts of their tenants

In 2023, new General Terms and Conditions ottibdold Sales EAD were adopted,
in which the obligation for property owners to assume joint and several liability with tenants
upon reregistratiorof an electricity account was abolished. However, similar clatiflesxist
in the General Terms and Conditions of EVN Bulgaria Electricity Supply EAD and EReogo
Sales AD, although they are contrary to the Obligations and Contracts Act.

I charging eletricity at norhouseholdrates to premises used for residential
purposes

The Ombudsman's opinion is that the distinction between electricity consumers should
be according to the needs of the custoimmouseholdr norrhousehold not according to the
type of property

Right to access to the service

Citizens repoed delayed execution of contracts for connectionfafilities to the
electricity distribution networks.

On a specific complaint, ERug informed that they receiv@ a significant number of
applications for connection of RES. Despite the redeployment of staff to the departments that
coordinate procedures for the connection of generéicifities, the process vsadelayed due
to the large volume of documents to be examined

Right to information

Customers of Electrohold Sales EADughtassistance from the Ombudsman as they
werenot receiving paper invoices for the electricity consumed.
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Provisions of the electricity supply company's new General Terms and Conditions
stipulate that customers have tbption to continue receiving a paper invoice, but to do so they
need to make an explicit request to the electricity supply company by Septemher 2023

In order to protect the right of choice of electricity consumers, the Ombudsman addressed
Electrohold Sles EAD with a recommendation that the procedure for requesting paper invoices
be simplified.

Citizensalertedthe Ombudsman that when paying debts tatEd@old Sales EAD at the
EasyPay cashia@ffices, without their knowledge and consent, thvegrecharged an additional
amount of BGN 2, representing the first instalment of thectEidprotectiori insurance (a joint
product of ZD Euroins AD and the electricity supply company). Maisascertained after they
receivel a document for the payment.

The Ombusman immediately dairessedhe Chairman of the Financial Supervision
Commission for a competent inspection of the activities of ZD Euroins AD amtrdtield
Sales EAD in order to protect the rights of electricity customers

In response, thEinancial Spervision Commissiomformedthat they hd given binding
instructions to ZD Euroins AD regarding the change in the method of distribution of this
insurance product, as well as the possibility of collecting the insurance premium contributions
through the BsyPay and FastPay cash offices, so as to ensure the principle of voluntariness in
the sale of the Electpootectioninsurance product and ti@erest of the insured persons.

Main recommendations

1. Theédectricity distribution companies to undertake itiraely manner the necessa
preventive maintenance, repair of electricity distribution networks and clean
easement areas around the facilities in order to msaithe number and duration
failures andpower outages

2. The EWRC to exercise reguleontrol over the compliance of licensed activitieg
electricity distribution companies with the conditions of their licenses regardir]
requirements for security of electricity supply, dahdMinistry of Energyregarding
the technical conditio of the electricity facilities

3. The BAVRC to change the Methodology by applying a new fair approach for rep
on the performance of the electricity quality indicators

4. TheEWRC to cancel the clauses providing for joint and several liability of const
in cases beyond those regulated by law in the General Terms and Conditions
Bulgaria Electricity Supply EAD and Energtro Sales AD

5. The electricity distributiomompanies to provide adequatatice to customers of th
date and time of upcomingspectims/replacement of electric metering devices

2.WSS SERVICES

In 2023, theOmbudsman institution received481 complaints, which is 10.19% more
than in 2022.

Inspections of K74 casefiles were closed of which 1199 were found to have
infringements, 23&vithout infringements and 48ereinadmissible.
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Chart No. 11. Number of complaints and alerts related to WSS sector problems202h&023
period
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Table No.7. Complaints and alerts in the WSS sector by region ir3,2%2

Region % Region %
Sliven 33.08 Montana 0.88
Veliko Tarnovo 1877 Shumen 0.74
Pernik 14.25 Targovishte 0.60
Sofia city 12.09 Ruse 0.54
Razgrad 2.97 Lovech 0.47
Varna 2.36 Blagoevgrad 0.47
Kyustendil 1.96 Yambol 0.34
Plovdiv 1.89 Pazardzhik 041
Burgas 1.89 Vratsa 0.20
Stara Zagora 1.49 Silistra 0.20
Dobrich 1.22 Gabrovo 0.20
Haskovo 0.95 Smolyan 0.14
Pleven 0.95 Kardzhali 0.07
Sofia region 0.81 Vidin 0.07

As in 2022, signals against the poor quality of water supply services {4RraBked
first, followed by high prices (22.68%), the right to accésshe service (12.26%), charging
"total consumptionWwater cost$6.74%), etc.

Right to access and quality watsupplyservice

Concerning the right to access and quality water supply service, 781 complaiats w
received from theegionsof Sliven, Pernik, Veliko Tarnovo, Targovishte, Dobrich, Pleven,
etc., representing 52.73% of all complaints in the sector.

Citizens from 19egionsin 78 settlements reported aboutrdedwater supply and
water regimesn place

Citizens' complaints related to the lack of access to water for drinking and domestic use;
the water supply regime in place, which iteafnot respected by the waseipply and sewerage
operators; interruptions ithe water supply service due to dakdowns in the heavily
depreciated and outdated water supply system, as well as during the implementation of projects
for the repair and/or construction of the watepplyand sewerage network; failure to provide
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alternative water supply during prolongedtersupply interruptionsunfit water for drinking
andhouseholdurposeslow water pressure

Only for 10 days, in the period fromX&ine2023 to 18June2023, the Ombudsman
received 237 complaints from residents of Sliven, and in the period fduhg 2023 to 7July
2023 42 complaints stating that the water supply was stopped for more than 24 hours by the
WaterSupplyCompanyof Sliven, withoutanywater carrierdeingprovided.

The Ombudsman addressed the W&apply Companyof Sliven, the Miniser of
Environment and Water, the Minister of Regional Development and Public Works, the
Chairman of the EWRC, the Executive Director of Bulgarian WatgaplyHolding EAD. As
a result, the mayor of the municipality instructed the waieplyoperator to pepare an action
plan for providing an alternative water supply. For its part, the sagslyoperator informed
that the reason for the prolonged water shutdaasthe implementation of European projects
andthis wasdue to the fault of the contractor.

The Ombudsman's findings are that in the case of frequent and prolonged water cuts,
the legal framework and the General Conditions for the Provision of Water Supply Services do
not sufficiently protect the rights of the users of water supply services.

In January 2023, during the public consultation on amendments and supplements to
Ordinance No. 9/2001 on the quality of water intended for drinking purposes (Ordinance No.
9), in a written opinion to the Minister of Health, the Minister of Environment aneNéaid
the Minister of Regional Development and Public Works, the Ombudsman made proposals
related to the implementation oktlobligations of water operatoandmayors of municipalities
under Ordinance No. 9.

In August 2023, the Ombudsman recommenddtiédChairman of the EWRC to take
action to amend and supplement the Geriegains andConditions for the provision of water
supply service$or all water supply operators, namely:

I to determine therocedureterms and methods of delivery of the invoisssied
by the watesupplyoperators to the household consumers

T the invoices issued by the watsupply operatorsshould comply with the
requirements of Article 114, paragraph 1 of the VAT;Act

i to determine the procedure, terms and means for the hodsedesk to receive
the information provided for in Article 18 @rdinanceNo. 9.

In February 2024, the EWRC informed thenBudsman that it would further notifer
of the actions taken to amend and supplement the Gehernals andConditions for the
provision of water supply services

Right to qualitysewerage servicand access td

32 complaints were received regarding the right to access araf gsality sewerage
services from theregions of Burgas, Sofia, Plovdiv, Pernik, Dobrich, Veliko Tarnovo,
Blagoevgrad, Vratsa, Shumen, Yambol, etc. The Ombudsman egpeal immediate
measures to be takeny the mayors of the respective regiamgonnection with the fulfilment
of their obligations under Article 191, paragraphtdm 1of theWater Acti the mayor of the
municipality shall supervise the construction, maintenance and proper operation of sewerage
networks

Complaints about the lack of sewerage (16) were received from the towns of Pernik,
Berkovitsa, Sofia (Benkovski, Gorna Banya, Modern Sub@dsublyaneneighborhoods), the
village of Kavrakirovo, Petrich municipalityRegardingthe problem in theity of Sofia, the
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factis that as of the beginning of March 2024 &XaVoda ADstill does not have a business
planandan investment programefor 20222026 approved by the EWRC

Increase in prices of watesupplyand sewerage services

In 2023 333 complaints were received from tlegionsof Montana, Plovdiv, Ruse, Stara
Zagora, Sliven, Haskovo and Shumagminst the increase in prices of watpply and
sewerage services

In 2023, the EWRC approved the business plans for-2028 of the watesupplyand
sewerageompanie®f Sliven, Pazardzhik, Dobrich, Kyustendil, Sofia, Pernik, and Shumen.

In opinionsto the regulator, th®mbudsmarpointed ot that the price of watesupply
and sewerage servicemsnot economically justified andasnot linked to the performance of
guality indicators. The way electricity costs are determined is not economically justified
because it does not reflect the congagion received from the State by the watgpplyand
sewerage operators to cover electricity costs.

In July 2023, the EWRQeld a public consultation on a draft amendment to the
Ordinanceon the prices of watesupplyand sewerage servicess the compesation received
for electricity prices by watesupplyand sewerage operataxssalreadyincorporatedn the
prices of watesupplyand sewerage services.

In October 2023, the EWRC held a public consultation on the Guidelines for the
formation of price®f watersupplyand sewerage servicesderthe "price cap" method for the
20222026 regulatory period The Ombudsman expresiséhe opinion that only reliable
statistical data provided by the National Statistical Institute (NSI) should be used to determine
the sociahffodability of the price of watesupplyand sewerage services for the respective year.

In the same month, the NSI published information for 2022 on its website. It shows that
in 18 regions(Montana, Veliko Tarnovo, Ruse, Gabrovo, Pazardz&ilara Zagora, Lovech,
Targovishte, Razgrad, Silistra, Vratsa, Yambol, Smolyan, Dobrich, Kardzhali, Kyustendil,
Pernik, Shumen) the errexceeded.0%.

During the public discussion in November 2023 on the increase of the prices of water
supplyand seweragegerviceseffectivefrom 1Januarg024, the Ombudsman strongly opposed
to the next price increase and the way of determining the saftaatiability.

By Deci s-Ro92R.1212@23the EWRC approwinew pricesof watersupplyand
sewerage services ofl 3vatersupplyand sewerage operators (excluding the city of Sofia),
effective from 1January2024. The social affordabilitwasdetermined bsed ordata on the
average monthly income per person per household from the survey "Monitoring of household
budges” for 2022,and br 18regions,according to the information of the N$he datawas
unreliable.

Right to fiwater aic

Citizens from Sofia, Ruse, Shumen and Gorna Oryahowesaseeking assistance from
the Ombudsman regarding the refusal of the Socisdigtance Agency to pay water benefits
under 8 1, pagraph2 of theAdditional Provision®f theWater Supply and Sewerage Services
Regulation Actwhich stats: "The persons referred to in Agke 3 of the Social Assistance Act
(SAA) shall be entitled tassistance in the amount corresponding to the monthker
minimum determined under graphl, item 4."

In March 2023, the Ombudsman addressed the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy
(MLSP) and the Ministry of Finance (MoF) on the implementation efghovementioned
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legal provision, requesting information for 2021 and 2022 on the total amount of social benefits
paid for the use of water supfnd seweragservices and the number of persons who received
them. In connection with the adoption of theat8t BudgetAct for 2023, she requestd
clarification also o the measures to be taken to provide social assistance funds in accordance
with § 1, paragraph 2 of thedditional Provisions of the Water Supply anelrage Services
Regulation Act

The Ministryof Finance statkthatfi o position has always been clear and unequivocal
that it is not appropriate and not necessary to introduce a special type of social assistance for
citizens from social groupat riskto cover household consumption costs." FroemMLSPthe
response was'the questions raised reopen a discussion dating back to 2004 in which the
MLSP's position has been principle and consistent. This positiexpressed in the fact that
the SAA ensureghe necessary social protection for peopldifficulty to provide for various
types of needs such as food, water, clothing, etc., without the need to introduce a special type
of assistance 0

These positions gave rise to the Ombudsman's request to the caretaker Prime Minister,
which has not been ansredyet The Ombudsman's view is that it is imperafivethe State
to assist socially disadvantaged citizens by ensuheg access to water, a basic necessity of
life.

Right to pay forWSSservice actually used

Complaints continuto be receivedn 2023 related to the allocation of the difference
between the total water meteading in condominium buildingsnd the sum of the individual
consumption in the propertiescfmmonconsumption”). It is the Ombudsman's opinion that
the currenlegislationdoes not providéair and effective mechanisms to protect the rights of
honest consumers in the allocation obrhmonconsumption” water quantities to ingival
accounts. Residents icondominium buildings can only request an inspection if they are
notified in writing by the water operators that tiktemmonconsumption'tlifference formed is
more than 20 per cent.

New Water Supply and Sewerage Act

In the period from 1April 2023 to 11May 2023, a public consultation procedure was
conducted on a nehill for theWater Supply and&verage Actin heropinion the Ombudsman
stressd that theravasno preliminary economidegal,andcomparative analysis on

i the place, role and achievements over the years of the establishment and activities
of the WateiSupplyand Sewerage Associations in eagpionsince 2009;

T the implementation of the strategic objectives set out in the Strategy for the
Development and Management of the Water Supply and Sewerage Sector in the Republic of
Bulgariafor 2014 2023, adopted by @&sion No 269/7.05.2014 of the Council of Ministers,
namely: the water supply and sewerage sector to meet national/European requirements, to be
environmentally, financially and technically viable, the prices of water supply and sewerage
services to be saally aff ordablefor consumers and the quality of services and efficiency of
water supply and sewerage operators to comply tivélyood European practices

T the results achieved since the introduction of the uniform price for water and
sewerage services #015

T the fulfilment of the longerm levels of quality indicatosetby the water supply
operators, such as: continuity of water supply; breakdowns in the water supply network; total
losses in the water supply systems; pressure in the water suppin;ssetebilitation of the
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water supply network; active leakage control; efficiency of the construction of water metering,
etc.

The Ombudsmanxpresse the following opinion on the bill

T the price of watesupplyand sewerage services is not linked to tdggmance
of quality indicators

T there is no procedure for applying a lower price for water when it does not meet
the regulatory quality requirements, including whenRlegional Health Inspectorgbeohibits
the use of water for drinking purposes, or wiitds clearly unfit for consumptign

T the Commission for Regulation of Water and Sewerage Services is envisaged to
regulate only pricegnd its powers argeverly limited

T the control of the implementation of the quality indicators, reduced from 15 to 3
is entrusted to the Wat&upplyand Sewerage Associatiomsthe regions which do not have
the necessary expert and administrative capacigtimrmthisrole;

T prices of watesupplyand sewerage services are not linked to the cost of water
supply (gavity, pumped, mixed);

T a new financial burden for users is introduced withstatingvalid reasong an
access price to be paid whether the service is used;or not

T no newmethodof determining the socialffordability of the price of watesupply
and sewrage services has been proposed, although the NSI declares the information on the
average annual income per person to be burdened with a high stochastic exgiory o this
end, the Nhistry of Regional Development and Public Worleeds to requeshapinion from
the NSI on what reliable and public data can be provided on the average monthly income per
person

i it does not take into account the need for "water &id"task that the National
Assembly assigned to the Minister of Regional DevelopmemtParblic Works by a decision
adopted by the 4National Assembly on 1Becember2019, published in State Gazette No.
100 of 2019

Main recommendations
A new Water Supply and Sewerage Act whickhould:

1. Ensure the right of consumers to accesa qualiyy service at an economical
justifiable price linked to the cost of its delivery

2. Provide a quick and clear procedure for applying a lower pfieeaterwhen it
does not meet regulatory quglrequirements

3. Provide measures to assist vulnerable grofipginens

4. Ensure effective control over the activities of watrpply and sewerag
operators

5. Determine the socialffardability of the price of watesupply and sewerag
services based on reliable data and according to household income

3. DISTRICT HEA TING

In 2023, 728 complaints and alerts were received from heat consumers, 76.9% more than
in 2022. Complaints againséat consumption allocation comparaes up 47.8% yeawn-year

Inquiries in 702 complaints were closed.
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Chart No. 12. Number of compiints and alerts from consumemnsgarding the district heating
sectorin the20202023 period

1500
1000 0>
728
583
o . B .
; [

2020 2021 2022 2023

Chart No. 13. Number of complaints andlerts against district heating companies ahéat
consumption allocation companiegsthe2020-2023 period
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Most numeous arethe complaints against Toplofitsda Sofia EAD 417, followed by
ToplofikatsiaPernik EAD 28, ToplofikasiaGabrovo EAD 12, ToplofikasiaRuse EAD 10,
Toplofikatsia Pleven EAD 8, EVN Bulgaria Toplofikésia EAD and Toplofikasia Razgrad
EAD: 4 each, Veolia Energy Varna EAL.

Against heat eansumption allocation companjethe first place iseld by complaints
against Nelbo AD59, followed by Techem Services Lt&8, Brunata Ltd20, MH Elveko
0OO0OD: 9, DirectEOOD and ThermocompleKkDOD: 8 each,Toplocontrol OOD:3, Holiday &
ReisenOOD and BelchevstrofOO0D: 1 each.

Among the main reasons for the increase in complaints are the record high regulated heat
prices in 2023, which do not correspond with the sustained cheapening of the main fué¢l, natura
gas, andcarbon allowances on international markets, combined with the abolition of the
reduced 9% rate and the reinstatement of the standard 20% VAT rate for heat supplies from
July 2023.

In addition, the accelerated retrofitting of remote meteringcgevin 2023 creates new
financial and organisational problems for consumers, for which thexeagulatory gapo
some extent. There are also problems in obtaining information from customers about the
readings taken remotely by the distribution metegspnciling the readings with the actual
values of the devices and the procedure for challenging the reports.

The charging of heat from the building installation incbedominiunremains a pressing
problem, especially for properties that are not heatextcupied.

Many complaintsvere also received against the formation of a high specific cost for
water heating, which exceeds the threshold of 150 kWh/cubic meter set in the Heat Supply
Ordinance.
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The Ombudsmamadea series of proposals to the Minister Energy to carry out a
thorough analysis of the operation of the Heat Supply Ordinance and to make amendments in
order to effectively protect the rights of domestic heating customers.

Right to pay an economically justified price

The Ombudsmanest heropinion against the nextncrease of the heat prices for
household customers for the period from 1 July 2023 to 30 June 2024, during a public discussion
in the EWRC. The increase in heating and hot water prices is unaccegitadndahe significant
decreae in natural gas prices as the main psieing factor, as well as in view of the country's
economic and income situation.

Subsequently, following a consistent review of the accelerated monthly price reductions
in natural gas, as well as the significaecline in international carbailowanceprices, the
Ombudsman propesito the Chairman of the EWRC that heat prices be reduced from 1 January
2024. The main argumewasthat during the first six months of the price period 1 July 2023
30 June 2024)ouseholccustomers pd heating companies at inflated estimated prices for the
natural gaguel, as well as inflated carb@llowancecosts, which providitheating companies
with unjustified revenues

In response, the EWRC expredsile opinion that, on thone hand, the companies in
the sector continwkto reportunderrecovered revenudsom the previous pricing period, and
on the other handhe district heating companigeneratedower than forecastevenues from
the sales oélectricity they produaton the free market.

The Ombudsman's opiniowasthat amendments to Ordinance No 5/23.01.2014 on the
regulation of heat priceserenecessary to carry out regulatory reviews in a timely manner, to
reduce the forecast factors in the formation of regulaged prices and to focus on the balance
of interests of commercial companies and end customers

Right to pay for a service actually used

The distribution of heat inondominium buildingss carried out according to a highly
complicated and incomprehensilier the consumers Methodology for heainsumption
allocation annexd to Article 61, pagraph lof the Heat Supply Ordinance.

In opinionsto the Minister of Energy, the Ombudsman iresigin:

i conducting a thorough analysis of the operation of the Slejply Ordinance

i revising the provisions in the Methodologfor heat consumption allocation
regarding the inclusion of the adjustment factor Kp reflecting the change in consumption
and climatic conditions. The inclusion of thiactor is the main reasonof the
inexplicably high bills for estimated heat consumption for April 2023, whietethe
subject of numerous complaints to the Ombudsman and of inspections by the MoE and
the EWRCGC

i effective control of the technical condition and settings of the siblesatations in
accordance with the actual heat consumptiacoimdominium buildings.

Equipping homes with devices for remote metering of heat energy consumption

Due to the expiration of the 3@ar warranty and operating terms of a large number of
heatconsumptiormetering deviceth 2023, an accelerated retrofitting with remote metering
devices will begin in accordance with f&tes7 and 8 of the Rergy Act Citizenscomplained
to the Ombudsman that this represshd serious financial burden for hallds. Another

problem is the short 3@ay deadline that some distribution traders set for the purchase of the
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new devices and in case of moompliance with this deadline they charge an ex officio
overestimated heat consumption. In this regard, in Fep@@23, the Ombudsman addressed
the caretakerMinister of Energy with a proposal to develop a financial support measure for
householdcustomers in theondominium buildingsn relation to the legal requirement for
mandatory retrofitting of installations itheir homes with remote heat metering devices. The
Ombudsmarwasof the opinion that European funds, including under the National Recovery
andResiliencePlanof the Republic of Bulgarisshould be sought for this purpose. In October
2023, the Ombudsmareiteratel her strong recommendation to the Ministeir Energy to
urgently develop a fair financial support instrumentifouseholccustomers

Citizens repoed problems arising from the legal requirement that remote hot water
meters be supplied by or apped by the heat accountant for use in the specific building (under
Article 14Q paragraph &f the Ehergy Ac). Therewerecases where remote hot water meters
had been purchased from the water operator, but the heat accountand tefapprove them
onthe grounds that wasnot technically possible to carry out the remote reading. In May 2023,
the Ombudsman sent a recommendation to the Minister of Energy and the Minister of Regional
Development and Public Works to ameaehd supplementOr di nan c-BD-ONo . [
1/12.03.2020 on heat supply and Ordinance No.gtder to

T seta time limit for the heat accountants to provide the waipplyoperators with
the data of the changed hot water meters

T regulatethe conclusion of agreements forchange of information between the
heat accountants and the wagapplyand sewerage operators on the readings of the hot water
meters with remote readingseventingfinancial burden®n householcustomers

i align the time limit for checking individual ater meters. Pursuant to Article 34a
paragraph 5f Ordinance No 4 this period is three months, and pursuant to Artig@fyraph
7 o OrdinanceNo. E-RD-04-1/12.03.2020 on heat supptys onemonth

T prescriptions for the replacement of radiatortheatersand individual hot and
cold water meters must contain information on the date on which the warranty/operation period
and the metrological verification period of the appliances have expired

A partial solution to this problem was found in Sdafity with the signing 6bilateral
agreements betwe&ofiiska Voda AD and individual heabnsumption allocationompanies
for mutual recognitiorand exchangef reported data.

Right to a quality service

Citizens sughtassistance from the Ombudsmarregad to thepoor quality of heat
supply. Although the General Terms and Conditions for the Satmoe$eholdHeat provide
for penalties for poaguality heat supply, consumenspracticeareunable to defend themselves
due to difficulties in proving the breh. In this respect, an analysis of the current 'Quality
Indicators for Heat Supplwasnecessary from the point of view of the protection of consumers'
rights. The indicators were adopted by the EWRC on 4 June 2004 with a focus on the collection
of statstical data and the preparation of summary assessments of companies for the purposes
of energy regulation

Right to information

Nonreceipt of paper reconciliation bills/invoices for heat consumption continues to be a
problem forhouseholdcustomers. Fédwing recommendations from the Ombudsmhbeat
consumption allocation companiasd heat supply companiesabledelectronic access to
these documents. However, some consumers do not use the internet and have difficulties in
obtaining the information thas important to them: how the monthly or annual bills for heat
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consumption are set up; the possibilities for lodging complaints (objections) in relation to the
heatconsumption allocatiomand invoiced obligations; the dates set for planned repairs; the
dates for regulareadingof the heat consumption allocatidavices etc.

Main recommendations

1. Comprehensive analysis of the implementation of Chapter Ten "Heat Supply”
Heat Supply Act and the Heat Supply Ordinance,;

2. Revision by the EWRC of the Gela¢Terms andConditions for Sale adflousehold
Heat and the Quality Indicators for Heat Supply;

3. Implementation of effective inspections by ME and EWRC on the quality of
supply services;

4. Providing financial support tdhhouseholdcustomers having diffidties in paying for
the more expensive heainsumption devicesith remote metering

4. ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION SERVICES

In 2023, 621 complaints about the provision of telephone, internet and television
services were received andjinrieswere dosed Citizens' complaints relatdo the indeation
of monthly subscriptiofeesfor mobile services, unsolicited inclusion of services, payment for
unused services, quality of services

Chart No. 14. Number of osed inquiries providers of electronic communigatservicesn the
20202023 period
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Unilateral adjustment of consumers' bills by companies

On the occasion of the indexation of the monthly subscription fees, the Ombudsiian
aseriesof actions to protect the rights and interests of citizeasely

T maderecommendations to mobile operators not to apply indexation;

i repeatedly astddthe GCPto check for unfair clauses and unfair commercial practices;

I addresseé the Communications Regulation Commission (CRC) and the caretaker
Deputy Prime Minister for Eonomic Policies and caretaker MinistérTransport and
Communications;
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T in aletter to the caretaker Prime Minister and to the caretaker Miofdeonomy and
Industry,pointed outhat users of mobile services wollld forced to pay the increased
prices without the right to renegotiate the terms of their contracts towards lower tariffs,
without the possibility of terminating their contracts without penalty;

i also caledon theChairpersorof the @mmission orProtection of Competitioto take
action within her competence

Subsequently, the CPinformed the Ombudsman about an order isspezhibiting Al
Bulgaria EAD from exercising unfair commercial practibgsiot providinginformation on the
amount oftheindexed monthly feesn atimely basisin the poposed contract#\ctions were
also taken to hold the company administratively liable

Unsolicited adding of services

Citizens most often complaad about misleading or incomplete information when
signing contracts. Signing on electronic displaig bt allow them to become familiar with
the terms of the contracts.

In the event of allegations of rsimtementvhen concluding a contract, the Ombudsman
advisal citizens to go to court, which may ruse the invalidity of theontract.

Paymentfor services noactually used

The main problems of citizenglated to the purchase of video conteiat operators’
platforms, unsolicited messages for vaadeled services, charging a standard monthly fee after
the expiry of the contract, charging roaming services rddrocareas

Right to a quality service

Complaints related to poor mobile coverage in places around the country, frequent
disruption of TV and/or internet servie

Operators clariéd that they hd an obligation to provide a certain percentage of their
network coverage according to a '‘population’ criterion, not a ‘territory’ criterion. The service is
mobile, not fixed. Signal quality depends on the concentration of people using the services at
the same time, as well as on weather conditions, topograghyhanpresence of physical
barriers

Main recommendations

1. The GCPshouldexamine the clause in the contracts and general terms and con
of mobile operators for indexation wfonthly subscription fee;

2. TheElectronic Services Acthould obligehe GCPto approve the generarms ang
conditions of mobile operatars

3. Periodic monitomg of the activities of mobile operators in relation to th
obligations when concluding contracts

5. FINANCIAL SERVICES

In 2023, the institution receive@34 complaints,of which 254 against banksnd 80
against payday loan companies

Banks

In regard tocomplaints from citizens dissatisfied with the complicated procedure for
opening a payment account for basic operations, the Ombudsman addressed the BNB, the
Ministry of Finance and the Association of Banks in Bulgaria, pointing out ubatsof
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financial services facksignificant difficulties related to a number of requirements tned
cumbersome procedure imposed by the banks. In order to implement Article 120a of the
Payment Services and Payment Systems, Aanks require custonseto visit a bank office
repeatedly in order to: close an existing account in wiielireceive wages, pensions, social
security benefits and social assistance benefits; apply for a new atmooasic transactions;
submit a tatement from employen the bank'standardorm, for the amount afheir wages;

andto obtaintheirnew debit card.

The public defender recommeadthat timely measures be takémgluding:

i tointrodu@a moresimplified procedure for the implementation of Article 120a of
the Payment Services and Payment Systems Act

i banks shoulgublish clear and correct informatioan the application of Article
120a of the the Payment Services and Payment Systemstéct

Sheexpliatly urged the Governor of BNB to exercise his supervisory powers over
commercial banks under the Payment Services and Payment Systems Act.

As a result, the BNB assutethat it monitoed compliance with the applicable
regulations and wuld take supervisoryaction, as appropriate, in its area of jurisdiction in
relation to the provision and servicing of basic transaction payment accounts within the scope
of its payment supervision powers under the Payment Services and Payment Systems Act

On the occasion dhebill submitted by the Council of Ministers on li8vember2023
for the amendment and supplement of the Payment Services and Payment Systems Act, in
particular 819 on the amendment of Article 120a, th@bGdsman madspecific proposals to
the Chairman fothe Budget and Finance Committee of the National Assembly, the Chairman
of the Committee on the European Uniéffiairs, the Schengen Area and EuAveaand the
Chairman of the Committee on Economic Policy and Innovation for tiae of Article 120a
of the bill.

First of all, she drewattention to the fact that in the periods set out inchetl of the
Payment Services and Payment Systems Act, the funds received and held in the basic operations
payment accountid not include claims received by groups vulnerable citizens, such as
financial support under Article 69 of tlieople withDisabilities Act and maintenance after
divorce and separation. Thus, one of the basic principles under Artiglpdrhgraph »f the
Payment Services and Payment SysteAct hal not been complied with: 'The conditions
applicable in relation to the opening and maintenance of a payment account for basic
transactions within the meaning of Article 118 shall not be discriminatory', which transposes
Article 15 of Directive 2@4/92/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 July
2014 on the comparability of fees related to payment accounts, payment account switching and
access to payment accounts with basic features (the Directive). Moreover, under the Directive,
in order to encourage vulnerable consumers to participate in the retail banking market, they
should be granted more favourable conditions (free of charge) when using payment accounts
for basic transactions

Regarding the allwances grantednder Article 69 6the PDA, it should be borne in
mind that the monthly financial support is different in philosophy from general social
assistance, as it is not dependent on the income of the peénsalways granted, regardless
of whether the disabled persons warkder an employment contract, receive a pension or are
unemployed, and is intended to compensate for the costs associated with overcoming the
difficulties caused by the type and degree of disability. The targeted allowances under Article
69 are also interatl to support people with disabilities, for which additional requirements

determined by the type of disability are introduced.
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Accordingly, the right to maintenance of und@ge children is unconditional. Adults
continuing their education continue to bdited to maintenance subject to certain conditions.
The inclusion of these funds guarantees the right of the persons concerned to benefit from the
so-called free account

It is not clear from thargumentsiow the number dfee of chargpayment transaicns
that citizens with an opened payment account for basic transactions under Article 120a of the
Payment Services and Payment Systemswed determingdaccording to thelefinition in
paragraph 1 of Article 120a of the bilamely 'up to three creditansfersn total' and 'up to
three cash withdrawals in total'.

The public defenderconsiders th proposed number of free transactions to be
insufficient for the personal use of consumers, taking into account the number of wutilities
electricity, heat, gasvater, telephone services, as well as the payment of taxes and fees.

Shealso proposato include a certain number of payment transactions at the counter in
a bank office when withdrawing cash, which would guarantee free servicing in the event of a
techncal malfunction of tke ATM, of which the Ombudsmanstitutionreceives a significant
number ofsignals.

Payday loan companies

In 2023, the institution received 80 complaints agapsstdayloan companies. The
largest number of complaintwere against Cig Cash OOD, Cash Credit Mobile EAD,
UteCredit Bulgari&aOOD, Credit YesOOD, MACROADVANCE AD, KredirektEOOD, etc.

The complaintsveremainly related to

i putting psychological pressure on the debtor, such as: constalhthg him on the
phone harassingrelatives, neighbours and employer; sticking notes on front doors and
mailboxes;

I high interest rates, including penalties, fees (for express approval, for visiting the
home address, for sending a text message and for sending reminder letters or inyitations

i refusal to reschedule;

i refusal to provide updated information on the amount of the debt.

Main recommendations

1. The provision of Article 120a of theament Services and Payment Systems
to ensure access to a payment account for basic transactitingt salnerable
consumers participate in the retail banking market, and to increase the nur
payment transactions, taking into account the number of utilities;

2. The level of bank charges to be economically justified, proportionate to the (¢
the mnking services offered,;

3. To regulate the activitgf payday loarcompanieandsupervisehem

6. WASTE COLLECTION

In 2023, the institution received 81 complaints about problems related to the charging
of household wastiee Inquiries in81 casefiles were closed.

Complaints related to
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i charging for services thaterenot actudly provided by municipalities;

i problems with the exemption from garbage collection and dispestr property
not used during the year;

i poor quality of services for collecioand removal of municipal waste and
maintenance of cleanliness of public areas

In 2023, the Ombudsman continite receive complaints that municipalities refdite
accept declarations for exemption from the payment of the fee for the collection an@lremo
of household waste due to naee of the property, submitted after 31 October, arguing that
according to the regulations this is the deadline for submitting declarations. This practice of the
municipalities contradicts the current provision of Arti¢le item 1of the Local Taxes and
Fees Act, according to which no fee for garbage collection and disgwghbelevied when
the service is not provided by the municipality or if the property is not used throughout the year
and a declaration instandad formis submitted by the owner or user by the end of the previous
year to the municipality where the property is located. The Ombudsman recoetttie
respective municipal administrations that the citizens' declarations aissoaof the property
be respected and that their obligations for the 2023 municipal waste collection and disposal
service be revised by exempting them from the payment of the municipal waste collection and
disposal service fee.

A specific problenwith the determination afaste ollection feefor properties that are
not in usewasidentified in the municipality of Plovdiv. The Ombudsman was informed by
citizens that the municipality chamdje@ fee forpropertiesthat were at the stage of "rough
construction”, without a permit foise, and itvasimpossible to be inhabited due to the lack of
windows, electrical and plumbing installat®nThe municipal administration refed to
changes in the Local Taxes and Fees Act, which entered into force in 2019, providing that the
real estateéax is also due in cases where within two years from the completion of the building
in rough construction, respectively within one year from the drawing up of a declaratory act
under Aricle 176, paragraph d&f the SpatiaDevelopment Acgtthe building hasiot been put
into operation or a permit for use has not been issuetlAlS5, paagraph5 of the Local
Taxes and Fees Act). On the basis ofddt64, paagraphl, in conjunction with Article 11 of
the Local Taxes and Fees Awafaste collection fee nsti be chargednthese properties. On the
other hand, there are clarifications of the Executive Director of the NRA, which are in the
direction that for the buildings referred to in Article 15, paragraph 5 ofdlcal Taxes and
Fees Actfor which the statory conditions are met and subject to tax vlaste collection fee
is not due (Clarification No. 26-196 of 11.09.2020 and Clarification No.-84494 of
25.09.2021).

In regard tareceived complaints, the Ombudsman addressed the Executive Director of
the NRA as the competent authority to issue methodologigdklineson the application of
the Local Taxes and Fees Act for clginig the questioras to whethea municipal property tax
wasdue for the buildings which, according to Article 15, paragraph 5 of the Local Taxes and
Fees Act,were subject to real estate tax, bwere not used and no municipal wastas
generatedrom them,andif yes, for which of the services under Asté 62 of the_Local Taxes
and Fees Adt was dueShealso recommeretiassessment diie need to issue methodological
guidelines on the basis éirticle 4, paragraph ®f the Local Taxes and Fees Akt order to
alignthe practice of municipalities in determining the property tax under Artigleat&graph
5 of the Local Taxes and Fees Act. In response, the NRA reaffirmed its opinion tivaisine
collection feefor buildings in the hypothesis of Article ,1paragrapt®b of theLocal Taxes and
Fees Actwasnot due for each of the servicBhe NRAalso pointed out that the Ministry of
Finance hd expressed an opinion to the same effect. In tlgank the Ombudsmaeferred
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to the Municipality of Plovdiv to reconsider the above practice, but the latter did not comply
with the explanations of the competent authority

Often theOmbudsmarwasapproached by citizens complaining that theye tharged
for services that municipalitiesidd not actually provide in a given area. The number of
complaints about the quality of garbage collection and disposal services in individual
settlements and regions remedisignificant relating to théack of sufficientwaste containers,
irregular servicing of containers and pollution of the areas around them, uncleaned sidewalks
and lack of action by the responsible ihgtons on signalaboutunauthoriged waste disposal.
In response to the complaints received, theb@asman addressed the relevant municipalities
with recommendations for taking necessary measures.

In connection with the proposed changes in the Local Taxes and Fees Act, whichdprovide
for updateof the tax assessment of real estatery two yearsvith the price index determined
by the National Statistical Institute, the Ombudsman expaelseopinion to the National
Assembly that

i the envisaged change®swud lead not only to an increase in the real estate tax, but
also to an increase in the municipakteollection fee contrary to the principle® be complied
with by municipal councils when setting tisastecollection fegArticle 8, paragraph of the
Local Taxes and Fedsct), which isaimed atachieving greater fairness in setting and paying
local taxes;

I the reasons why a twyear period was chosen for updating the basic tax
assessmentgerenot clear;

I therewasno analysis of the financial and other resources needed to implement the
new arrangements;

I there wasio impact assessment;

i there wa no dénition of the term 'indices for the purchase of new and existing
dwellings';

I the mechanism proposed in the bill for maskased updating of the base tax value
for this purpose provides for a factor to be determined by the municipal administration
dependhg on statistical information on market index variables over aywav period, which
is based on the houg price index. Such a derivative element, which is the result of a decisive
action by the executive power to assess a significant number of esephentertain value and
without clearly defined terms and conditions, does not satisfy the constitutional requirements
for the formation of a tax liability.

Subsequently, thproposal was not adopted by tHational Assembly

Main recommendations

1. Municipal administrationshouldcomply with the legal requirements related to
exemption from garbage collection and garbage disposal fee farssoof property

2. Municipalities shouldassess the municipal waste and garbage collection fee
obliged pesons according to the actual services provided under Article 62 (
Local Taxes and Fedsct in the respective area,

3. The competent municipal authoritieshould comply with the responsibilities
entrustedo them by law andavith the relevant local ordinaes for organising th
management of municipal waste, ensuring a sufficient number of w@stainers
andexercisingcontrolfunctions
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7. COMPANIES FOR TRANSFER OF RECEIVABLES

In 2023, 65 complaints were received agashsibt collection companiesS.G. Goup
OOD, EOS MatrixOOD, Debt Collection Agency EADErontex InternationahD, Finance
Info Assistanc&aOOD and others.

Citizens mainly complaied about claimed debts with expired limitation period and
psychological harassment.

During the imuiries condated the Ombudsman made recommendations to the debt
collection companies tanprove their activities antb not use unlawful methods to collect
debts. Citizensvereadvised to seek assistance from the Police Department of the Ministry of
Interior at theiplace of residence and the District Prosecutor's Office in case of psychological
harassment.

Main recommendation:
1. To regulate the activity of debt collection companies and sugiervision

8.GAS SUPPLY

Complaints to th®©mbudsman aboutouseholdyas spply decreaseffom 108 in 2022
to 35 in 2023. The main reason for this is the significant reduction in reghlatseholdyas
prices following the EU energy crisis in the second half of 2021 and in 2022.

In single cases, consumers expredslistrust regrding themeteringof individual gas
consumption, and compladabout changes in the tariff policy edmegas supply companies,
resulting in higher monthly bills for the natural gas supply service.

The current legislation allows the price for supplpécset irBGN per MWh (megawatt
hour) or inBGN per customer for a certain period (month, year). Switching from the first to the
second option is allowed by the EWRC, but in most c#lsisdeads to an increase in the
monthly natural gas bills of consursef his change of tariff policwasnegatively commented
by the Ombudsman, but the regulator's argumegthat 100% of the companies' costs for
supplying customers with natural gagre fixed and dd not depend on the availability of
consumptio.

9. TRANSPORT SERVICES

In 2023, the institution received 290 complaints related to transpaice®r The
number of complaintsignificantly increased compared t@fferecorded in 2021 and 2022.

Violations were found in 101 cases and recommendations were mihaectmmpetent
authorities.

By transport sector, the largest number of complaints were against urban trekisport
followed by intercity bus service82; air carriers14;andBDZ: 10.
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Chart No. 15. Number of complaints anaertsrelated to transpdrservices fothe 20262023
period
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Urban transport

Complaintsveremainly related to noigompliance with the timetable by public transport
drivers, violations committed binspectorson the proper payment of fare bgassengers,
inoperative validatoraivehicles and those vadh "swallowed' money from the bank cards of
passengers. The Ombudsman recomradridat the Urban Mobility Centre EAD should
improve the system for validating transport documents in a way ithabtl allowpassenger
to be charged ithout their explicit consent.

The Ombudsman also addressedGhairman othe SofiaCity Councilon the following
issues:

Citizens retired in the conditions of the first and second category of work are excluded
from the right to travel with lon¢erm pesonalised transport documents for preferential travel.
The Ombudsman's view is that pensioners under Article 68a, Article 69, Article 69b, Article
69c of theSIC should also be entitled to travel on leragm personalised transport documents
for preferental travel. She pointed outhat the current restrictiowas unfair and unjustified
because the difference between the different groups of pensisagonly in theconditions
for entitlement tgpension She poposel that Chapter IV of the Ordinance on ttenditions for
public transport travel in the territory of the Sofia Municipality should include all pensioners
regardless of the grounds for acquiring pension rights. The proposal was not adopted by the
SofiaMunicipal Council.

Pensioners and persongsgel over 68 years with a permanent address in another
locality cannot benefit from the preferential prices of public transport tickets.In practice,
they are unequally treated on a "territorial basis" because they are over 68 years old, have to
reside in Sah for a certain period of time, but are not entitled to preferential fares for public
transport. By prohibiting them from benefiting from the lower prices of season tickets,
conditionsarecreated for depriving citizens whose permanent address is o ¢ertitory of
the Sofia cityof rights and opportunities that would help them in their efforts to lead an active,
independent and dignified life. An obligation to validate tickets for a single journey without the
right to change, purchas&éom the drive, wasintroduced, and in case of neompliance with
this obligation,upon inspection by the controllerstizenswereforced to purchase a ticket in
the amount of BGN 40 for an unvalidated journ€lge Ombudsman drew attention to the
fact that accordingo the Ordinance on the terms and condititorstravel by public urban
transport on the territory @ofiaMunicipality a"single trip ticket" sold by the driver on paper
was a validiscal documentvhich did not requiradditional validation (validateat the moment
of its printing) @rticle 11, paragraph 1, item)3nd a singldrip ticket without the right to
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change issued by a driver on pap&sa fiscal documentvhich wasvalidated at the time of
printing (Article 11, paragrap!8). The Ombudsman remmendedthat the necessary measures

be taken to ensure that drivers of public transport vehicles in the capital sell tickets as a fiscal
document.

The Ombudsmarinstitution receivel complaints from parents amlipils regarding the
complicated procedure ffassuing a pupil card" for travel on publictransport inSofia
Municipality. Pursuant to Article 29, item 7 of tl@rdinance on theules and conditions for
travelling by public urban transport on the territory of Sofia Municipadtypupilsup to and
including the age of 2@nay obtain apupil card for publc transport after presenting a valid
document gupil ID cardkschool recorifor the school year. They find it very difficult to obtain
these documents and demand a simplificatiothefprocedure foissuing the pupitard. The
Ombudsman supportethis request. In this regarehe recommenet to the Sofia Municipal
Councilthat the issuance and charging of tfiupil ¢ a rsdoald not require the presentation
of a pupil ID card or an official recordfahe school year enrolled, but that this information
should be verified ex officidn responsetheUrban Mobility Centrenformedthe Ombudsman
thatonce the possibility of official verificatiowasprovided ad if the data in the register wa
up to dag, the company auld not requirethe pupilsto provide the documents required by law

Intercity bus passenger transport

Most of the complaints from citizens related to the lack of bus transport for small
settlementsEncountering tdficultiesto travel tonearby towns, their inhabitants cannot receive
medical and administrative services in a timely manner.

The Ombudsman recommegdiocal administrationso look for opportunities to provide
accessible and convenient public transport.

Rail transport

The man complaints relatéto late trains and achedulehat dd not take into account
people's work commitments. The Ombudsmadenacommendations to BDZ to:

I improve passenger transport services and adherence to the aatedtle
i modify existing trairschedulesto accommodate passengers' work commitments

Main recommendations

1. Improve the system of validation of transport documents inyatha does no
allow chargingpassengs without their explicit consent;

2. Retired citizens in the first and secondegatry of work be entitled to travel wi
long-term personalised transport documentdravel atpreferentialprices;

3. Provide accessible and convenient public transport to the inhabitants of
settlements

4. Intercity bus and train schedules to be cstesit with passengefswork
commitments;

5. Enhance control of carriers operating public bus passenger transport
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V. RIGHT TO EDUCATION

The Ombudsman's main focus in 2028sin supportof initiatives to tackle educational
inequalities and create opportunitiies equal access to quality education for children and
young peopleand to improve their level of educational attainment.

The pastyearrevealedthat many of the challenges &tbyall actors in the education
system awaéda solution, as evidenced byizens' complaints to the institution of the National
Ombudsman. The problems affedtpre-school, school and higher education and reackal
numerous unresolved and emerging issues. The ability of the education system to respond
quickly and adequatelyasessential to resolving them, as the National Ombudsmaneidsist
in herrecommendations to the institutions

The public defendersupporedthe measures taken to invest in education, but at the same
time sheexpressé herconcern about the redededucatiorbudget in 2023 (4.1%) compared
to 2022, when itvas4.4% of GDP.Shebelieves that the reduction of funds will negatively
affect some processes in the education system and reveals a tefodeetcgat in some of the
activities and policies carried oug @ell agn the achievements made so far. The reduced funds
for education also collide with the Psehool and School Education Act, which regulates the
funds for education as a share of GDP

The Ombudsman nalehat the reduction of funds for educatioeatel a problem in the
functioning of the system and is a threat to the implementation of the adopted policies related
to the remuneration of pedagogictdf§ educational mediators, the funds needed for inclusive
education, for the improvement of fatiis and the development of science and higher
education. All of these policies require consistency and a systematic approach in order to
become sustainable practices leading to an increase in the quality of education.

In this regard, the Ombudsman aearecommendations and insest that when
determining the funds for education in th@23 budget,adequate funding for the education
system should be ensured and more funds should be provided for the financing of activities
related to the work with children whitspecial educational needs, as well as incréaesfeinds
for higher education.

The problems and difficulties encountered by citizens in the field of education are
reflected in the complaints amdertsreceived by the institution of the National Ombudsm

Chart No. 16. Number of complaints and alerts received in the field of education 202@2023
period
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A total of 1082 complaints andlertswere received in the field of education in the past
year.
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Chart No. 17. Number of complaints and alemsceived in the field of education 2023
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In some of the complaints (9 in number), citizens ghéreir views on the statof the
education system, without making specific demands or naming a specific offender.

In defence of citizens' rights, the @odsman issued 509 recommendatigneces of
advice and opinions.

In 2023, the total number aflosed inquiries ircomplaints andalertsin the field of
education was,082.

Pre-school education

The complaints related to psehool education concern thepision of and access to pre
school education, children's right to quality care and an appropriate educational environment,
the material facilities in kindergartens, the lack of gyms for children's sports activities, as well
as unrenovated playgrounds amusafe play equipment on the territory of kindergartens, as
well as prolonged or poor quality renovations of kindergartens.

The lack of enough places in kindergartens on the territory of Sofia Municipality increases
the dissatisfaction of the citizens.r&ats report to the Ombudsman that due to the lack of places
their children over 4 years of age are not admitted to the municipal kindergartens, which
prevents parents, for reasons beyond their control, from fulfilling the requirement to provide
them with compulsory preschool education. They point out that this puts them in a very
difficult life situation On the one hand, the municipality concerned does not provide places for
all children in this age group, on the otland,parents who do not enrol theihildren in a
kindergarten are subject to a fine, and at the same time they do not have the financial possibility
to enrol their children in a private child nursery or kindergarten.

Directors of municipal kindergartens in Sof@ty sought the assistanceof the
Ombudsman regarding the possibility to use the built salt rooms in kindergartens and the
concept ofthe "salt room” to be included in the health requirements for kindergartens. They
informed that the built salt rooms @b the regulatory requirementsut that their functioning
wasobstructed by the Sofia Regional Health Inspectorate on the grounds that Ordinance No 3
of 5 February 2007 on health requirements for kindergavessiolated, where the term"salt
room"did not appear in Article 10.

Otherissues raised by citizens with the Ombudsman corddhe lack of gyms and
conditions for physical activity in kindergartens, the lengthy renovatiookilofnurseries and
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kindergartens and the related inconveniences for children and parents, thetpyamsistant
teachers, interaction with the parental communitg hygiene in some kindergartens, the
closure of kindergartens in small settlements

According to the complaints, a major challenge for the municipalitesshe shortage of
medical professnals when opening nursery groups or mixed groups with children of nursery
age.

A significant problem that remains on the agenda is the teaching of Bulgarian in
kindergartens to children for whom it is not their mother tongue. This problem is verysseriou
among children of Roma origin. Their difficult socialisation is becoming a serious problem in
pre-school and school education, leading to a failure to cope with the learning material and is
subsequently one of the reasons for their dropping out of thheagdn system. The
Ombudsman n@erecommendations on the need to seek sustainable opportunities for creating
conditions for the acquisition of Bulgarian literary language in kindergartens by children for
whom itwasnot their mother tongue.

Main recommendations:
1. Increase investment in upgrading childcare facilities and building new or
achieve high quality and accessibility;
2. Renovat and construct playgrounds and outdoor sports facilities in kindergartg
3. The Sofia Municipalityshouldseek as a prioity, opportunities to identify sites fq
the construction of childcare facilities in newly developing residential areas in
to provide places in nurseries and kindergartens fapgllicants
4. Work to achieve a high quality service provided by clatédacilities;
5. Introduce Bulgarian language classes in kindergartens for childnese mothe
language is not Bulgarian
Provice better conditions for physical activity, sports and outdoor play for child
Active dialogue and joint work to build trusétween parents and childcare workg
Updating training programmes for teachers and pedagoggtthverking in the pre
school education system

0 N o

School education

For yet another yeathe most numerous and diverse topics related to probMths
schooleducation. Complaints conceahthe content and complexity of the curricula, which
wereoften not adapted to the ggfile of the students, the lack of sufficient hours for exercises
and for consolidation of knowledge in certain subjects, the formatsassessment of the
compulsory examinationgithin the National External Evaluation (NEE) fmurth, seventh
and tenth gradeshe conduct of thetate matriculation exan{SMEs)aftertwelfth gradethe
insufficient extracurricular activities and sports schoolsthe lack of systematic work with
talented students, the low amount of scholarships for exdglleetforning pupils the poor
condition of gymnatsc hallsin schools or the lack of them, the lack of accessible architectural
environment, the anagement of educational institutions

In 2023,an agreement was reachadh the responsible institutiorte address some of
the issues raised by the Ombudsman. Issues related to the conducstafetmeatriculation
examsthe introduction of a secondte for the NEE examinations, the decision to provide free
textbooks to alpupilsfrom first to twelfth grade$rom the 2024/2025chool yearthe increase
in PhDscholarships, #renovation of studeaiormitories

60



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

Complaints requesting the possibilitg increaseSME scores

The National Ombudsman's proposal to regulate the possibikytancehe results of
theSMEsand the Ombudsman's efforts to have legislative changes in this direction adopted led
to positive results. The Education and Science Citeenof the 49 National Assembly
unanimously adoptedhé¢ Ombudsman's proposal. Itasbe finally voted in early 2024.

As positive steps in 2023, timbudsman notgthe increase in the number of innovative
schools in the country, the construction GfEBA centes in schools, the provision of funds
under the programes for the construction, upgrade and reconstructionnofseries
kindergartens and schools, the construction and overhaul of sports grounds andigyraltes
in state and municipal schoplas well as the renovation, repair and furnishing of student
dormitories.

The Ombudsman shares the view that the rapid penetration of technology in all spheres
of life and the digitakation of the education system, in addition to the benefits, als® pose
danger related to the excessive use of electronic devices by children and studeitdailythe
lives. In this sense, sheupports the idea of the need &y ldownstandards and criteria to
achieve a balance in the use of new technologies in theingaprocess and to stimulate
educational innovation with a view to the healthy development of children and students.

Complaints about the reorganisation of the school network in some areas of 8fia

Parents and teachea® very dissatisfied with thaatention of the district administrations
in Sofia Municipalityto close or merge elementary schools with secondary schools in the
respective districts and thus turn them ihiage shools with over 1,000 and over 2,000
students.

The Ombudsman is follawg these developments with concern, because they are often
not in favour of children and limit families' choice of school type. Observations and analyses
show that one of the reasons for the problem created is the definition of the adjacent areas of
schods. Another equally important reason is fladure to take intaconsideration available
facilities when allowing pupils to enrol in large schools, which exacerbates the problems

In relation to citizens' complaints, the Ombudsman recometktiit a thorogh and
objective analysis of the problem b®adeat the level of Sofia Municipality, in cooperation
with the district administrations, and that a broad discussion be held with all stakeholders,
including parents, so that their argumentseheard and albptions for resolving the problem
wereconsidered before proceeding with school closures or mergers.

The Ombudsman finds that the closure of primary schools, whose purpose is to provide a
learning environment close to home for children in their area wierese, has a strong negative
impact on them and forces them to attend schools located a long distance from their homes,
thus endangering their safety and security. In addition, schools with fewer students provide a
more peaceful environmer@he also poits outthat the closure of primary and neighbourhood
schools is not in the interests of the children and citizens living in the area concerned

Complaints about prolems with vocational education

Reforms in this areeeflectthe need for regulatory changesthe Vocational Education
and Training Act, updatinthe list of professions angbcationaltraining standardstraining
programmes and syllabi.

The Ombudsman considers as a positive step the adoption of the Strategic Vision for the
Development of DuaEducation in Bulgaria by 2030, which envisages focusing on the leading
role of business in training, development and modernisation of the dual education system in the
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country.

The public defender’'s recommendatiensailmeasures to moderegisyocationatraining
and education, the need to upgrade the material base in vocational sitteooéed taevelop
curricula in line with modern requirements and provide the system with qualified teachers

Educational mediators

During the year, the Ombudsman wa®imed about problems with pay and the possible
suspension of educational mediators.

The Ombudsman urged the competent authorities to appoint educational mediators in
schools on a sustainable basis and to ensure their funding, as the dffénctir work are
indisputable in bringing back students from vulnerable groups who have dropped out of the
education system and keeping them in school.

In its recommendationshe pointed outhat retaining educational mediators, without
putting a strain on the budgeof educational institutions, is the right way to work effectively
with children and pupils from vulnerable groups, leading to their social inclusion and
educational integration, which will have a positive effect on society in the long term

Questions réated to pursuing the teaching profession

The scope of the protection of the right to education eds@rsissues concerning the
management of educational institutions, the practice of the teaching profession, the shortage of
teachers, the qualificatiomd retraining of teachers, the acquisition of teaching qualifications,
the attestation and remuneration of those working in the education sist@mteraction with
parents.

The shortage of teachers in the country is a matter of concern, as well iaglitige that
our teachers are among the oldest in the EU. Principals also report insufficient teachers in Sofia
and facingdifficulties in providing teachers in mathematics, informatics and information
technology, as well as in vocational subjects.

The meaures taken by the state in this direction in recent years, such as pay increases,
reduction or exemption of semester fees for certain pedagomiogtammes have their
positive effecs, but are clearly not enough. Unfortunately, many young teachers dtagon
the system for long, anthany of them give up after the first year. Lotgym and targeted
policies and investmesare needed in this area

A large group of issues related to dissatisfaction with management and poor practices in
school managemé&nrude and unacceptable behaviour of school principals towards teachers
and nonrteaching staff, which deteriorates relationships and creates a negative working
atmosphere and tension among the staff; administrative burden on teachers; working hours of
teachers; ineffective training for teachers. Some of the signals also expressed distrust towards
the Regional Education Administrations (REAS), which according to citizensotl show the
necessary objectivity and thoroughness in their work when carryiriggméctions. They also
pointed to the lack of capacity amongHR experts to provide methodological support to
teachers, either due to lack of practice or lack of time. Citizens ded#reappointment of
experts with undisputed professional experiendberrelevant field of education in tREAs
The Ombudsman supped the intention to amend the Regulations on the structure and
functions of the Regional Education Administrations so that they also pdovieiinodological
support to educational institons and their activitiesvere primarily aimed at improving
student performance and the quality of school education. These changes arbaetene a
factin 2024.
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A large number ofalertsto the Ombudsman radeassues related to the conduct of
competitios for principals of educational institutions; netnansparency in the selection of
teachers; low control over the activityincipals The Ombudsman expresiseeliefthat the
changes made in 2023 to Regulation No 16 of 1 July 2022 on holding conmsefibio
principalsin state and municipal institutions in the ys@&hool and school educatisystem
would achieve thepurposeof ensuring conditions for the lawful conduct of the competition
procedure for the pagn of a principal

Main recommendations
1. Modernisation of facilities and financial support for the introduction of innova

practices in schools;

Building an accessible architectural environment in schools;

Simplified curricula and teaching content according to the age of students;

Regulationof the possibility teenhance SME scores;

Taking measures to enhance students' practical skills;

Encouraging work with talented children;

Measures for intensive study of Bulgarian language for children, Bulgarian ci

for whom it is not their mother tmue, in order to include and retain them in

educational system;

8. Sustainable increase of extracurricular activities and sports in schools;

9. Encouraging cooperation between institutions to bring back students from vulr]
groups who have dropped outtbe education system;

10. Sustainable introduction of educational medigtors

11. Appointment of psychologists and resource teachers in schools;

12. Effective training for teachers;

13.Increase funds for scholarships for excellent student performance;

14.Establishing theame parameters for excellence scholarships for all schools;

15. Construction of gymnaig hallsand sports grounds in schools;

16. Introduction of a system for appraisal of school principals;

17.Active engagement with parents to build trust and partnership

NoakowhN

Tertiary education

The problems raised by citizens in the field of higher education cargtaimost the
entire spectrum of problems in this arthee procedures for filling academic positions, the low
pay of PhD students, the quality of education offered byeusities, high semester fees, low
amount of scholarships for students, poor living conditions in some of the stisdismitories

There aresignals related to plagiarism, the determination of admission to certain
universities and the accreditation of certalegree programmes, the funding of certain
professional fields, the legalisation of diplomas issued by foreign universitiesyaheation
scoringby higher education institutions and medical universities.

A significant problem in 2023 vgathe reductiolnf funds for education in general, which
createl problems for the functioning of the higher education system. The lack of sufficient
funds for capital expenditureif public universities also ptitem in a difficult situation.

In 2023, the salaries of sistants andther teaching staff in public universitiegreased,
aimed at attracting more young people. Fuwdsealso provided to increase scholarships for
students at public universities and RitD students.

63



OMBEYIICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

The Ombudsman supporteetjuests to regate the increase in higher educationding
in the annual budgetary procedurés.her view, he proposed amendments to the Higher
EducationAct to link the finanang of higher education with GDP attte salaries of teachers
in higher education institutis and the scholarships@iiDstudents to the avage gross salary
in the countrywill ensure financial ®bility and predictability inncreasng higher education
funds,will encourage teachers and will increase the efficiency and quality of highetieduca

Main recommendations

1. Sustainable financing of thertiaryeducation system;

2. Increasing the quality and compatibility of higher education with European sy
for its integration in the common European educational area;

3. Linking the funding model ohigher education institutions more closely to
assessment of the quality of education, rather than to the number of students

4. Introducing competenelased training and increasing the relevance of hi
education to the labour market;

5. Introduction of dial training in subjects where this is possible;

6. Development of joint university programmes

7. Inclusion of higher education institutions in international educational and scig
networks;

8. Stimulating research activity in higher education institutionsthedlevelopment g
innovation in them;

9. Transparency in the management of higher education institutions;

10.Measures to overcome imbalances related to the increase in the average
academic staff;

11.Monitoring the procedures for competitions for academistjmms.

In conclusion, the National Ombudsmpainted outthe need to continue the efforts of
the institutions to achieve the strategic objectives of education to improve the quality of
education and build skills and key competences in children, studed young people, to
include all children in the education system and to ensure their equal access to education.

Main recommendationsi Right to Education:

1. Sustainable financing of the education system;

2. Simplified curricula and agappropriate learngpcontent;

3. Regulation of the possibility to increase ®BIRIE scores

4. Modernisation of facilities and financial support for the introduction of innovz:
practices in schoagls

5. Introduction of a uniform standard for the quality of education in all educdt
stages;

6. Sustainability of extracurricular activities and sports in schools;

7. Construction and renovation of gymtashalls and sanitary facilities in scho
buildings;

8. Sustainable introduction of educational mediators;

9. Recruitment of psychologists angsource teachers in schools;

10.Modernising and improving the quality of vocational education and expandir]
scope of the dual training system;

11.Introduang a system of appraisal of school principals;

12. Active interaction with parents tauild trust and partership;
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13.Improving the quality of higher education and its relevance to the labour mark|

14.Introdudng dual training in higher education;

15. Development of joint university programmes;

16.Increasing financial support for research and participation of higheragaoiu
institutions in international projects;

17.Taking measures to address imbalances related to the increase in the averag
academic staff

V.CHI LDRENGS RI GHTS

fiFuture takesthe image of a child
Georgi Gospodinov

The Ombudsman examines policies, refs, institutional actions, legislative initiatives
in the field of children's rights light of the impact they would have on the child and on
c hi | dighes and kest interests, with particular attention to the impact on vulnerable groups
of children.Sheexamines all cases light of non-discrimination in each child's access to the
full range of rights set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (the Convention)
and Bulgarian legislation, and the actions taken to provide the necessgyasdé against
unequal treatment based on one or more grounds

As an independent monitoring body for the protection of children's rights, the
Ombudsman monitors and supports the development of systems with responsibility towards
children, outlines barris and measures to overcome them. To this @netakes independent
action to improve the social environment in which the child grows, learns and develops, but
without encroaching on the powers of state and municipal authorities and/or replacing their
dedsions.The Ombudsman seetasbuild bridges between children, parents and decisiod
policy-makers

The Omb u dverkmand gpsions are based ohoth verification of specific
complaints and signals and on systematic monitoring of the public areas@ads in which
children’s rights are developed, as well as on the status of the rights themselves. This approach
also determines the priorities set in the area of children's rightse ¢hecks sheexamines the
underlying reasons why a particulawusition of child rights violations has arisen and whether
this problem affects other children, so that recommendations can be properly formulated and
targeted.

In the 2023 Annual Report, the Ombudsman focuses on children'singhéscontext of
the insttution's functionsn the realm of rightslooking at complaints analerts accumulated
problems and challenges in the sector, partnerships with civil society organisations, special
reports and initiativesSheputs forward a number of recommendationsensuring children’s
rights

The mission of the Annual Report of the Ombudsmdayianalysinghe problems in the
complaints and sigi&to the institution to mobilesand direct the efforts @ublic authorities
and civil society to improve the environnteén which children are raised amdought up as
well as to increase the life chances of every childdoomplish theipotential, to protect
c hi | dights and ® defentheirinterest in any action taken by a competent authority.

The Ombudsman caes out activities in the field of children's rights in several direstion
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i Examines complaints and signals related to violated rights, as well as petitions, civil
proposals submitted to the institutiby various citizens or orgaaigons on various issuesd
topics related to children's rights;

i Examinedraftlaws, programmes, ordinances and regulations submitted for public
consultation and makes a decision on the alleged risk of violation of children's rights and
interests;

i Prepares special reports onunries and topics that affect large groups of children;

i Interacts with UNICEFBulgaria and NGOs;

i Works with children and students by participating in various school initiatives as
well as those orgasedby herown initiative;

i Participates in various evesnand public discussions

Undoubtedly, the Bulgarian government has taken a number of important stefosrto
and modernise chitihre and protection systems in line with the recommendations of the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child as wellvdth international and European standards.
However, in terms of policies and practices to prevent risks and separation from the family,
measures are still insufficient. Stigma and discrimination against socially disadvantaged
families facilitate family separain, increase the risk of social exclusion and affect access to
and quality of services. Particularly vulnerable groups in terms of risk of poverty and social
exclusion are large families, families of Roma origin, families living in remote rural areas and
in the suburbs of large cities, often in extremely poor housing conditions. A serious problem
for the Roma population is the lack of infrastructure, which leads to additional risks to the health
and lives of children and families. There are serious regaispéarities, which affect access to
rights. Therefore, th&tatemust constantly remind itself thahildren are its own and it had
assumed a number of important obligations by acceding to the Convention and other
international human rights instruments.

A particularly vulnerable group are children with disabilities and children with special
educational needs (SEN), whose rightsiaithe focus of the 2023 Report.

Alarming levels of discrimination and violence, child abuse, child poverty, the
segregatiorof Roma children, the decline in children's educational skills since the pandemic
and the lack of compensatory and mitigating measures for its adverse effects; as well as the still
large number of children in public care due to the lack of resources pmrsifpmilies,
indicating an urgent need to set national priorities in the field of children's policies and families
and to adopt a national strategic document for the.child

The State and its institutions are still struggling to meet and respond to ¢as oéthe
most vulnerable children and their families, in particular children with disabilities, children
from disadvantaged families

Challenges

i ineffective consideration of the risks to the child at different stages of his/her
development, and the ldvef coordination and synergy between the protection authorities
remains low;

i increased use of alcohol, drugs and smoking among children;

i poverty, material deprivation, poor living conditions and marginalisation;

I poor mental health of pupils and low pio# activity, disabilities and
developmental difficulties in childhood

i insufficient information and institutional coherence in the planning, evaluation and
implementation of policy changes for children;
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i the main determinants of the risk of child povedy,a key measure of quality of
life, are not identified and highlighted, leading to poor opportunities for active impact;

i risks related to discrimination and negative societal attitudes such as for children
with disabilities and children with SEN;

i an oveburdened child protection system;

i outdated system for dealing with children in conflict with the law;

i lack of resources to support the child within the family, apart from partial financial
transfers

i dozens of children in situations of parental conflict;

I aserious problem is the current mechanism for financing social services on the basis
of capacity, without taking into account the specificity of the activities offered and the nature
of care;

i in many cases, the child is seen only as an object of protecttbnot as a subject
of rights

i lack of clear integrated support for the family, because the child'sbeielyj is
inextricably linked to that of the parents;

i limited access to modern quality treatment and prevention methods;

I insufficient numbers of childurses and hospital psychologists;

i lack of focus on child patients, lack of registers for different types of diseases;

i lack of data and cledormulation of the most critical and priority areas in child
healthcare, resulting in a lack of adequate anat&¥te solutions;

I unsettled status of representation of children whose parents live and work outside
the country, lack of upo-date data and protection measures

The year2023 is another difficult year for children's rights and children's policies.
Hundreals of unaccompanied refugee childvegrecrossing Bulgaria's borders to seek support
and international protection. Many childrarere found half suffocated in cars and trucks,
attempting to cross illegallypeingvictims of traffickers.

An aggressive soal environment for childrein active gambling campaigns, ineffective
controls on the sale and distribution of diazotene oxide (mustard gas), free distribution of
synthetic drugs

Parentalconcernsand questionsvereraised by the introduction of electrorschool
excusenotesfor students and the fees charged by GPs for issuing them; increasing numbers of
complaints and reports of children and students with behavioural problems in nurseries and
schools; increasing parental disputes; internet aggressiary. pdablemshat have beeraised
for years by the Ombudsman are again not being addressed, such as the feeding of children with
allergies in childcare; the rights of children whose parents live and work abroad; the lack of
places in kindergartens. Dozewfsparental disputes about personal contacts with children are
the cause of numerous complaints to the institution

There are also new topics for the institutiothe work of the children's kitchens, the
fees for issuing the electron&chool excuse notesthe politicization of the educational
environmeni the planned lecture of the acting Russian ambassador in a school irciarna
the protest against the detention of a children's kinesiotherapist in Sliven, the lack of child seats
in taxi cars in Bulgria. Complaints andalerts lodgedby minors are also on the rise:
dissatisfaction with a court decision on the separation of parents and determination of parental
rights, domestic violence by a parent, treatment in a psychiatric hospital, complaintthabout
behaviour of teachers, etc.
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In some of their letters, parentsugihtfinancial support for raising their childretg
addresshousing problems, social assistance denials, lack of tax breaks for foster families,
financial aid for grades 2, 3 and 4 atslineffectiveness. During the year, the experts of the
Children's Rights Directorate again worked on complaints about the poor quality of resident
services, violations in the educational and pedagogical boarding school in the village of Podem,
lack of sgecialists in social services, lack of school buses, etc.

The closure of the Homes for MediSwmcial Care for Children (HMSCC) has once
again been postponed, this time until the end of 2024. The opening of 14 centres for specialised
health and social senes for children with disabilities in need of permanent medical care and
6 centres for specialised health and social care for children witkrislghehaviour and in need
of special medical care is still pending

The Ombudsman has achieved significant suess in protecting the rights of
children with disabilities by sending several recommendations related to the need to update
the amount of the monthly allowance for raising a child with a permanent disability up to the
age of 18 and until the completions#condary education, but not later than the age &fe20,
outin Article 8e of the Family Allowances for Children Act (FACA), which is a lavgaited
step by the families of children with disabilities. It is to be noted with satisfaction that, following
the Ombudsman's opinions in Arti@8, paragrapi5 of the Draft State Budgéict for 2024,
an increase in fundwas provided which will undoubtedly be supportive for the citizens
concerned, but it is reiterated that there is a need to introduce a nsactianithe automatic
updating ofthesefunds

The Ombudsman took over the patronage of the initiativeritidun Revolution Day",
organi®d by the "For Food" Foundation, and came up with a special report on the nutrition of
children with food allergies. Ehinformation campaign aiedto draw public attention to the
nutritional problems of children with allergies and food intolerances in kindergartens and
schools. The campaign involyenore than 6,000 children participating in children's cooking
workshops aganised by more than 1,000 volunteer parents and teachers from across the
country.

In 2023, a significant number of complaints atertsrelated to children's rights were
registered compared to the previous two years, with an increase in complaindstoataikren
with SEN and disabilities, as well aomplaints about the work pifotection authorities, mostly
related to parental conflicts. The total number of complaints was 587.

Chart No. 18. Number of complaints and alerts related to childresights in the 2021
2023period
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Chart No. 19.Compl aints and alerts related td& childr
number and
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Among the problems most often brought to the attention of the Ombudsman are:

I applications for financial and sociaupport for parents who are raising their
children alone and have no income;
I complaints about protection measures;
for access to education for children with SEN;
architectural accessibility for children with disabilities;
healthy nutrition for children i allergies;
problems withelectronic school excuse notes;
problems of children in sport;
guality of care in residential services and crisis centres for children victims of abuse;
complaints about the work of protection authorities, demanding changés in t
approaches and attitudes of those working in the child protection system, especially in the
preparation of social reports and individual assessments;

i violation of the child's right to maintain a personal relationship with the parent with
whom he or sheoes not live;

i problems with maintenanchie for raising a chitd

i child abuse, especially heightened sensitivity in parenting conflicts, violence at
school, in the family, inteneighbour disputes;
i problems in the educational environméntolence and bilying by ateacher;
dissemination of videos related to violence by children against children;
against school involvement in political actions;
limiting the possibility for gifted children to receive scholarships;
risky social environmerit selling drugs, &pesJaughinggas;
complaints from parents living abroad whose children have been removed from
their families by social workers due to poor care, conflict and violence;
I lack of social resources to support children raised by parents with addictions

drugdependency or mental illness;

i lack of adequate measuresiahildren begetting children.
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1. RIGHT TO EDUCATION AND CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES

Although Bulgaria has adopted an innovative-Bcbool and School Education Act,
which provides a framework for plementing comprehensive reforms needed in the school
system, including modernising curricula and improving teacher training, therélaasmber
of challenges thathow a deviation from the expected. Access to education for disadvantaged
children, inparticular Roma children, remains a challenge. The quality of vocational education
and training in Bulgaria is insufficient, including its integration into the general education
system

In 2023, the largest number of complaints ateltslodged inthe field of inclusive
education, especially for children with SEN, which is why the Ombudsman put the topic at the
forefront, as well aoobka number of initiatives related to children and their access to education.

Among theissues raised by parents :are

I the possibility of validating competences in subjects with grades based on a
gualitative indicator in order to issue a Leaving Certificate that is not tailored to the capabilities
and needs of students;

i children andpupils with behavioral problems and lack p&dagogical skills to
master them, ignorance of the possibilities of the regulatory framework;

i thelack of places in Special Education Support Centres, especially in Suafia
administrative difficulties for parents;

i the obligation for parents who arerpenal assistants to accompany their children
to school, which is reflected even in individual learning plans;

i formal curricula;

I inaccessible school architectudack of action by the municipality in whose
territory the school is located;

I lack of specialts and teaching assistants in kindergartens and schools;

i mental and physical harassment by a student with SEN towards other samtnts
allegations of "exhaustion of all legal means by the educational institution to resolve the
problem";

I complaints fromparents of children with SEN about unfair treatment and pressure
from other parents telocatethe pupil to another school,

I lack of cooperation from the parents of the school

Challenges

i children and young people with disabilities and SEN are dispropatgly affected
in the education system, in psehool and school education, which violates their right to
compulsory education and access up to the age of 16, enshrined in the Constitution of the
Republic of Bulgaria

i identification of children with SEMind work with parents, work with MoH and
MLSP;

i the quality of inclusive education is not good and for pupils with SEN lasts fewer
years than their peers;

i lack of accessible and inclusive environment; according to Sofia Municipality at
least 70% of kinderggens and schools in Sofia do not have a modern accessible environment;

I unprepared teachers to work with children with SEN in the mainstream classroom,
lack of teacherssistantsand lack of financial standards for teachers;

i the postpandemic crisis in ectation affects the most vulnerable children: children
with disabilities, children with SEN, children in poverty and from marginalised communities,
and no measures have been taken to bridge the gap;
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i low levels of skills acquisition for children with SENthe education system, which
raises the questiord how the schools organised to bridge the gaps and how the reauvdts
measurep

I itis common practice to put pressure on the disabled or SEN child and their parents
to defend their place in the mainstne education system and to demonstrate to other parents
of children that their place is there and not at home;

i children in school are not educated and taught sustainably in a spirit of solidarity,
but in a spirit of competition. This results in very reduibeurs for many children with SEN.

Based on the complaints, inspections, conversations vaitenfs and civil society
organistions, several conclusions can be drawn

i first: that parents of children with disabilities and children with SEN care very much
about the inclusion of their children in the education system, as well as their access to quality
education, which will give them a perspective for integration

I second, that inclusive education is crucial for many vulnerable communities, it is a
tool agairst discrimination, societal stereotypes and stigma, it promotes participation and
overcomes barriers to learning for all children and therefore needs a lot of public investment of
resources, support and attention

In December 2023, the Ombudsman organigedhtional discussion orintlusive
Education i Problems and Solutions, in partnership with the Minister of Education and
Science. During the discussionCancept of a model of collective educational support was
presented, which is within school hours fostudents on combined and individual form of
education.The discussion is part e National Campaign of the Human Rights Institution
"For the Rights of Children and Persons with Disabilities, which includes a number of
initiatives, discussions, inforation days and meetings with orgaations of and for persons
with disabilities, proposals for changes in legislation, more favorable financial policy
frameworks, the creation of good administrative practices and changes in public attitudes. One
of the potive steps is the provision of an additional BGN 8 million for inclusive education in
the 2023 budget.

Recommendations

1. Increase the number of specialists who are assigned on site in kindergartg
schools;

2. Training of all specialists working with ddren and students, improving the qua
of pedagogical qualification of all those involved in the overall process of educg
activities in the field of inclusive education;

3. Creation of a model for collective work of students who are on individu
combined form of educationwork in rooms equipped for this purpose in timeet
when they do not attergeneral classes. Provide the opportunity fordaly learning

4. Increase the general resource support standards and the standard for ch

specidgroups in kindergartens;

Establish a new standard for temghassistants

Inclusion of targeted modules for projects aimed at children and pupils with S

the National Programmes of the Ministry of Education;

7. Undertaking a comprehensive qualitativel @uantitative analysis of the conditio
environment and outcomes of inclusive education following the adoption Bf¢h
school and School Education Aatd the Inclusive Education Ordinance;

=r

71



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

8. To discuss and adopt a National Vision for Inclusive Edowdiased on the righ
of children, which willalign the goals, principles and objectives of this educa
policy, as well as the resources needed to implement it

9. To achieve a change in the content of the teaching material, teaching m
approachedp find a special place in the Roadmap of Inclusive Education;

10.To collect adequate data on children with disabilities and children with
analysing which to build effective implementation strategies and policies;

11.Provide accessible educational materilat are developed taking into account
needs of children with different disabilities, including children on the au
spectrum, with communication difficulties and with sensory impairments;
12.Provision of additional alternative communication for crgldwith communicatior
difficulties and appropriate technical aids;

13.Adapted learning environmerit access to school buildings, hygiene and t
facilities, sports facilities;

14.Collaborative work of teachers and parents as an effective mechanism to
pressure on teachers and on children and students;

15. Establishing mechanisms for monitoring the quality of inclusive education,
making inclusive education subject to quality assurance standards;

16.Develop special measures to address the high-alioprate of children with
disabilities and ensure the right of all re@rbal and special needs children
inclusive education in mainstream schools;

17.Inclusion in the higher education process and provision oftvaetied professionals
as well as provision of ternship programes, curricula, teacher training

2. AGGRESSION AND BULLYING IN KINDERGARTENS AND
SCHOOLS

The Ministry of Education and UNICEF report an increase in bullying in the learning
environmertover 3300 cases of physical and verbal bullying oldren wereregistered in
20222023. TheOmbudsmarninstitution consistently receivd complaints from parents who
reporedvarious types of violence against their children in nurseries, which oftambguiblic
through television reports. In their complainthey most often refiexd to physical violence
committed against their childreslapping, hitting of a child by a staff memppunishment,
even locking children in isolated roomsse of upbringingnethodshat undermine the child's
dignity, as well avarious forms of mental and verbal abuse by teacherbarsh tone towards
the child, shouting and insults

Recommendations

1. Take concrete measures to improve the quality of care in nurseries;

2. Provide financial and normative possibility for the nursgto appoint psychologis
and speech therapists;

3. Introduce specific qualification requirements and advanced training for staff r
to child rights and violence. Provide supervisufrstaff;

4. A national survey of the staffing potential of nurseriesudd be carried out t
provide a basis for planning adequate measures;

5. Develop Standards durseryCare andGuidelines on Nursery Workn line with
current trends in early childhood development and care.
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In 2023, theOmbudsman received complaints frgrarents seeking help for videos
posted on the internet showing their children being beaten or humiliated. The Ombudsman
made a referral following media coverage of a video showing a fight between schoolgirls in
Sofia.

The complaints also contained allégas of

i mental harassment ofpaupil by a class teacher;

i physical abuse by a music teacher in a metropolitan school, who pelted pupils with
pens, threvamusic book at them and sometimes took the liberty of hitting boys on the back of
the head;

I atraumainflicted on a child at a school in Smolyan atabusive treatment by a
teacher;

i apupil from NGDEK claimedthat shehad beerhit by a teacher and that sexual
innuendos were made to her by a teacher

Other topics in the field of educatian

The Ombudsmareceived more than ten complaints filed by the management & 142
Primary School "Veselin Hanchew?! Sofia, with letters from the parents of the Public Council,
from parents of first graders who cladthat the Council héha problem with the coexistence
of two schools in one building and this problend Im@t been solved for years. The dispute
between the two schools ovée building stockwasreferred to all institutions and the media,
butit never resulted in an equitable distribution of rooms

Complants related to thescholarships for gifted children were received, and the
Ombudsman was approached by a student who participated in'ti¢afiénal Olynpiad in
Civic Education, organexd by the Ministry of Education. With her project "Respect for
Institutions A Basic Civic Virtue", the student was ranked first in the third age group. After the
Olympiad, she was informed that she was entitled to a scholarship for 12 months, which
amounted to BGN 135 under the Ordinance orctimitions and procedures filve protection
of children with exceptional talents

In relation to this issue, the Ombudsman expikse position that itvasimperative to
take action to amend and supplement the Ordinance on the conditions and procedures for the
protection of childen with exceptional talents, taking into account the prescriptions Ahtine
Discrimination Commissioand the recommendations made by Administrative SofiaCity
Court

i a special intefinstitutional working group beset upto review all restrictions
relating to the protection of children with outstanding gifts under the Ordinance and ensuring
the support of pupils' personal development;

i consider the possibility of awarding two different scholarships at the same time,
one for achievement in science,saahd sport and one for educational achievement;

i consider the possibility of providing the right to scholarshipgpupils with
outstanding gifts up to and including th& grade This restriction has so far been defined by
the Anti-DiscriminationCommis$on already in 2017 as "a form of indirect discrimination on
grounds of age", which is allowed on the basithefprovision of Article 10 oDrdinances on
theprotection against discriminatipa recommendatiowas madéo the Council of Ministers
to take the necessary action to amend Article 10 so that the principle of equal treatment
respected by providing the possibility for all children with outstanding gifts, regardless of their
age and regardless of thedein which they are studying, to regeia scholarship
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Recommendations

1. Improvement of school infrastructure, architectural accessibility of buildings;

2. Prevention of school dreput,

3. Evaluation of the quality of education and its alignment with labour market neg

4. Targeted efforts to imprav educational structure, curricula and the inadeq

quality of textbooks;

More training for teachers in special educational needs to enable them to ¢

skills to work withSENchildren in the mainstream classroom;

6. Changes to the Ordinance on the gbads and procedures for the protection

children with exceptional talents;

Development of the Personal Development Centres and assignment of new fu

Efforts to improve the quality of education, which means addressing

performance in basic Bl and more efforts to helptuents improve the

competenes;

9. Changes in state education standards to introduce health education and build
behaviar habits;

10. Creat conditions for students to form digital knowledge and skills;

11.Provide accessiblend quality career services and opportunities for informed cl
of profiled or vocational educatioand mprove coordination between heal
education and social systems regarding children's health antieud;

12. Access to integrated care for childmeith mental and behavioural problems;

13.Raisng pupils awareness of sexual health, HIV/AIDS prevention, early pregn
and risky sexual behaviors;

14.Ensuring healthy nutrition for school children and feeding children with allergig

15. Integrating mental healtin schools

o

o N

3. CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES

The Ombuds maenf fcoornttsi ntuoe pr otect the
with disabiliti2a82and their families i

I n view of the numerous cwmphai hésprebken
del ays in mepdmcahterpert

In the opinions sent to the Minister
|l nspectorates, tdhleawdmibuundascntaenp tsatbrliees steo | eav e
vul nerabl e shiudrieonwi shchldiaabclitedse
the cumbersome certifi cSheda omdtaeed erotti failcatriiog
restored retroactively and that State

The focus whaltse tltei amsunt nocfe st hfeo rmornaihsl
chil dpewintanent di sability up to the age |
educati on, but notseltatoeurArtthand et Bee age tdfe ZF,
Chi | Aate.n

4. THE RIGHT TO ACCESSIBLE AND QUALITY HEALTH CARE

rights

wiot ho

suppor

In the area of health, the largest number of complaints concerned the medical expert
examinationsof the type and degree of disability of children, including those with genetic

diseases.

74



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

Parents complaed both about thedegree of disabilityset and the neapprovalof
externalassistance and lifetimdisability. The competent authority in this case, to which the
Ombudsman refeed, washe NEMC.

Complaints from parents regarding an existing limitatiothe Social Security Code on
the duration of payment of temporary incapacity for work benefits for childicateis report,
the Ombudsmaragain recommends a review of these time limits, which clearly violate
children's rights and restrict their parefitan caring for them.

Citizens' complaints include

i adequate action to control scarfever and chickenpox infection wanot taken in
kindergarten;

i grievancesrelating to complaints about mediceare, allegations of refused
emergency care by a doctordamnurse;

i complaints about the organisation at the National Cardiology Hospital EAD,
Paediatric Cardiology Department and the resulting violation of children's rights and risk to
their lives and health. Attention is also drawn to the lack of physicialagéoccare of children
with congenital heart malformations after the age of 18 and the nelegdbregulation;

I complaints about the need to reimburse insulin pumps and patch pumps, which are
not covered by thBIHIF, describing their advantages;

i a compdint about the treatment in the emergency department of Tokuda Hospital,
from wherepatientswere returned due to a problem with the information systems;

i problems with health books and failure to reflect their numbers in the NHIF register;

i the payment fochildren's checkips causgparents' dissatisfaction in some of the
complaints.

The Ombudsman strongly suppadtthe demands of the civil society orgsations
"Bridges" Association and the National Network for Children, which dag&ious issues
relatad toaccess to medical food for special medical needlspatients in need. The letters
supported by over thirty patient organisations and human rights organisations working in the
field of patients' rights protection.

Uninsured pregnant women and problens with Ministry of Health Ordinance No.
26 of 20070on the provision of obstetric care to uninsured women and on the performance of
examinations outside the scope of compulsory health insurance for children and pregnant
women.

Challenges

i building a childcented system of gediatric care;

i payment for paediatric care;

i fragmented system of child heatthre;

i health inequalities for children across regions;

i limited access to health care for remote and mountainous locations;
i human resources in health carekla€ paediatricians and child psychiatrists;
i insufficient number of preventive chedps and programmes;

i nofocus on disease prevention and screening programmes;

i modern technologief®r diagnostics;

i lack of qualityhealthcare and complexity;

i large numbeof children treated through donor accounts;

i low satisfaction with health services for children;

i free sale of cigarettes, alcohol and substances harmful to minors;
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low payment for clinical pathways, leading to a state of obsolete facilities and poor

level d medical equipment

improving coordination between health, education and social systems in relation to

children’s health and welleing

Recommendations:

1. Serious eduction of infant mortality;

2. Consistenfocus on prevention, prophylaxasndscreening;

3. Achiew integration between systems;

4. MoH to focus on public healthre rather than curative heal#tie, which is thg

responsibility of NHIF;

A national campaign to raise the profile of paediatricians;

A comprehensive national plan to control children's s&te hazardous and harm

substances, alcohol, tobacco products and energy drinks;

7. Takj action to provide obstetric care to uninsured pregnant women atehdim
thescope of Ordinance N@6;

8. Update medical standards ireggliatrics, neonatology and general medicine
recognize early child development difficulties and adopt work guie®lin

9. A National Health Strategy should be adopted, setting out the way forward in
for the next ten years, how this will happen and with what resources;

10. Extend the scope of activities for the prevention of chronic -nommunicablg
diseases, includingbesity, disabilities and developmental difficulties in childha
to guarantee equality of access to medical care for children;

11.Improve medical practices in maternity wards and neonatology units, and intt
sparing practices;

12.Increase access to rehataition for children with disabilities;

13. Extendchildren's coverage and access to medical food for curative purposes

14.Increasehe number of medicinal products, consumables for children, and m
devices that are paid by the NHIF;

15.Increage the coverage, onitoring and control of preventive activitiemmong
children;

16.Establish new integrated health and social services for comprehensive (
children with disabilities and chronic diseases;

17.Ensue children's access to specialispsychiatric care;

18.Ensue that every child has access to timely, quality and effective health se
adapted taheir needs during different periods of childhood

ob el

5. CHILDREN IN CONFLICT WITH THE LA W

The protection of children's rights in the justice system is a topic that hasitygiace

in the work of the Bulgarian Ombudsman. It is indisputable that every child could come into
contact with the justice system and participate in various procedures and in different capacities
T as a victim, as a witness, as an offender, as awtatf person in the event of separation and
divorce oftheir parents. Despite the different capacities in wiaiahildis involved,thechild's
encounter with the justice system is always a fateful one and can leave a rtiaek entire

life. Regardles®f the capacity in whiclthe childparticipates in the judicial process, a child
remains a child. Ahild-friendly juvenile justice system must respect the dignity of the child,
treat the child with respect, care and consideration for/lies individual reds andage
appropriateneeds
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The Ombudsman has always stressed that efforts must be made to ensure that children
have effective access to justice and are treated in a manner that is appropriate to their age,
development and needs. These standards phealge to all circumstances in which children,
for whatever reason and in whatever capacity they are involved, come into contact with the
criminal, civil and administrative justice systems. In any such case, it is necessary to promote
respect for the pniciple of the best interests of the child, care and support, participation, equal
treatment and the rule of laas well as sure the safety of the child, apply a multidisciplinary
approach and train professionals in the system.

Three correctional institions for minors continwkto operate in 2023: 1 Social and
Pedagogical Boarding School (8%) and 2 Boarding Schools. The total number of minors
placed in residential institutions under the provisions of the Juvenile Justice and Correctional
InstitutionsAct is 79.

In 2023, the focus of the institutiamason children in conflict with the law and on
children victims of violence, and inspectiongre carried out in the educational boarding
schools in cooperation with experts from the National Preventivehiddesm. Checksvere
carried out at the Secondary Vocational Boarding School "Hristo Botev" in Pd&leugn
region,VUI "Angel Uzunov"in the village ofRakitovo and "Hristo BotevSPBS in the village
of Varnentsi Silistraregion'.

Challenges

I Insufficient coordination and cooperation between the protection systeime one
hand and the police, prosecution and copots the other;

I Limited access to speciadidlegal aid for children;

i No holistic approach in dealing with children in conflict with the;

I Lack of sufficiently trained professionals to work with children;

i No blue room hearing standards for children;

I Lack of statistical data, ansthere data igollected,no in-depth analysesarried
out to inform policymakers

i Serious delays in the impteentation of the new legal framework for restorative
justice for children

Recommendations:

1. Guarantee thaghts of the child victim and/or witness of a crime to information
support;

2. Develop a methodology for conducting an individual assessmentrttfydieis/her
specific protection needs and to train specialists to implement it;

3. Put in place a mechanism to protette child from secondary or repeats
victimisation, intimidation or pressure at any stage of the justice process;

4. Reduce the number of grrogations to a minimum, and limit the number of differ
persons working with the child during the different stages of the investigation;

5. Introduce safeguards to provide greater security and protection for the child

during interrogation

Introdue a functioning juvenile justice system;

Establish a minimum age of criminkgbility for children, with children under th

age of 14 be the responsibility of the protection system;

~N o

1 The full inspection report iavailablein the NPM 2023 Annual Report
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8. Compulsory specialisation in the judiciary, and the introduction of ioggoaining
on children’'s rights for those working in the system

9. Introduce mechanisms for coordination between the social system and the jy
to be organised around the best interests of the child;

10. Study the mechanisms for legal representation efcthild and introduce the figu
of the special representative, which should be different from the-appdinted
public defender;

11.Legal aid accessible to children

6. CHILD WELFARE AND FINANCIAL SUPPORT
Child support

Recommendation

The Ombudsman recommentb increase the amount sxipportpaid by the State i
view of the current provision of Article 142, paragraph 2 ofRaeiily Code as this will
protect the interests and the right of children to normal life and development.

7. RIGHT OF THE CHILD TO PERSO NAL RELATIONS AND FAMILY
LIFE

For another successive yetire Ombudsman reports that a large number of complaints
are about children's violated rights to personal relations with their parents. The Ombudsman
finds it necessary to emphasise that althouglctdmplaints are made by parents who want the
Ombudsman to stand up for their violated right to see their children, the Ombudsman always
considers these cases through the prism of the child's right to have a private relationship with
their parents. This isa fundamental right of the child, which is explicitly regulated in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child and is part ofratronallegislation. It should also be
noted that the right to a private relationship between a child and a parent forresrarakgart
of the right to family lifeas protected by Article &f the European Convention on Human
Rights (ECHR and enshrined in Article 24em 3of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the
European Union.

Cases of prental conflict are charactesisby:

i Along course in time;

i Huge number of complaints and signals to various institutions, and not rare cases
when parents come into conflict with the institutions;

i Each parent has his/her own point of view about the interest of the child and this
leadsto norrcompliance with the measures taken by social workers, as well amnmpiiance
with court decisions. In many cases, it is found that the right of the child is transformed into the
right of the parents;

i Refusal of parents to cooperate and to uséowsrservices to which they are
referred;

I Lack of an integrated assessment of the child anthdrisepeated hearing by
various authorities, including experts in ceartlered examinations;

i In some cases, the Ombudsman found that the actions takendbyldhgrotection
departments could be described as formal and not relevant to the specific situation. Worrying
are the cases in which social workers take action without making an assessment based on the
best interests of the child, their sole aim beingattisfy the request of one parent;

i It should also be noted that the enforcement method for the surrender of a child is
not sufficiently effective in cases where the parent refuses to comply with the court decision to
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surrender the child. There are ofteases where, in the regime of custody, the-custodial

parent retains the children and does not hand them over. In this case, enforcement proceedings
are initiated, but they take time and itantroversiato what extent the interests of the children

are protected

i Most complaints are filed by fathers, provoked by the State's failure to guarantee
their statutory right to custody after the end of the marriage or de facto cohabitation, but there

is a continuing trend for complaints to be filed indepengdntlboth parents

Recommendations
1.

2.

To carry out a precise assessment of the child's best interests, on the basis

the measures and actions to be taken should be set out;

Establish a methodology for assessing and ensuring the best interestslufdh
which isto beenshrined in the current legal framework and applied consisten
experts in the field,;

A change in the child protection system to empower and ensure impatrtiality
professional approach to cases by social workers;

Conflict betveen parents is a major cause of the barriers that are created to

with the child and the absent parent. The efforts of the authorities should be d
towards helping to resolve the conflict and facilitating contact;

Empower social workers toke, if necessary, more severe measures against p
who refuse to cooperate in social work;

To regulate the procedureapacityof the social worker in the judicial process,
well as the opinion and report of the social worker;

Actions to be taken whin a reasonable timeframe, as children are particu
vulnerable in conflict situations between parents and it is unacceptable fo
childhood to pass in this conflict

travel,

What do children want?

i Foster parents should be able to make certain deciiahsiffect them, such as

participation in various initiatives;
i Fairer court decisions, with the court giving importance to their opinion;

i Teachers not to harass them, shout at them in class and behave in a demeaning

manner with them;

Parents nota bully, lock them up and insult them;
There should be more tolerance in society;

No aggression and bullying at school;

Access to quality healthcare;

More professionalshouldwork atschools;

Live in a safe and secure environment
Againstthe sale oflrugs, especiallyearschools;

|
.
i
.
i
.
i
i Insist on banning the sale of energy drinks

Main recommendationsi Right of the Child:

1.
2.
3.

Introduce a functioning juvenile justice system;

Ensue children's right to restorative justice and legal aid;
Enhane the capacity of therptection system to effectively implement prevent
measures and actions;

Ensue quality supervision and monitoring of residential services for childre
establishing a rapid response mechanism and support measures
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Special measures in school to supploet mental health of children and students;

Systematic analysis of the work of school psychologists and special measu

schools where there are none;

7. Adoption of a National Strategy for Inclusive Education and an Action Plan;

8. Provision of more spediats in schools to work with children with spec
educational needs and retention of pupils with SEN in secondary education;

9. Introduce a mechanism for the automatic updating of resources;

10.Improve the database and creain integrated information systeimat works at the
child level

11.Introduce a unified methodology for assessing the best interests of the child
public sectorseducation, social activities, healthcare;

12. Systematic focus on prevention, prophylagisdscreeningf children;

13. Special mesures to ensure a safe public environment for children;

14. Effective state policy to support the institution of adoption;

15.Targeted and integrated family support policy;

16. Development and support of child participation

oo

VI. RIGHT TO HEALTHCARE

Unfortunately, despe the frequent changes in the regulatory framework, as well as the
annual hcrease in the funds for healtlre, there are still serious problems in the system. High
levels of patient cgpayments are a serious problgmeventingaccess to healthcare sees
for a significant number of citizens.

An in-depth analysisvas carried out of the complaints aralerts received by the
Ombudsman institution from citizens, both individual and petitions, as well as from patient,
associationsand professional organisans, organisations of people with disabilitie$,the
problems they raise and the cases of threatened or violated civil rights. A significant number of
the individual complaints raidessues relating to the rights of a large group of people

Complaintsandalertsrelated to healttarerights in 2023 were 776, an increase of 23%
compared to 2022 (631), but less than the previous two years, due to the temporary anti
epidemic measures introduced then in connection with the CQ9Ipandemic, with which
citizens disagreeon a large scalend indicated that their rights and freedoms were violated.

The complaints andlertsregarding medical expertiseimberedL75, quality of medical
services 60, access to medical servicé$, access to medicines, medicavides and dietary
foods 318, health insurance right83, promotion and preventip immunization, health
controt8, access to health information:ofyothergrounds122. In most of the complaints and
alertsmore than one problem was raised, and forssiedl purposes only the leading problem
was identified

In relation to 423 complaints araderts recommendationseremade to the authorities
and institutions responsible for addressing and solving the problems, the vast majority of which
werefully or partially implemented. It should l®tedthatmanyof the recommendations were
addressed to more than one body or institution on which the problem depended for resolution.
Citizens were also given advice on possible actions they could tadésotee theproblems.

Theinquiriesrecommended by the Ombudsnveerecarried out and the issues raised by
citizens were addressedand information was received in respons® the measures taken,
including sanctions imposed by the control bodies, and the assistanted.
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Access tdealthcare
Difficult access to primary outpatient care

Thesettlemen({small, remote and inaccessible settlementsgnot visited bya general
practitioner (GP) or wavisited infrequently.

Failure to provide medical care outside thre e r a | P rsehedtule.t i oner s 6

The analysis shows that the insufficient numbegeferal Practitionerand their uneven
distribution across the country, as well as their age profile and unfavourable trend in the future,
are a cause for concern. The Om&man considers that a strategy and measures are needed to
ensure a sufficient number @&eneral Practitioners the long term, while discussing and
providing forways to ensure that patients have real access to medical care outside the working
hours ofGeneral Practitioners

Access to emergencyedicalcare

Delay by emergency teams. The analysis of the results of the inspections carried out
shows that insufficient medical staff in tamergencyare centres, respectively the number of
teams on duty, is thmain cause of delays as well as problevite the implementation of
telephone triage.

Citizens express dissatisfaction with cases of long waiting outside hospital emergency
departments and delayed hospital admissions.

Among the reasons for this is thereased workload on these facilities as a result of the
fact that, in addition to patients meeting the emergency criteria, they often have to attend to
norrurgent cases and uninsured patients.

Complaints andalerts regarding transport of patients to varsohospitals, including
ambulances, and refusals to admit them. The analysis of these cases shows that among the
reasons is the lack of tip-date information on the available beds by specialty;reédirral by
emergency to a hospital that does not havemergency department or a structure for the
required specialty, but unfortunately also the selection of patients by some hospitals.

The inspections recommended by the Ombudsman have been carried out and sanctions
have been imposed in cases where breabhee been found (most often breaches of the
medical standard "Emergency medicine"), but the Ombudsman believes that measures need to
be discussed and taken to ensure in the long term that emergency care is provided with the
necessary number of doctorsgféand modern equipment.

Specialised outpatient medical care

There is an uneven distribution of specialists across the country, as well as a shortage of
specialists in certain specialties.

Specialists rarely visit patients in their homes, which leadsetwous difficulties,
especially for disabled, immobile and hdacemove patients.

The analysis shows that the introduced limits-dalbed regulatory standards) on the
number of referrals issued for consultation and joint treatment by a specialildcasenang
the reasons for citizens' access difficulties.

Last but not least, the existence of complaints aledts concerning the insufficient
number of dental activities and the level of their payment by the NHIF should be noted
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When discussing the dtdaws on the NHIF budget, the Ombudsman submits opinions
in which she notes all the problems and insists on providing sufficient funds to solve them and
guarantee the rights of citizens as patients and health insured persons.

Inpatient medical care

The ureven distribution of hospitals across the country and their concentration in large
cities is in many cases the reason for difficult access of patients from small and remote
settlements to hospital care.

A major cause of complaints and signals from citizeribe lack of access to treatment,
continued treatment and rehabilitation of sufficient volume and duration.

Palliative care (except for people with cancer), including for children, is virtually
impossible to provide and pay for with public funds. Them no medical institutions in the
countryi medical and social care homes for adults, stays in hospices are not paid for by public
funds.

For these reasons, a large number of patients in a serious condition have to be
accommodated by their relatives irspaes for a fee, as well as in homes for the elderly, which
do not have the necessary conditionsm@dical monitoring and heattare.

The analysis also shows that patients are not provided withienffaccess to heattare
in both outpatient and ipient settings.

Complaints and alerts regarding shortages of blood and blood products.

These problems have been repeatedly raised by the Ombudsman institution, both on the
occasion of individual complaints and in annual reports, but no solution hafobedrso far,
and cases of violation of patients' rights in this respect are increasing

Recommendations

1. Develop a strategy and plan to ensure, in the long termagtesd access to primg
healtrcare for residents of small and remote places, as welbaurgent but time
sensitive medical care outside the working schedule of doctors;

2. Discuss measures to guarantee children artlvedlock access to primary af
specialist medical care throughout the country;

3. Increag the capacity of emergency care e tcountryi both in terms of attractin
and retaining staff and in terms of technical provision;

4. Develop a system to provide -“tip-date information on hospital bed vacancies
specialty to ensure proper referral andeliyrhospitalization of patients;

5. Ensurethat citizens from small and remote settlements have access to special
perform outpatient activities and procedures;

6. Measures to increase the coverage of preventive alfeskas well as citizens' acce
to an expanded number of screeningstést early detection of diseases;

7. Ensue public financing of longerm treatment and rehabilitation of sufficie
duration, as weks palliative care and heattire

8. Increasdhe number and level of payment by the NHIF for dental services

Quality of medical care

Complaints analertsfrom citizens regarding the quality of medical services, including
the occurrence of injuries and death of patients.
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In these cases, the Ombudsman addressed the relevant competent control body, and upon
completion of therispections and when violations were found, the sanctions provided for in the
legislation were taken.

It should be notedhat often the attitude of medical staff towards patients and their
relatives, the lack of communication and empatygre among the mai reasons for the
formation of a negative opinioifthe analysis of complaints about hospital stays and treatments
shows that payment for clinical pathveagarried out by hospitals is often the reasonefany
discharge of patients. Often the data writianthe epicrisis, including the condition at
discharge, according to citizens,esmot correspond to the actuatts

Hospital treatment is provided only for the condition specified in the clinical pathway,
with inadequate treatment for-ooorbidities ad disabilities.

The Ombudsman considers that the implementation of the algorithm of the relevant
clinical pathway, as well as the compliance of the hospital structure with medical standards as
guality assurance mechanisms are insufficient, as they dak®irito account the actual final
outcome of the treatment and patient satisfaction

The Ombudsman's opinion is that a thorough analysis of the reasons and a change in the
procedureand method of financing the activity of hospitals is necessary, as watisasing
objective and effective ongoing control of their activity.

Last but not least, it should be noted the large number of cases in which patients are forced
to 'opt in' and pay for regulated additional services requested, as well as to pay fiesattia
are actually paid for by the NHIF.

As a result of the recommendations made on this occasion, aetstaken by the control
bodies, and in some cases the amounts paid by citiwensreimbursed by the medical
establishments, but a solutiomiseded, including regulatory changes and real control, to ensure
that this type of service is truly voluntary.

The shortage of healthre professionals, their unfavourable age profile and their low pay
area cause foserious concern and worry.

The Ombudman believes that this problem is undeservedly neglected and measures to
address it are imperativaboutwhich recommendationseresent to the Minister of Health.

Recommendations

1. A change in the way hospitals are financed so that the financial iesuitually
linked not only to the quantity but also to the quality of the activity perfort
taking into account patient satisfaction;

2. Provice comprehensive treatment not only of the main disease but of a
morbidities that require active treatment;

3. Measures to improve the financial stability and preservation of medical instit
in areas where the patient turnover cannot be high, taking into account the
the population, while guaranteeing the quality of the medical services they o

4. A long-term strategy andplan to facilitate theraining and retention of heatthre
professionals in the country, to ensure decent pay for their work and to
opportunities for independent activity in outpatient care paid for by public fur|

5. Regulationof affordableopportunities for the speciadison of doctors, preferab
in the specialties where the greatest shortage is observed, ensuring t
necessary working conditions and decent pay, as for their retention in the cg
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6. Strengthen contralver the provision of additional services requested and pa
by the patient and preventing cases of coercion, assessing the reasons
necessary, changing the regulatory framework

Access to medicinal products

The Ombudsman reports a sharp inses the number of complaints aalértsrelated
to violation of citizens' right to access to medicines.

The analysis shows that the lack and scarcity of medicinal products in the pharmacy
networkwasdue to production bottlenecks, the policies of theketang authorisation holders,
as well as unregulated increased demand for specific medicinal products (a medicinal product
for the treatment of diabetes, used for weight loss) and, above all, parallel exports. In response
to the recommendations made ois thccasion, the Ombudsmessinformed by the Ministry
of Health managemethatlegislative changes to the Medicinal Products in Human Medicine
Act were proposedOther bills have been submitted to the National Assembly, the adoption of
which is expectetb solve most of the problems. At the same time, on the specific complaints,
the Executive Agency for Medicinal Products infegiabout the results of the inspections
carried out and the information received from the holder of the marketing authorfsatioe
medicinal product, but no violations of the regulatory framewggke found.

TheOmbudsmarpromptlyraised the issue at the extraordinary session of the Healthcare
Committee held in the National Assembly and again insisted on its solution.-Bd®umittee
on the shortage of medicinal products on the territory of the Republic of Bulgaria was also
established.

The Minister of Health banned the export of medicimggssuing an ordeincluding all
medicinal products from the group of "Insulins andlegaes”, but the Ombudsman believes
that it is necessary to find a permanent solution to the problem while ensuring the permanent
availability of medicinal products in the pharmacy network and preventing cases of violation
of civil rights.

For another yearcitizens have reported problems in securing and paying with public
funds for medicines administered outside the indications listed in their summary of indications,
as well as difficulties in accessing medicines that are not distributed on the Bulgarkat.m
Among the complaints from individual patients as well as from patient organisations and
medical professionals is the legally regulated possibility for the NHIF to carry out expert
medical examinatiomvhen expensive medicines are needed and thetingsdifficulties for
patients, including financial costs.

Inregard taccomplaints fom citizens and patient orgaaisns, medical professionals and
associations, recommendations were made toNtH#= Supervisory Board and the NHIF
Director, in responseot which information was received on the actions takencanghdating
of the requirements.

People with rare diseases repdthat their access toeatment and costly medicines was
impaired, sughtassistance and demasttsubstantial changes in the regaly framework and
guarantee of their rights.

Citizens expressl dissatisfaction with the nepayment or underpayment of medicines
by the NHIF.

A large number of complaints from citizens, physicians and master pharmacists were
received with the introductio of mandatory prescribing and-peescribing of two
pharmacological groups of medicines. UnfortunatelyQh#wudsman's opinion was not taken
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into account and the entry into force of the regulation confirmed the concerns, leading to
numerous cases of vigian of citizens' rights and also of the professional rights of doctors and
pharmacists, creating the conditions for a confrontation between them.

It is particularly worrying that vulnerable groupschildren, the elderly, people with
disabilitiesi wereadso affected, where is crucialthat treatment is initiated in good time. The
Ombudsman made a new strong recommendation to the Minister of Health, and expressed h
opinion at the extraordinary meeting of the Health Committee held in the National Agsemb

The Ombudsman believes that the abolition of the paper pr@saoricreates real
conditions for violang therights of both patients and medical and health professionals and
insists that the possibility of a sufficiently prolonged period for presgriand dispensing the
mentioned medicinal products with both electronic and paper prescriptpmovded for

Recommendations

1. Discuss and take measures to ensure facilitated and guaranteed access of ¢
small and remote settlements to medicp@ducts, including those reimbursed
the NHIF;

. Encouragehe opening of 2dour pharmacies;

. Discussing the possibility of public payment for medicines for home treat
including acute respiratory and other acute diseases in children;

4. Periodic anajsis and discussion of measures to preveatlack andshortages o
medicinal products in the pharmacy network, as well as a flexible mechanis
their timely provision

5. Significant simplification of the procedure for prescribing and obtaining expe
medicinal products for which the NHIF carries out expegtlical examinatign

6. A simplified procedure for the provision of medicinal products that are not distri
on the Bulgarian market when the treatment of the respective disease
alternative m the countryand their paymeriie madevith public funds;

7. Discussion of the extension of the cases of use and payment with public fund
administration of medicinal products sige the terms of their authaaison for use
as anexception and inhte absence of an alternative for the treatment of a sp
patient;

8. Regulation of the possibility of parallel prescription and receipt of medicinal pro
with electronic and paper prescriptions, including antibacterial medicinal prg
for systemiause, for a longer period.

W N

Access to medical devices and dietary foods for special medical purposes

For another year citizens have brought to the Ombudsman'’s attention the problem of non
payment or insufficient payment with public funds of medical deviaed expensive
consumables. These include, for example, costly implants, artificial joints (which are only
partially paid for), as well as plasters, intraocular lenses, dentures; medical devices for home
oxygen therapy, etc.

During the year, the Ombudsmarobght to the attention of the Minister of Health and
theDirectorof the National Health Insurance Fund the issue ofpayment in full for artificial
joints, as well as nepayment for intraocular lenses and viscosupplementation, making
recommendation®r their resolution and guaranteeing the rights of the insured. Unfortunately,
the replies received did not contain information on concrete actions to implement the
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recommendation. The Ombudsman rditiee problems in ér opinion on the deliberation of
the draft laws on the NHIF budget and instsbn the provision of sufficient funds

Recommendations

1. Payment with public funds for new medical devices and expensive consuma
both inpatient and outpatient medical care;

2. Reducehe level of patient cpayment for medical devices for which the NHIF pa
up to a certain value;

3. Ensue that citizens have access to dietary foods for special medical pu
tailoured to their illness;

4. Revize the procedure for approving payment by the NHIF for medical deviod
other supplies used in the treatment of children, providing for an exception
general procedure in cases of urgency and for reasons beyond the contro
persons concerned

Medical expert opinion

Significant delay in the expertesicions of the permanently reduced working
capacity/type and degree of disability of citizens byr#gonalexpert medical commissions
(REMCy9, were especially pronounced in some regions of the country. This violates, in
particular, the rights of citizens who hasabmitted an applicatiedeclaration for primary
certification, as well as for early-crtification, e.gin case ofleteriorated condition.

Significant delays in the examination of persons living in another EU country.

Unfortunately, the Ombudsmavasalsocontacted by citizens about cases of significant
delays in the examination by tREMCsfor temporary incapacity for work, in which cases
peoplewereleft without the only income they neediin view of their iliness.

Again, citizens repoed and expresdtheir dissatisfaction with cases of delayed expert
medical decisionfllowing a consistent reversal by the National Expert Medical Cosaion
(NEMC) of REMC expert decisions

Subjective assessmesgtuninformedREMC panel doctors and ambiguous intetation
of regulations, for example in assessing people, including children, with genetic abnormalities
and rare diseases. Rude and disrespectful treatment of people with disabilities, including
children and their relatives, violating their personal digaind infringing their fundamental
rights.

Following repeated opinions and recommendations from the Ombudsman on this matter,
amendments were adopted to the Medical Expe@isknance providing fora number of
changes to both the lifetime limit and tdetermination ofexterenalassistance, and to the
Methodology for the application of the benchmarks for the assessment of disability, which led
to a fairer assessment of citizens. At the beginning of the year, legislative chang&etedhs
with Disablities Act and to the Health Act, proposed by the Ombudsman and tabled by MPs,
were adopted to ensure that, in the event of a delay in theartiication by theREMC and
where the conditions set out in the Act are met, people with disabilities aleftnetthout
financial support

The caretakeMinister of Health proposed a draft Decree of the Council of Ministers
amending and supplementing tRegulations on the structure and organisation of the work of
the medical expertise bodies and the regionatinal expertise registeren which the
Ombudsman expressedrtopinion, but it should be noted that the adoption of the normative

act was significantly delayed.
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Citizens expressl their disagreementvith the frequent appeals against their expert
decisiors by the medical commissions of tHationalSocialSecuritylnstitute.

The large number of revoked and returned decisionstlyrahge to shortcomings of the
REMCs is also worrying.

In cases of delay in the examination, the Ombudsman addressed thetieldizand/or
the management of the hospital to which the releR&WC wasset upand/or the chair of the
REMC, after which the citizens were assigned closer dates for the examination. It is noteworthy,
however, that there is no information on sanctiomsdsed by the RHI oREMC doctors.

The Ombudshaninstitution suppoedthe requests and proposals of citizens and patient
organisations in relation to the medical examination of patients with rare dideaspie the
expectations and requests made byzemns and their relatives in the complaints, the
Ombudsman does not have the leggdacityto intervene in the medical expecisionitself,
but in accordance witheln powers,she continud to insist on changes in the legal framework
andonthe fairespossible assessment.

Recommendations

1. Analysis of the effect of the adopted legislative changes and, if necessary, dis
of additional measures to speed up the medical examination of citizéRENI¢Zs
and NELC, in order to prevent cases where peapi disabilities remain withou
financial and social support;

2. Strengthening of control over the activitiesREMCsby the RHI, as well as contr
and methodological aratvisoryactivities by the NELC;

3. Discussing the adoption of a protective clausersgalismissal in the Labour Cog
in case of cancellation of sick notes or delay byREMC in the examination fo
temporary incapacitio work;

4. Together with patient organisations and disabled people's organisations, carry
a periodic analysis of adical experidecisionsand, if necessary, discussing &
adopting changes to the legal framework

Health insurance rights
Rights of citizens without health insurance

Citizens with interrupted health insurance rights e¢dlto the Ombudsman for assistance
in restoring them, stating that thelglshot have the necessary meanpay the amounts due.

Among them are permanently unemployed uninsured citizens regarding the need to
conduct examinations and consultations necessary for their medical depesims (the
expertise itself by thREMC and NELC is paid for outside the scope of health insurance).

In response to the recommendations made by the Ombudsman on this occasion, the social
assistancdirectorates informed th#tecitizensconcerned wereonsuted, many of therwere
visited at home anckceivedthe social support to which theyereentitled.

Restoration of health insurance rights

Citizens who have acquired the right to a pension, both for disability and for oldewge, dr
attention to the fadhat, although thewerealready insured by the state, theyl not receive
the medical care they nesttue to the existence payableamounts owed for health insurance
for past periods. The Ombudsman considers that a solution to this problem shaistdibsed
in view of the increased need of these people to receive full medical services in a timely manner
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Restoration of health insurane rights of citizens returningrom abroad

For another year, the institutioreceived complaints from citizens redeg the delayed
receipt from EU countries of forms (S041) requested ex officio by the NHIF, necessary for the
aggregation of health insurance periods and the reimbursement of their health insurance rights
in the country. Following recommendations, citigewere assisted by the NHIF and/or the
NRA.

According to the Ombudsman, their rights have been violated and a solution should be
discussed and found, as well@®viding for anaffordable possibility to use health services
until the form is received

Payment with public funds for treatmenin the countryand abroad

Citizens, including parents of children, expeztdissatisfaction and poiedto violations
of their rights due to delays in approving and carrying out treatment abnoadgthe reasons
is the need to request and take into account the opinions of external experts in the relevant
specialty.

The Ombudsman believes that it is imperative that the approval and financing of treatment
of children in Bulgaria and abroad be carried out within thetesbpossible timeframe, with
exceptions for particularly serious and thsensitive cases.

Carer allowancefor temporarywork incapacity to care for a sick family member

Once again, parents of children expesitbeir disagreement with the limitationa the
payment of the aar allowancdor caring for a sick family membérup to 60 calendar days
per year for caring for a sick child up to the age of 18 in total for all insured family members
and up to 10 calendar days for caring for an adult. The Osnivaal firmly believes that the
restrictions introduced create conditions for vimigttherights of children and their parents,
especially for families and single parents with frequently ill children who have to take leave,
including unpaid leave, to loakter their sick children.

Recommendations

1. The health insurance rights of persons with disabilities that have been intel
should be restored as soon as REMC/NEMC determines their entitlement tg
percentage of permanently reduced capacity fokitygre and degree of disabili
and grants them a pension, in which cases, for example, the possibility of d
payment of amounts due could be considered;

2. Regulating the possibility for returning citizens to be able to receive measical
who are kown to be insured in another EU country but the form requested by o
channels is delayed, to be able to receive medical services or to be reim
subsequently up to the amount paid by the NHIF;

3. Measures to prevent cases of refusal of medicakutisins, contractual partners
NHIF, to provide medicalcare to persons with personal identification (soc
security) number and issued on the basis of document S072 of certificates is
the RHIF;

4. Acceleration of the deadlines for the approvalle payment for the treatment
Bulgarian citizens abroad, as well as the reimbursement of the costs of the trg
applied;

5. Reassessment of the limitations provided for in 8I€ on the payment @
compensation for caring for a sick family member, watfority for children and
their extension or abolition.
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Main recommendations
1.

7. Enhanced quality control in patiesdtisfaction reporting;
8.
9.

10. Strengthening promotion and prevention, including a gradual increase in the cg

Removing the exigtg legal, financial and orgamgonal constraints that preve
citizens from timely access to medicateas insured persons. Provioordinateq
health sevices at different levels;

A strategy an@plan b ensure equal access to headtle forall the peopleacrosshe
country, planning the disbution of medical and healthre facilities in the countr,
in an objectivavay, based orathorough analysis;
Reducing the level of epayment by the patient apdeventingcases of unregulate
payments;

Strategy and meases to retain doctors and healtine professionals in the coun
by ensuring decent pay aptbperworking conditions;

Ensuring that citizens kia access to medicines prescribed by doctors and preve
shortages;
Payment with public funds and increas the level of payment for medicing
products, medical devices and dietary foods for special medical purposes;

The views of the civil sector and NGOs to be taken into accourdansideredvhen
making important decisions about changes in the system;

Guaranteeing the rights of citizews their medical expertlecisions preventing
delays ad interruptions in their financial and social support;

of preventivecheckupsand tests, screening tests for prevention and early detg
of diseases.

VIl. SOCIAL RIGHTS

The exercise by citizens of their social rights in accordance with national and
international standards has become increasingly important, especially in the past 2023, in which

the country's economy and social relatiomsre recovering in volume and withouhe
constraints imposed by the yedmsag pandemic caused by COWD. In this transition, the

role of the Ombudsman in the protection of citizens' social and labour rights is significant.
During the year, the institution intervened and resolved dispuf@®tect the rights of citizens
and vulnerable social groups: pensioners, the socially disadvantaged, the working poor, etc.

Chart No. 20. Number of claims and alerts related to protection of social rights in the-2020

2023 period
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Chart No. 21. Numberof complaints and alerts by type of rights 2823

Social rights 175

Social rightg labour relations and employme 256

Social rights social insurance and benefits (in

right to pension) 707

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800

Pension rights

Complaints in 2023 on the citizens' pension rights are at the 202136vVeland about
half of those in 2022640. This, unfortunately, is not the result of a solution to the prote
retired personsbut on the contraryt reflectstheir frustration and despair.

The complaints lodged with the institution concerning pensions and pension rights of
citizensresulted ir94 recommendations to the competent authorities and 323 oginio

ChartNo.22.Number of compl aints and alerts —relatinmn
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The most pressing issues in 2023 reldate

i the low level of pensions;

i the delay in the exchange of information on the insurance perioBslgérian
citizens who worked outside the country;

i the updating of pensions from 1 July 2023;

i the official recalculation of pensions from 1 April 2023 for insurance periods
completed after retirement

Thousands of citizens, dissatisfied with the moaleftecalculation and updating of
pensions, continued tefer toOmbudsman institution during these periods.

Main recommendations

1. Establish a legal mechanism for setting a minimum amouaidedigepensions tha
would annually align the amount of these pens with the poverty line;
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2. Periodically recalculate the amount of all pensions based on the average
security income for the country for the previous year,

3. To take urgent action to protect the interests of Bulgarian citizens who have ac
pension and social security rights in EU Member States, in particular the He
Republic.

Labour rights

A sizeableshareof the complaints, requests aatkrtsreceived from employees are
those related to violations of labour riglitsvages, benefits and @hoymenti a total of 256
complaints andlertsin 2023, most of then159, are from citizens who seek the assistance of
the Ombudsman for the payment of wages and benefits owed by their employers, both during
and after the termination of the employmermatienship.

With regard to people's labour rights, the complaints of citimeme mainlyabout non
payment of overtime, unpaid wages or benefits, most often after the termination of employment,
as well as violations committed when starting work undercarsk employment contract or
exceeding the statutory maximum duration of working hours or work shift. Citizens algb raise
issues of failure to ensure healthy and safe working conditions and employer disregard for the
special protection enjoyed by workensrithg the employment relationship upon termination.

Main recommendations

1. Actions to be taken by the control bodies of the Executive Agency Chief L
Inspectorate to assist workers or employees, including those with a
terminated employment relatiship, to receive the wages or benefits owed to {
and unpaid by their employers

2. Ensuring that effective controls are in place to ensure the occupational safg
health of both workers returning to employers' offices and those working
home;

3. Providing assistance to workers and employees in deteriorating health condit
the implementation of legal measures providing them with special protection
employment relationship and upon its termination

Rights of civil servants

Some of the comlgints by civil servants relate to irregularities in the conduct of
competition procedures, including irregularities in making a ranking, or for hiring a person who
was not ranked first

Complaintswere lodgedn relation to the annuglerformanceappraisl of staff, the
performancescorereceived and the potential for pay increases. The most frequent concerns
employees returning to work after a long period of leave due to sickness or pregnancy and
childbirth and the rearing of a young child.

Another graip of questionswas raised by complainants working in municipal
enterprisesTheir complaied abouthe failure of the mayors of the municipalities concerned
to comply with commitments made in municipal collective agreements or agreements which
extend to mployees in a service relationship
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Main recommendations

The recommendations are addressed to the appointing authorities or the minis
inspectorates of the relevant ministries, as well as to the municipal administratio
mayors of municipali@s to take action to remedy the violations of the rights of employ

Right to social security and benefits

In 2023, the total number of complaints related to sseialirityand benefits paid by the
National SocialSecurityInstitute and received by th Ombudsman's institution was 468, of
which the largest numb&oncernedinemployment83, maternity 26, temporary incapacity
for work: 13.

The main dissatisfaction of the citizens was that the National Social Security Institute
delayed or suspended thayment of cash benefits for temporary incapacity to work due to
various reasons, such as: suspected abuse of social security rights and inspection of social
security insurers, often carried out over long periods of,tocitzens not medatg the legal
conditions for benefits. Theomplainants sought assistance for revocation of the denials issued.

Main recommendation:

When information days and information campaigns are held by the com
institutions they shouldyive wide publicity to the conditionsif receiving cash benefits fro
abroad

Right to sotal support and social services

In 2023, the number of complaints to the Ombudsman from citizens related to violations
of their social rights was 175. Of these, 78 related to the nesetfivingsodal support, social
services14. The main thing that citizens shérgasthat theydid not havenoney to cover the
costsfor treatment and rehabilitatiofgr purchasing medicines and paying for supplies for the
housing in which they live. Theyescribedhe difficulties theyhadfacedand sughtjustice

Society has shown its obvious sensitivity to the problems related to social services for
severely disabled adults. The main problems faced by the relatives of citizens in a situation of
dependence on theelp of others is the lack of possibilityteceivetimely social suppdr

Main recommendation:

Consideration should be given to the possibility of creating a normative mechanis
would oblige social workers to consult the relatives and, where pessii# patient
themselves, while they are still in a treatment facility, about the existing possibiliti
referring them to an appropriate social service or social institution for their condition.

Family allowances for children

Citizens mainly comjainedthat theSocial Assistance Agencgquired them to provide
a certificate that their childvasenrolled as a student in the second, third and fourth grades
issued by the respective school, wdaseducation in these grades is compulsory and children
are not subject to separate enroliment, as is the case for the first and eighth grades. The parents
insisedthat, given that this type of aid is granted for all children and the data on which child is
enrolled where is available in the information systdrtihe Ministry of Education and Science,
the Social Assistance Agenahould carry out this verification ex officio in accordance with
the requirements of the@overnment Act and should not request it from citizens, especially
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since children in the secdnthird and fourth grades are not enrolled for the first time in the
respective educational institutions

Main recommendation:

1. Abolish the requirement for parents to provide a certificate that the child is en

as apupil in the second, third and fatrgradesissued by the respective schobhe
recommendatiomwasimplemented

Targeted heating support

In 2023, 78 complaints were receiv@dwhich citizens expressed their dissatisfaction
that theyhad beendenied supportdespite the changes made the Regulations for the
Implementation of theSocial AssistanceAct, in particular the amendment of Ale 1,
paragraph 2, item.JAccording to that provision, targeted heating aid is granted to persons if
they do not operate as sole traders and dohagt a share in the capital of a}mmpany.
Complainantslemaned both the cancellation of refusals to grant the targeted heaitiregnd
a change in the legal framework. As an argumenthfechange in the legal framework, they
pointedout that thereverethousands of citizens whodha registered company as a sole trader
which had not beeactive for years

Main recommendation:

1. Seek a mechanism to reeiArticle 1, paragraph 2, item a&f the Regulations for th
Implementation of the Social Assistance Aot as to distinguish a sole trader
operation and a sole trader carrying on business

Housing assistance

In 2023, the Ombudsman institutioeceived 85 complaints related to citizens' housing
problems.The citizens demamd mainly in the complaintso be accommodated in municipal
housing, to be rehoused in another municipal property, to cancel orders for vacating municipal
housing, to purchase municipal housing. In connection with the requests, recommendations
weremade to the relevant municipal admirasions

Main recommendations

1. Take urgent measures to improve and expand the municipal housing stock;
2. Update the conditions for accommodation of citizens in need in municipal hous
order to provide emergency accommodation
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VIII. RIGHT TO PROPERTY AND E CONOMIC FREEDOM

1,434 complaints were received, among which those submitted by numerous citizens with
attached petitions for assistance from the Ombudsman institution in the protection of property
rights stand out.

The main groups of complaints were: splaplans and their amendments; illegal
construction; investment design and assessments under environmental legislation; rights
affected in procedures for the creation and maintenance of cadastral maps and cadastral
registers; expropriation and compensatiprocedures; violations of property rights over
agricultural and forestry properties; organisation of condominiums

1. INFRINGED PROPERTY RIGHTS IN  PROCEDURES FOR
DEVELOPING, = COMMUNICATING,  APPROVING,  AND
IMPLEMENTING GENERAL AND DETAILED DEVELOPMENT
PLANS (GDP AND DDP)

The complaints are against: amendments to general devethdplans (GDP), providing
for a changein development zones and the use of green areas; detailed development plans
(DDP) for construction and regulation in order to densify residestmplexes with new
buildings non-compliance with the rules for notification of draft development plans and their
amendments, as well as the deadlines for the admission, processing and approval of DDPs

Recommendations

1. Generaldevelopmentplans to be eveloped with a clear vision of the territor
location of the sites of national and regional importance and the allocat
developmentones;

2. In order to ensure sustainable spatial development and to achieve a fair
between public and privatenterests, the procedural and substantive |
requirements for legality in the elaboration and adoptiorefelopmentplans
should be respected,;

3. The spatial development projecssibmitted on the initiative o€itizens to be
processed in accordance wittetprinciple of speed and procedural economy u
Article 11 of the Administrative Procedure Code.

2. OTHER PROBLEMS RELATED TO SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT

Complaintswere lodgedabout affected rights due thelack of pedestrian and transport
access to their pperties, aboupoorly maintained and unbuilt networks and facilitiesttod
technical infrastructure, about unmaintained surrounding spaces

Findings:

Municipalities do not fulfill their obligations to design and build the necessary
infrastructure, to ensa normal access to laptopertiesand do not enforce street regulations,
citing lack of financial resources.
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Recommendations:

1. Agreementbetween planning, financing and implementation of infrastructure
public works activities;

2. Alienationand compesation procedures for properties falling withireas intende
for streets and other infrastructure facilities under the State Propetrtgnd the
Municipal PropertyAct to be carried out in a timely manner, with a balance betv
the rights of owners arfblders of limited property rights, to whose properties
necessary to provide access, and the owners of unalienated properties allog
streets and other public events

3. PROBLEMS OF THE CADASTRAL AND PROPERTY REGISTER.
RIGHTS AFFECTED IN PROCED URES FOR CREATION AND
MAINTENANCE OF CADASTRAL MAPS AND CADASTRAL
REGISTERS (CMCR) OF IMMOVABLE PROPERTIES

Complaints

Affected property ownership problems in the accelerated conversion of the property
restitution map into a cadastral map and registaikré to comply with the legal norm that
the costs of correcting errors should be borne by property owners only when their contribution
is proven

Recommendations

1. The Ombudsman has consistently expressed position in support of th
expectations of aiens that the cadastral map and registers should be of a ¢
standard that guarantees accessibility and predictability of administrative s¢
with cadastral information, without additional fees for correctinoreder to remové
errors and incompteness in the creation of th&#CR. Ths issuewashighlighted
in the 2019 Ombudsman reports.

2. The procedure for correcting manifest factual exirothe cadastral map andyisters
andfor mapping the properties in accordance with the actual legatisishould
be based on a comprehensive analysis of the construction boundary of the
andon data from the tax records of the municipality.

3. In accordance with Article 40 of the Cadastre and Property Register Ac
determination of costsyhere arequest is filedy the applicant, must be carried ¢
as a procedural stage in the administrative process, since only if a contribd
proven,it should beborne by the property owner. In this sense, the disproporti
administrative practice shallbeamended.

4. INFRINGEMENT OF RIGHTS RESULTING FROM ILLEGAL
CONSTRUCTION

Complaints

Inaction of the constructiosupervisionauthorities and formal inspections alertsof
illegal, unsuitable and securitlireatening construction, as well as delagreécution of orders
for the removal of such construction

Findings:
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The lack of preventive control leads to the negative consequences of implemented illegal
constructionworks, bothin terms ofthe public interest and for individual citizens directly
affeded by their forcedlemolition

Recommendations
1. Review of the provisions of theSpatial Development Act in terms dfegal
construction in order to improve the effectiveness of construction control;
2. Comprehensive and sustainable regulation of relatiotige investment design af
construction process, striking a fair balance between the public interest a
protection of individual rights of citizens

Application of the principle of proportionality and Article 8 of the European
Convention on Human Rghts (ECHR) to the removal and evictionfrom a single dwelling
by municipal and state authorities

Once again, the Ombudsmamasapproached by citizens whose only howees subject
to eviction or removal orders as illegal

Findings:

There is no requiremeninder the nationallaw to examine the proportionality of
administrative interference with the right to housing, notwithstanding convictions against the
State for violations under Article 8 of tHe&CHR (in the cases of Yordanova and Others v.
Bulgaria, lvamva and Cherkezov v. Bulgaria and Paketova and Others v. Bulgaria, which are
under enhanced surveillance procedordailure to take all measures to implement them

Recommendation

Conduct public consultations and pricsithe adoption of thbill prepared in 201¢
on amendments to Articles 225 and 225a ofSpatial Development ActArticles 80 anc
80a of theState Property ActandArticle 65 of theMunicipal Property Act, as well as oth
relevant provisions concerning properties dadilities subpct to seizure or removal
illegal or dangerous but constituting one's only dwelling

5. INFRINGEMENT OF LAND AND FOREST PROPERTY RIGHTS

The norimplementation for years of final acts of the land ownership authorities and of
court decisions on the recogon of rights for the restitution of agricultural and forest
properties (incomplete land restitution) accompanies the 1991 land reform in Bulgaria and
constitutes a substantial violation of the right to property. The analyses in the institution's
reportsof the specific obstacles to completing each of the affected restitution proceedings and
the Ombudsman's recommendations for overcoming the delays are assessed and cited in the
Memorandum prepared by tlimepartment for the Execution of Judgments of theogean
Court of Human Rights of the Council of Bpe dated 23 May 2023 for thd@8" Meeting of
the Committee of Ministers,-% June 2023They were dopted in the assessment of the
implementation of the general measures inftllewing groups of cased.yubomir Popov;
Sivova and Kolevaand the case of Mutishev afdhers v. Bulgaria

Main recommendations

1. To align the time limits for the completion ahe restitution, including forthe
properties recognized for restitution in the oldibdaries with the time limit of the
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prohibition for disposal oflands from the residual land fund and, if necessar
extendthem

2. Bearing in mind the key importance of the proceedings under 827 ©fahsitional
and Concluding Provisionsf the Ownership and Use ofgAicultural Land Act for,
the completion of the restitution procedures underTiiamsitional and Concludin
Provisionsof the Ownership and Use of Agricultural Land Act by the land owne
authority, provide for a substitute jurisdiction, for examplé¢hefregional governo
in the proceedings under 8§27 of theansitional and Concluding Provisions the
bill amending tle Ownership and Use of Agricultural Land Act in casesresties
municipal council does not consider the proposal for the allocatioianaf for
restitution and compensation in time;

3. Provide funding for the assignment of the plans of the newly created properties
zonesunder 84;

4. Establish a methodology for updatitige compensation to former owners of larials
the territories under4&that have become disproportionate due to the denomin
of the lev;

5. Not require the payment of state and local fees when acquiring administrativ
establishing the right of ownership in the territories under 84 of thesiional and
Concluding Povisions of theOwnership and Use of Agricultural Land Act

General recommendations:

1. In spite of the prolonged delay in the processes, it is not the haste in determir]
necessary legislative changes that should be leading, but the adequa
compehensive resolution of restitution issues at the normative, administrativ
organisational level;

2. Provide for a special legal regime for the completiothefand restitution to addres
the problems of restitution and compensation of agricultural daers, including
those caused by excessive delays, in accordance with the general measures
by the ECtHR; there is a practice of adopting separate laws for the completion
restitution (Romania) in line with the recommendations of the ECtHR;

3. To bear in mind therestitution issues in théegal regulation of land relations
including owners' requests tone the time limit for making restitution claims
agricultural and forestry properties;

4. The State to ensure the financing thietechnical ativities for the completion ahe
restitution procedures

Infringed rights to land use
Findings on growing inequalities and escalating land use conflicts

In 2023, citizens' complainggainconfirm the Ombudsman's lorgganding observation
of continuel infringement ofland use rights of small and meditgized landowners and users.
The root cause of this situation is the unequal position of the participants in land relations,
monopolised by large owners and users

Achieving the legal basis for the ugmaost often by concluding a lease, tenancy, joint
cultivation, or acquiring ownership of agricultural land) is hampered by the mass ownership of
agricultural land in ceownership which is theresult of the applied restitution approach to
restore the riglstjointly to the heirs of the deceased owner and the increasing fragmentation of
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land ownership along these lines over time. These factoesrigir to land use conflicts at
different levels

Recommendations to tackle inequalities in land relations

Aswaspoi nted out in the previous repo
for a new policy and regulatory framework, in line with the overconcentration of land v
protect small owners and users. To restore the disturbed balance from tisatiopaf land
relations, it is necessary to strengthen the regulatory functions of the State by introd

i adequate taxation of large land propgrty

i restrictions on ownership and use of agricultural Jand

I facilitatedaccess to land for landless anapoitizens;

i minimum amounts dieasefent payments;

I matching the size of the average rent payment for the lafd&h i t e’
with the market rent;

I tying the payment of subsidies for area support to the payment of rent
owners of the lands uedthe contracts for their use;

I strengthening the control for compliance with the special legal requirel
when concluding contracts for the use of agricultural lands;

I outof-court procedure for resolving disputes related to payments
agricultural bnd use.

General recommendation

With the stated intentions of the responsible institutions under the pressure of f
protests for legislative changes, it is important to respect the interests of all particig
land relations, whose situatiors inot economically equal, by introducing additio
regulatory mechanisms to protect small owners and uskes'weak" party in land relatior|
T with a view to a fair distribution of the benefits derived from agricultural land an
support related tits use undethe Common Agricultural Policy schemes, measures
interventions

Other propertyrelated problems

Problems related to procedure BRBRP-4.023 iSupport for Sustainable Energy
Renovation of Residential Building Stodk Stage b

Owners' assaations and municipalities from all over the country addressed the
Ombudsman with complaints and objections against the results of the ranking of the proposals
for investment under procedure BERP-4.023 "Support for sustainable energy renovation of
residential building stocki stage I" for grant renovation

General recommendations

The Ministerof Regional Development and Public Works, the Executive Directg
the Agency for Sustainable Energy Development and the Executive Agency for the A
Europea Union Funds t@xamine in fullthe complaints and objections received from
owners' associations and to exercise control, includinglgrcompliance with the criteri
set out in the Application Conditions for receiving funds under the procedureo&dpr
Sustainable Energy Renovation of the Residential Building Stdekase I" through th
selection of proposals for the implementation of investments by final beneficiaries un
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submeasure "Support for sustainable energy renovation of hosgiog"; (2) the energy
audit and whether the methodology adopted for the energy efficiency audit has been ¢
applied.

Corrective measures to be implemented in case of identified breaches in orde
compromise the process of energy renovatiamebuilding stock.

Analyse alternatives, including the reallocation of funds, from eligible so
according to the criteria for ensuring priority energy renovation of the building stock.

The Ombudsman suppedthe draft Decision on the implementatiof the policy for
decarbonisation through energy renovation of the residential building stock in the country,
submitted on 1%February2024 byMPsin the 49" National Assembly, as being in line with the
interests of the citizens.

Alienation and compend#on procedures
Complaints

The main demand of the owners in their complaints to the Ombudsman is the fulfillment
of the constitutional requirement for equivalence of compensation in céseed alienation

Findings:

The current valuation mechanism doest take into account all the consequences of
alienationand its application allows for differences in the amount of compensation for similar
properties. Owners' rights and their protectiondigseegardedn order tospeedup procedures,
which isjustifiedwith the public interest in the construction of infrastructure projects, meeting
deadlines for the absorption of funds under European programmes, promoting investment in
the industrial sector, etc. When challengthg acts of alienatignincluding theamount of
compensation, the deviation from the general principle of theirtstance nature of
administrative court proceedingsretained.Lack of clear legal procedures for the granting of
compensation due and imposition of additional administrativefiaadcial burdens on the
persons entitled to obtain documents, in derogation from ptiveciple of inquisitorial
procedue.

The Ombudsman's finding of unbalanced regulation of the matter and the need to improve
the regulation of the methods of assessretite case oforced alienations confirmed in the
practice of the ECtHR. The mechanism established iBB#and in the MPAor determining
compensation for persons whose propertiesabematedfor state or municipal purposes has
been qualified bylte ECtHR as not complying with the requirements of "proportionality” of
the intervention within the meaning of Article 1 of Protocol 1 to the Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms

Main recommendations

1. The valuation rulefor monetary compensation should take into account other fg
besides the markenes so that a comprehensive approach takes into account
consequences of thiercedalienationof property;

2. Providefor the right to choose the type of compensatiproperty or moayi when
alienatingagricultural properties and forest areas;

3. Not speed (unequivocally identified with the public interest in the rapid satisfa
of state or municipal nesy butprotection of the right to equal compensation tc
set as a priority and to restore the tiagtance nature of the administrative cg
proceedings when challengiagts of alienation
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4. To regulate the procedures for payment of compensation to the owradisnated
properties and talignthe administratie practice in order to stop the unlawful de
of payments and thshift of the administrative and financial burden of obtain
documents to thalienatedowners

IX. RIGHT TO HEALTHY AND FAVOURABLE ENVIRONMENT

In 2023,460 complaints and alerts were regsil on environmental issues in various
areas of environmental legislation. In their complaints to the Ombudsman, citiszas
increasingly intransigent in asserting their right to a healthy and favourable environment

Complaints concerned the following

the opening or operation of quarries for construction materials;
largescale industrial solar farm projects;
lack of industrial air pollution control measures;
bio-power plants with anaerobic treatment of animal and plant waste;
protection of rivers andnaintenance of good ecological and chemical status of
water bodies;

- permitting procedures for the construction of plants for thermal treatment of waste,
including hazardous waste and human waste;

- the need for nature conservation measures in areas ruiedffey industrialisation
or construction, whether they are valuable natural habitatgyroldth forests in border areas,
or parts of the Black Sea coast protected as priargasof the national ecological network
Natura 2000 or which do not have sustatus

Findings:

The Ombudsmarwas addressedvith areas of concern in a wide range of legal
relationships on issues affecting the right to a favourable and healthy environment, which have
a clear trend oénincreasing public need for their resolution.

Among these, the problems of access to clean and sufficient drinking water and air
pollution stand out as issues of vital priority for large groups of citizens.

A particular area of caution that the Ombudsman urges is the prevention of
disproportionate iterference with the environmental rights of citizens in the promotion of
innovative environmentally friendly solutions in the field of biotechnology and the support of
green investments.

Ombudsmarassistanceo protect citizens' environmental rights

Opinion of the Ombudsman on the application of a strict standard for the capacity of a
combustion plant as a selective criterion for issuing a complex waste treatment permit

Association "Breathe, Devnya" requestssistance in protecting the residents of the
town of Devnya against an investment proposal for thermal treatment of waste. The
Ombudsman concludethat the national legislationidi not provide for the possibility of
determining the scalled legal capacity in deviation from the technical passporthef
installation, which determines the applicability of the BAT requirem@n&concludel that a
departure from the strict rule would constitute the adoption of an administrative act outside the
material competence conferred on it, with the consequerateittbshould be annulled.

Subsequently, a procedure for issuing a complex permit was announced.
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Supporting the fundamental rights of citizens to implement balanced local government
decisions in promoting solar park investment projects

Residents of the Jdges of Dulevo, Orlintsi, Suhodol and Svetlima Sredets
municipality, expessedheir concern andosightassistance due to the systematic deployment
of photovoltaic panels in compact areas of about 8000 acres in the immediate vicinity of the
four settlenents without public consent. Citizens say agriculture, livestock farming and hunting
tourism, the basis of local livelihoods and prospects for sustainable development, will be
disrupted

The Ombudsman highlights the priority of sustainable economic grbased on local
resources, in accordance with the Integrated Development Plan of Sredets Municipality for the
period 20212027, the existing land use according to the General Development Plan of the
municipality, as well as the rules of a mandatory naiurthe redesignationof agricultural
land to preserve the amount of permanent gras$lasca means of mitigating climate change
and adapting to it by increasing carbon sequestration, the procedural guarantees for conducting
a public consultation on thdraft partial amendment of the General Development Plan of
Sredets Municipality. The relevant decisions of Sredets Municipal Council have been
challenged by the Regional Governor of Burgas Regionprocedural barriers to the use of land in
the municipality. Tie relevant decisions of Sredets Municipal Cowveitechallenged by the
Regional Governor of Burgas Region

Ombudsman's position on a policy ofasonableuse of the State Land Fun{SLF)

In an opinion on the Draft State Budget of the Republic of Bulgar&024, the
Ombudsman highligktthe role of the Stateand Fund as an essential factor in preventing
possible imbalances in land use and ultimately in guaranteeing the food security of society,
which is why its further reduction through an order predidor in the revenue in the medium
term perspective for the 2025 budget of the Ministry of Agriculame Foodcannot be
supported.

The Ombudsman in defence of the fundamental right of access to clean and sufficient
drinking water

The National Ombudsmawas addressed by the Citizens' Association "Water for
Omurtag" regarding the process of implementation of the construgtagact "Additional
water supply from Yastrebino dam" to the water supply network of the town of Omurtag to
overcome the perenniahare water regime. The Ombudsman institution has been involved in
the problem for years anitl was highlightedin the Annual Reports on the Ombudsman's
activities. Assessing the progress achieved, the Ombudsman addressed the Minister of Regional
Developmen and Public Works, the Head of the National Constructguipervision
Directorate the Chairman of the Board and Executive Director of the Bulgarian Water Supply
Holding, the Regional Governor of Targovishte, the Manager of the Water Supply Company
OOD ofTargovishte and the Mayor of Omurtag Municipality regardireglegal, financial and
organistionalprovisionof the necessary activities for the final completion of the construction
p r o jAelditional fivater supply from Yastrebino dam

The Ombudsman exgssé her reasoned support to the appeal of the Balkanka
Association for the adoptiorf the Water Act Amendment Bil9-354-01-65 of 15June2023,
submitted by a group of MPs, concerning the restriction of logging in the sanitary protection
zones of driking water and mineral water sources. A ralv49-402-01-2 of 3 January2024
wassubmitted by the Council of Ministers aitds currently undeconsideration
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Main recommendations

1. To commission a follovup impact assessment of the legislation, in atamce with
Article 18b of the Statutory Instruments Act, by submitting the relevant reports
a public consultation, for consideration by the competent authorities, on
- the hygienic protection of the residential environment from industries

harmfu emissions, irorder toidentify and evaluate the actual results of the pu
policy implementationafter the repeal of Ordinance No. 7 on the hygic
requirements for the health protectiontloé residential environment (SG No. !
of 2011);

- compliancewith the principles oddmissiblaenterference with land use rights al
other fundamental rights of citizens of the affected territorial communi
relation to mining and geological activities for exploration and extractio
underground resources;

- verifiability of sustainability requirements on the origin of electricity, in partic
mandatory requirements for anaerobic treatment processes for animal an
waste from agriculture and standards for the treatment of fermentation res

2. On the basi®f the annual programna as commissioned by the NatioAaisembly,
the NationalAudit Office should conducan audit of the regime for the removal
sedimentsin cleaning river beds to identify and assess the control mecha
relating to the conditios for the provision of public assets to faublic sector
entities, with the resulting conclusions and recommendations, in accordand
Article 6(2)(8) of the National Audit Office Act;

3. The reports, with recommendations for folleyy, to be made avabée for public
consultation for a minimum period of 30 days

X. RIGHT TO GOOD GOVERNANCE AND GOOD
ADMINISTRATION IN 2023

The right to goodgovernanceand the related right of citizens to receive good
administrative services is a fundamental right under&teCharter of Fundamental Rights,
according to which everyone has the right to have matters affecting them dealt with impartially,
fairly and within a reasonable time by the institutions, bodies, offices and agencies of the Union.

The general principlesfagood governance and good administration are set out in a
number of documents and acts of the Council of Europe, the EU, the UN and the international
financial institutions, including the European Code of Good Administrative Behaviour.

In defence of theight to good governance and good administration, the Ombudsman
carried out inquiries incomplaints from citizens and oretown initiative where theravasa
case of maladministration that requigction

In 2023, the Ombudsman's administration regist&48 complaints concerning the right
to good governance and good administratinquiries in823 casefiles wereclosed.
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Chart No. 23. Number of complaints and alerts received and inquiries closed relating to the
right to good governance and good adisiration in the 2022023 period
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In the 556 complaints (67.6%) completed in 2023,@h@udsman found no breach by
the administration, in 263 complaints (31.9%) t®enbudsman found a breach, and 4
complaints (0.5%) were outsidertpowers.

One of themain objectives of the Ombudsman is to improve the work of the
administration for the benefit of citizens. In assessing the work and behaviour of the
administration, the Ombudsman made 216 recommendations and proposals to administrative
bodies, in 421 caseshe expressed an opinion, and in 82 cases a solution favourable to the
citizens was reached with the help of mediation. In the remaining cases, citizens were consulted
on the options open to them.

.  MAJOR ISSSUES RAISED BY CITIZENS IN 2023

1. Unfavourable environment in the settlements, poor condition of the national road
network and its technical infrastructure (343 complaintsi 41.68%)

The problems largely repeat those of previous years. The complaints indighgimg
streets and their technical inftagturein accordance with the requiremenimproving the
condition of sidewalks; building and maintaining playgrounds and recreational areas;
preserving and maintaining green spaces; and bringing dangerous manholes, underpasses, and
overpasses up to cedconstruction of bicycle paths; trimming and removal of dangerous trees;
restoration of compromised bridge structures; parking spaces in large cities; removal of
abandoned cars from streets, sidewalks, Hblieck spaces and gardens, etc.

Traditionally, the number of complaints concerning the poor condition of roads on the
national road network remains high. Citizens report about: damaged road surface; lack of or
damaged horizontal markings; lack of or incorrectly placed road signs; uncleared banks and
ditches; impaired drainage of the roadway; pollution and damage of road sections during the
passage of trucks servicing the construction of various sites or transporting timber, etc.

Citizens demanett

T citizen participation and transparency in the identifazaof sites for renovation;
T transparency and accountability in the spending of funds;
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T effective quality and duration control of the repairs carried out;
I ensuring a conducive, healthy and safe environment

Main recommendations
1. Improving the organisatioand management of activities related to the constru
and maintenance of the national road network and the urban environment;
2. Setinf priorities fothe development of the urban environment and road infrastru
to be carried out in compliance withetprinciples of transparency and predictahil

2. Violation of legal requirements and/or failure of administrations to fulfil their
obligations (242 complaints, 29.4%)

Most often, in their complaints against municipal administrations, citizensdraise
prodems related to: the administration of local taxes and fees; civil registration and
administrative services to the population; fines imposed for improper parking and forced
relocation of vehicles; lack of control for improperkiag in cities; traffic orgnisation, which
creates inconvenience for citizens and prerequisites for accidents, etc.

Complaints against central executive authorities and their territorial structures most often
concerred fines imposed for infringements of the Road Traffic Act d&nm@dRoad Act; problems
in conducting periodic technical inspections of vehicles; incorrect reflection of the
environmental group of vehicles; failure to comply with the deadline for the provision of
administrative services, etc.

The Ombudsman's impressioased on the complaint inspections is that in the vast
majority of cases the institutions congal with the requirements, but underestinttee need
to provide upto-date and correct information, to explain and consult citizens and to maintain
an open dialgue with them

Main recommendations

1. Establish clear and transparent procedures and rules to ensure compliance w
requirements;

2. Each administrative decision to contain the reasons on which it is based,
stating the relevant facts and thgdejustification

3. Problems related to address registration and Bulgarian identity documents for
citizens

The Ombudsmahasrepeatedly raigkthe problems related to the address registration of
citizens, the conditions and procedure for which are regluiatehe Civil Registration Act
(CRA) and Regulation No. RID2-20-9 of 21.05.2012 on the functioning of the Unified Civil
Registration System, issued by the Minister of Regional Development and Public Works.

As a result, a significant number of Bulgariatizens cannot meet the requirements for
registration by permanent address and remain without identity documents. Irrespective of the
exact number of persons affected, a number of adverse consequences for them arise, such as

T cannot enjoy the rights givea them by other lawsto work, to social assistance
and socieeconomic protection, to access to medical services, to access to educational services,
etc.;

T their access to justice is restricted

T they aredisqualified from participating in elections, etc.
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i the Ombudsman identified requirements in @l Registration Actwhich do
not allow registration by permanent/existing address of the following groups of citizens:

I citizens who are unable to produce the required documents und&ivihe
Registration At;

T Bulgarian citizens living and working abroad, registered in the population
register, who cannot provide a permanent address in Bulgaria;

I citizens whose address for registration is marked in a way that does not meet the
requirements of the Civil Registion Act;

T citizens whose registration address is that of a studio or a villa building

Convinced that the law should create conditions for address registration and issuance of
an identity document for every Bulgarian citizen, the Ombudsman repeatedtgdn® the
Ministry of Regional Development and the National Assembly to make the necessary legal
changes.

The Ombudsman expressed her opinion onbihleamending and supplementing the
Civil Registration Actproposed by the Ministry of Regional Developmh and Regional
Development, outlining the problems that make it impossible for citizens to register their
permanent/existing address and thus to apply for Bulgarian identity docuiSaetade
concrete proposals for changes in the Civil Registrationtiatt would enable a solution to
these problems. On 2Banuary2024, a draft decision of the Council of Ministers on the
approval of the draft amendments to the Civil Registration Act was published for public
consultation, in which most of the Ombudsmamgposalsvereincluded

4. Problems in the administration of local taxes

Citizen complaintswvere againreceived regarding the charging of vehicle tax for a
passenger car by two municipalities for the same period. They edbat, after changing
their pemanent address, thegundthat they hd been charged vehicle tax for motor vehicles
owned by both the municipality where thbgd beerregistered and the municipality where
their new addressasregistered.

Article 61 of the Local Taxes and Fe&st stipulates that the tax shall be paid to the
budget of the municipality where the owner llaair permanent address or registered office,
and in the cases referred to in Article pdragraph b to the municipality where the vehicle is
registered.

Another frequently raised issue concexdithe charging of vehicle tax upon change of
ownership.

A large proportion of complaints concedthe determination of the tax assessment of
immovable property, and hence the tax on it

Main recommendation:
The administratiorio strictly comply with the legal requirements in setting local té
and fees

5. Problems with the termination of vehicle registration

The Ombudsman recei@@nany complaints in which citizens ragsthe alarm about the
impossibility to terminate the regiation of cars sold or given to others, as the lattdrrioa
declared the change of ownership to the Ministry of Interior.

Following the Ombudsman'’s proposal to the National Assembly to amend the Road
Traffic Act and the changes made under 812b (r&@& No. 18 of 2021) of the Road Traffic

Act to the transferor of a registered road vehicle whose ownership was transferred before 27
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December 2017, for which the transferee has not fulfilled its obligation to register the acquired
vehicle within the statutoryggiod from the acquisitiorihe opportunity was provided to submit

to the Traffic Police departmeat the relevant regional directorate of the Ministry of Interior,

by 31 December 2023, a copy of a document certifying the sale, which would provide grounds
for the automatic termination of the registration.

Unfortunately, some of the complainants have transferred their vehicles to third parties
without complying with the procedure laid down in the Road Traffic Act for the transfer of
vehicle ownershipAccording to Article 144 paragraphl, the ownership of motor vehicles is
transferred by a written contract (pgraphl), and of registered motor vehicless transferred
by a written contract with notarised signatures of the partiesdizguia2). As a resit, these
citizens cannot submit the necessary documents and terminate the registration of thé vehicle
grounds also for termination of taxation of the vehicle.

6. Problems related to the payment of tolls

On the occasion of numerous complaints and signalizéns in 2021 and 2022 against
the National Toll Authority in relation to problems concerning the electronic vignettes and
recommendations made by the Ombudsman, including for legislative changeR oati#ect,
the Ombudsman is pleased to note thatNational Assembly voted on changes:that

T citizens are given the opportunityimake acorrecton when a technical error is
made in the declaration of the registration number of the vehicle when issuing an electronic
vignette;

T a correction is made wherpuo three characters of the vehicle registration
number are incorrect, as well as a correction when a character of the vehicle registration number
is not displayed. The effect of the correction shall be from the time of the original statement;

T the notifiation of compensatory charges and fines to the RIA shall be made
within three working days;

T introduce a fairer mechanism for the reimbursement of amounts unduly paid for
compensatory charges in the event of correction of erroneous vignettes, which ngcoottae
Ombudsman's proposal, will take place within a shorter period of time (up to 5 working days),
and the reimbursement may be made either to a bank account specified in the application for
correction by the owner/user of the vehicle or, if not mektito a cashier;

T exemption from administrative liability in the event of a correction is automatic,
without the person having to take any action to that effect;

T a requirementor notification ofan expiring annual or quarterlyuwgnette is
introduced.

Complaints in 2023 highlight the following issues

i cases of drivers being penalised as a result of a mistake in the choice of vehicle
category continud

T delays and difficulties in recovering compensatory fees paid aftertiahee
correction

T delays anddifficulties in recovering amounts unduly paid for compensatory
charges and fines for lack otieket;

T inability to transfer a purchasedvgnette in case of scrapping of the vehicle.

On the occasion of citizens' complaints, the Ombudsman asked then@haf the
Management Board of RIA fonformation whether all orgarasional, financial and technical
measuresveretaken to notifyfrom:
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T 1.06.2023the persons who have paid annual and quartedyetie before the
expiry of theirvignette;

T 1.08.2023 incase of detected traffic on the toll road network without paid
vignette.

In response, th®mbudsmarwasassured that all measunegsretaken and notification
wasmade by email, depending on the contact details provided by users

Main recommendation:

Strictc compliance with the legal requirements of the RIA andAN®r notification
within the prescribed period for the expiration of the purchasggrette and for detecte
traffic on the toll roadhetwork without a paid vignette.

7. Parking problems

Citizens bamedadministrations of inaction and failure to meet their obligations to
provide parking spaces, especially in big cities. Thedyndt approve of certain locations for
the construction of car parks. Others point out that the competent authorities ed@irige
sufficient, systematic and effective control over compliance with parking and parking
regulationsThe dallengel fines imposed for improper parking.

Main recommendation:

Systematic, targeted and concerted action by the competent administi@tolusess
vehicle parking problems in settlements

8. Administrations do not address the issue or problem within a reasonable
time (76 complaintsi 9.23%)

It is the duty of the institutions to solve the problems and issues raised by the citizens
within a reasonable time. In the event of delay due to the complexity or nature of the problem,
the sender of the complaint, alert or enquiry must be informed thereof.

It is the Ombudsman's impression that institutions underestimate this obligation.

They often cié as reasons for delay or inaction: their heavy workload; staffing problems;
limited budgetary resources and/or other priorities; difficulties in carrying out inspections due
to duplication and overlapping of functions between administrations; poor catodin
between administrations andrisdier of responsibilities, etc.

Main recommendations

1. Establishing optimabrganigtion and making adequate management decisior
the administration for timely responses to complaints and signals of citizens;
2. Improving interaction between the competent institutions

9. Violation of administrative service quality standards (68 complaints,
8.26%)

Quality management policy in the public administration is set as one of the main priorities
for the development of the publidministration.

In her reports, the Ombudsman usually focuses on efforts to improve the quality of
administrative services. Achievements in this direction are clearly outlined in the reports on the
state of the administration, including the latest one@##2, adopted by Decision No 341 of
the Council of Ministers of 4 May 2023.
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It is important to take account of some of them, namely

I the existence of a local area network in all administratioesga prerequisite
for the implementation of information drcommunication technologies in the work process
and electronic exchange;

i the adoption of texts in tHeGovernmenAct that require administrative bodies,
when providing electronic administrative services (EAS), to collect data once and use it
repeatedly;

I exterdingthe Electronic Payment Systeainterconnect E&Sapplicants, service
providers and payment instrument providers (banks);

T increasing the number of individuals, administrative authorities, public service
providers and companies included in 8iegle portal for electronic administrative services

I expanding the range and number of services provided throu@irntbke portal
for electronic administrative services

T increasing the number of standardised administrative services and applications
for them;

I abolishingthe requirement to issue a number of paper certificates, etc.

Complaints about breaches of administrative service quality standards highlight the
following problems

T restricting access to administrative servicesdmuiring documents toebheld at
the administration itself;

T rude and unprofessional attitudeotdérks

T shortcomings in the organisation of work in individual administrations;

i lack of interaction and exchange of information between municipal
administrations, etc.

Main recommendétions:

1. Expanding the possibilities of electronic identification for the use of elect
services;

2. Official collection of information;

3. Expanding secure electronic delivery capabilities when conspravgled

10. Local government problems (53 complaints, .43%)

In their complaints to th®mbudsman, citizens demandédt their right to participate in
the discussion of issues of importance to the local community and in detialong on them
be guaranteed. They objedto provisions in municipal ordinancés.g. on the conditions for
paid parking inSofia, Varna, Plovdiv and Pomorie; thatroduction of ecological zones in
Sofia, etc.). They raisal issues related to financing the activities of community centres and
pensioner clubs from the budget of thepesxgtive municipality, etc.

Citizens reposd that the procedure for the election of mayoral counciliges not
regulated in the rules of procedure of municipal councils, and that general meetings of the
population for the election of mayoral councillevereheld in violation of the requirements
regulated in Chapter Four of the Direct Participation of Citizens in State Power and Local Self
Governmen#ct.

According to the Ombudsman, although the final decision always belongs to the
institutions, the variosi forms of public consultation and discussion of important issues with
citizens, individually or through their organisations, are a prerequisite for making the right
decisions, for exercising citizen control and for consensus in society
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Main recommendation:

Consistent application of the principle of transparency and citizen participation
discussion and decisiemaking process on issues of local importance

11. Gaps in the legal framework resulting in violations of citizens' rights
Declaration of the rgistered office of @rader

The Ombudsman continuetd receive complaints from citizens seeking assistance
because commercial companies or sole tradet$éen registered at the address of their own
properties without their knowledge or consent. As altehey suffeeda number of problems
and inconveniences.

Over the years, the Ombudsman has brought this problem to the attention of the Ministry
of Justice and to the attention of the National Assembly in the Ombudsman's activity reports
for 2021 and 2P2.

The legal regulation of company registration in the Commercial Register and the Register
of Non-Profit Legal EntitiesAct and in the CommeecAct allows a trader to indicate an
arbitrary registered office addraggonregistation without having to pve the legal basis for
its use, even a neexistent address.

The provision of Article 29 of th€ommercial Register and the Register of NRyofit
Legal Entities Act and in the Commerce Aatlbws any person who has a legal interest, as well
as the publiprosecutor, to file a claim for the nullity or inadmissibility of the registration, as
well as for the nomexistence of a registered circumstance. However, this possibility is not an
efficient solution to the problem. Difficulties are created for thectdfk citizensi without
being at fault, they are forced to turn to the court to solve the problem, wasting time and money.
In addition, it will be difficult to summon such companies, as the address they have declared is
not actually used by them. Furth@ven if the claim under Article 29 of tH@ommercial
Register and the Register of N&mofit Legal Entities Act and in the Commerce Asctipheld
by the court, this address may again be listed as the address of the company

In view of the above, the Ombudan once again appeals to the President of tHe 49
National Assembly and the Minister of Justice for legislative changes

Main recommendation:

Changes in the regulatory framework in order to prove the legal basis for the us
address and registereffice of a trader, as well as to provide for a mechanism for ex o
deletion of such addresses upon a substantiated request for this

General main recommendation

Consistent application of the principles of good governance, including: rule ofth
human rights; predictability, transparency and efficiency in the work of the administ
at all levels; accountability of state and municipal bodies; guarantees for citizen partic
in decisionmaking; equal opportunities and inclusiveness; Acymf consensus an
balance of interests in society.
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XI. PROTECTION AGAINST DISCRIMINATION, HATE SPEECH
AND EQUALITY BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN

The issue of unequal treatment has always been on the attention@hbhglsman
institution. The number of incomingmplaints of discrimination is growing, which leads to
the conclusion that, on the one hand, the manifestations of unequal treatment in our society are
becoming more and more numerous and, on the other hand, that citizens are becoming even
more sensitivea them and are turning for support to the competent institutions for the
protection of certain rights. As in its previous reports, the Ombudsman institution has repeatedly
emphasised the adverse impact of discrimination on the lives of victims and ithétoif they
have to contend with.

Discrimination may affect a particular victim, but it can also adversely affect large
groups of people in comparatively similar situatidnpeople with disabilities; people in a
particular profession or occupation;oie with a common family status; different sexual
orientations; and many others. It is a dangerous practice in modern society, not only nationally
but also internationally, and it is harmful to all democratic societies. Moreover, it is not always
those whacommit such acts who do so knowingly, because unequal treatment is very often the
result of superimposed stereotypes and prejudices in society against those who are different
from us.

Although the institution is not a specialised body for protection agdiacrimination,
the complaints received by the institution are an expression of citizens' trust and hope for help,
as well as recognition for the efforts made to support and protect their rights.

Chart No. 24. Number of citizen complaints armaderts of discrimination for the2010-2023
period
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In 2023, the Ombudsman received 56 complaints relating to a variety of complaints of
unequal treatment, affecting both individuals and an unspecified but identifiable range of
people.

The main complaints can beogiped as follows

Discriminatory provisions in Article 84 of the Social Insurance Code (SIC) on the
criteria for granting a pension supplement to a deceased spouse or thealed widow's
supplement

Article 84 of the @C sets out requirements that pemplf retirement age must meet in
order to access this important support from the state, the main one being that the survivor must
have been in a civil marge with their deceased partner.

It is clear from the significant number of complaints receivechfaffected members of

the public that those who were cohabiting are not eligible.
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As an advocate for citizens' rights, the institution draws the attention of the responsible
authorities to this issue, also in view of the existing tendency for fewer ardl pmeple to
form families without entering into a civil marriage within the meaning of the Family Code,
living as cohabitants. On the other hand, there is also a significant number of single elderly
people who, in later life, find a partner with whomitelout their old age and help each other,
but without entering into a civil marriage.

It is undeniable that an increasing number of couples are living in de facto cohabitation
without a marriage relationship, and this is emerging as the main form d&f farmation, but
this form is not legislated for in the Family Code, although various laws provide a legal
definition of this concep

At the same time, however, there are legal definitions of this concept in the Bulgarian
legal procedureFor example, aording to 81, item 18 of the Additional Provisions of the Act
on Counteracting Corruption and on the Forfeiture of lllegally Acquired Propertle facto
cohabitation is a voluntary cohabitation of two adults, in respect of whom there is no kinship
congituting an obstacle to marriage, which has lasted more than two years and in which the
persons take care of each other and of a common household. The same definition is contained
in 8 1, item 6 of the Additional Provisions of the Judiciary Act. The teraigo used in other
laws without being defined. This means that de facto cohabitation is recognised by Bulgarian
law and is associated with certain legal consequences.

The Ombudsman recommends discussing the possibility of introducing appropriate
mechanims to adequately support the citizens concerned in order to ensucettesit life.

1. Complaints relating to the Teachers' Supplement from the Teachers' Pension
Fund set out inArticle 69c of the SIC

The Ombudsman institutioreceived numerous complaintslated to the methods of
granting a supplement to the teachers' pension from the Teachers' Pensigoréwided for
in Article 69c of theSIC and with the proposal that the supplement to the Teachers' Pension
Fund be determined proportionally when giagita retirement pension under the general
procedure.

An example of such a case is a complaint from a citizen with an engineering degree
who, due to difficulties in the labour market in connection with poor economic conditions, has
retrained as a teach&@he has worked as such for the last 14 years and has acquired the right
to a retirement pension. Her claim is that she does not receive a supplement to her pension from
theTeachers' Pension Funelven though she hasid a certain amount into tikend ove the
years. This is due to the fact that she does not have the requisite teachingysargice

Sheconsiders this to be grossly unfair, since itampulsory to contribute to tHeund,
but these funds, which are in practice accumulated, are not sebslggincluded in the
personal pension when individuals become entitled to a pension.

The Ombudsman institutiorequestshe Minister ofLabour and Social Policy to find
an appropriate mechanism tmdresthis problem.The new social relations very often
necessitate a change in the retraining of citizens, also imposed by the opportunities provided by
the labour market, as well as by other processes of a different nature.

The Ombudsman points out that the lack of taking into account these new social
relations and their regulation in the SoclasuranceCode createsconditions for indirect
discrimination against these groups of citizens.

The recommendation has not been implemented.
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2. Issues of citizens with different sexual orientation and transgender petg

Citizens are concerned and dissatisfied with the advertisements that have become public
knowledge in the cars of the capital's subway of the book "The Road to Armageddon”, namely,
"Heaven is always for tw@ man and a woman. There is no sa®e paradie."

The Ombudsman institution, concerned about the difficulties encountered by people of
different saual orientation in their realigion in various spheres of public life, as well as the
negative attitude towards them by a large part of our societyrited also by a number of
public figures recently, in view of the requirements of the Protection against Discrimination,
Act addressa a recommendation to the representativé\étropolitaro EAD to carry out an
inspection and take action to guaranteertpbts of all passengers travelling on the capital
metro without admissioaf discrimination

From the response received, it was found that the advertising material had been taken
down and the complainants had received an explicit apology from the cgm@mard of
Directors

An example of transgender issues is a complaint from such a citizen, a person born with
a female genital sex, according to which his gender details are recorded in the civil registers,
but with the opposite neurocerebral sex, amddfore perceived and sétfentified as a male.

The Ombudsman draws attention to the fact that for decades in the Republic of Bulgaria
it has been judicially permissible to change the gender details of transsexual applicants. In 2023,
due to divergent caslaw, the Supreme Court of Cassation of the Republic of Bulgaria ruled
that the current legislation does not allow such a change, but how this decision will be reflected
in future case law, including in the citizen's case, remains to be seen. Notwitigtted
admission of the change of gender data in the civil registers, however, with regard to
transgender persons there is a general obligation for all subjects to respect their private and
family life, which includes their selfietermination and dignitgin this senses Decision No.
15 of 26.10.2021 ikonsitutional case No. 6/2021 of the Constitutional Court of the Republic
of Bulgaria), as well as a general prohibition of discriminatiparquantto Article 1 in
conjunction with 8 1, item 17 of the Adional Provisions of the Protection against
Discrimination Act). The Ombudsman points out that, according to the abwrgioned
decision of the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Bulgaria, the current positive legal
framework in Bulgaria, includingt the constitutional level, permits the change of gender data
in civil registers for persons living with intersex conditions, where gender cannot be
unequivocallydetermined.

According to the Court's decision, "the right of these persons to identihsdiees as
one sex or the other and to express and communicate themselves accordingly in their social life
cannot be called into question and is protected both by Article 8 of the European Convention
on Human Rights and by Article 4(2) of the Constitutiaich guarantee the dignity and
freedom of the individual as values of the highest order".

3. Hate speech

In the pastyear, the Ombudsmamasalso concerned that hate spe&aspresent in
public discourse and the media. This is a problem that the institiéis also warned about in
previous annual reports, as its use and dissemination in society leads to violations of
fundamental human rights and even to the commission of crimes.

The Ombudsman insists that sensitivity to this problem must be raisetiarttidre
must be a timely response from the responsible institutions, which have the power to impose
restrictions and penalties on the use of hate speech. In the opinion expressed back in 2022 in
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relation to thebill for the amendment and supplement c riminal Code, published for
public consultation on 23 August 2022, the Ombudsman stated that all hate crimes should be
incriminatedand effectively investigated and punished, and their victims should receive, in
addition to moral satisfaction and justjccompensation for the harm they have suffered. The
findings are that the institutions themselves do not recognise hate crimes but qualify them as
acts of hooliganism

Therefore, the Ombudsman is pleased with the amendments to the Criminal Code in
2023,promulgated in State Gazette No. 67 of 2023, that an act committed on racist, xenophobic
or sexual orientationelated grounds is punishable under the Criminal Code. Many LGBT+
organisations in meetings explicitly thanked the institution for its suppdre#arts for the
legislative changes to the Criminal Code that have already entered into force, because they
constitute a strong guarantee for the protection of fundamental human rights. At the same time,
however, the institution has also received conmpdafrom citizens expressing the view that
these amendments create conditions for unequal treatment.

For the Ombudsman, the amendments to the Criminal Code provide citizens with a
guarantee that their rights will be protect8tiestressed that the astdiscrimination legislation
was adopted in order for society to combat manifestations of racism, homophobia, xenophobia,
ant-Semitism or any form of intolerance.

Hate speech has the potential power to humiliate and offend any person of a different
sexual okentation for highlighting in a generalising and stigmatising way doubts about their
morality because they are of a different sexual orientation.

The Ombudsman reiterates that the right to express an opinion or belief is a fundamental
human right, whichd established in a number of international legal instruments and the
Constituton of the Republic of Bulgaria Article 10 of the European Convention on Human
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, Article 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, Article 39 of the
Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria. This right includes the expression and dissemination
of opinion, but it is not absolute and is accompanied by special obligationssaodsiilities
and may be limited to respect the rights and reputation of others. In particular, this right does
not include the advocacy of hatred, animosity, hostility or humiliation on the basis of protected
characteristics. The expression and dissetioinaf opinion is limited by the prohibition of
discrimination, which is set out in laws specifically to sanction manifestations of racism,
xenophobia, homophobia or other forms of intolerance

4. Insurance rights of people with disabilities violated

The inditution receivel complaints from people with disabilities complaining of
unequal treatment by insurance companies that violate their iriglatgel assistance, refusal to
pay the insurance amount in the event of an insured event. They believe tlsatvioisg and
puts people who are in a particularly vulnerable position in a crisis situation and without the
possibility of bearing the costs incurred

In heropinion to the heads of the responsible companies, the Ombudsman stresses that
people with disabifies should have and be able to exercise all rights and freedoms on an equal
basis with other citizens, without any discrimination. This is a fundamental requirement of the
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which Bulgaria hadatind
should apply in all areas of the lives of citizens with disabilities, including with regard to the
insurance offered and taken out with them
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5. Absence of accessible architectural environment

During the past year, complaintgerereceived regardinghe lack of accessibility of
people with reduced mobility to a number of facilities, both institutions and private entities
providing aspecificservice.

The absencef an accessible environment is in violation of a number of international
and domesticegulations Articles 9 and 19 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities ratified by the Republic of Bulgaria, the Protection against Discrimination
and Regulation No. RD2-20-2 of 26.01.2021. on determining the requirements for
accessibility and universal design of the elements of the accessible environment in the urban
territory and of the buildings and facilities (in force from 13.03.2021), which repealed
Ordinance No. 4 of 01.07.2009 on the design, execution and maintenasmestriictions in
accordance with the requirements for the accessible environment for the population, including
people with disabilities

In all cases where complaintgerereceived about breaches of the current regulations,
recommendationseremade to reslve the problems.

The findings are that, in the vast majority of cases, the responsible authorities comply
with the recommendations and take action to comply with their statutory obligations and fulfil
this obligation in good faith

6. The criteria for exemption from payment of vignette fees under Aricle 10c of
the Road Act (RA)

During the past year, complaints continued to be received regarding the restrictive
requirements introduced to exempt persons with disabilities and their families from paying
vignete fees under Article 10c of th&adAct.

The main complaint of citizens is the technical parameters to be met by cars owned by
disabled citizens or in the matrimonial regime. The criteria have been declared discriminatory
by the Commission for Protecti@gainst Discrimination, but nevertheléssyremain part of
the current legislation.

In order to guarantee the rights of the citizens concerned, the Ombudsmaevsen
opinions to the heads of the responsible authorities and stithssdhe provisionsfoArticle
10c(2) of theProtection against Discriminatiofict did not correspond to the current social
relations.

Thus, the legislation does not cover electric cars andiplagbrid cars, the engines of
which are not characterised by engaapacity andthe acquisition of vehicles on the basis of
leas contracts

Also not included are vehicles without rear seats that were purchased to meet the needs
of wheelchair users and their mobility, but registered as 'freight'.

The need to amend and extend thepscof support has also been recognised by the
heads of the responsible authorities, the MinisiEksabour and Social Fiey and of Transport
and Communications, in their recent responses to the recommendations made, but no real action
has been taken tate to address the problems

7. Problems of the Roma community

The problems of discrimination against the Roma community in Bulgarian society have
been on the Ombudsman's attention since the institution's inception. ér atirftual reports,

the Ombudsman its on compliance with antliscrimination legislation in relation to this
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large vulnerable group of citizens, so that they can be integrated into public life and be able to
participate fully and actively in it. The position of the institution is thatgherity of the
responsible authorities should be the effective implementation of the existing legal framework
for combating antRoma attitudes and discrimination by raising the institutional culture and
expert capacity of public institutions, increasitigg credibility of their activities with an
emphasis on human rights and law enforcement, raising the awareness of representatives of
Roma communities about their rights and mechanisms for their protection

The Ombudsman once again expresses concern #igogituation of Roma women
who, despite their essential role, continue to face-teei@d negative societal attitudes. Roma
women face barriers in access to quality education, limited employment opportunities and
personal development, da problems in @essing healtare, and are more vulnerable to
violence, including domestic violence, sexual violence and human trafficking.

The Ombudsman, since the establishment of the institution, has drawn the attention of
the authorities and has emphasized thatder to successfully address existing problems, it is
important to aply an integrated and decentraltsapproach

The Council of Ministers adopted Bulgaria's National Strategy for Roma Equality,
Inclusion and Participation (2021030) and a National Aadn Plan for the period 2022023.
The Administrative Monitoring Report for the National Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria
for RomaEquality, Inclusion and Participation (202P30) was also adopted at a meeting of
the Council of Ministers on 17 May 2023

The Ombudsman reiterates that an important political sign for the integration process
will be to bring the Roma strategy to the attention of the National Assembly. In order for the
activities of the strategy to be effective, it is necessary to devesjogciic annex to the strategy
with concrete measures to combat ddima discrimination

Main recommendations

1. Actions to be taken, including statutory amendments, to provide equ
support to pensioners wheerenot in a civil partnership with theiredeasec
partner;

2. Action to address the lack of an accessible environment for people with re
mobility;

3. Action to be taken to address the lack of sufficient recognition and challe
the use of hate speech;

4. The competent authorities to engage in mess and actions toaise the
awareness dfociety to discrimination and hate speech.

Xll. RIGHT OF DEFENCE IN ENFORCEMENT
PROCEEDINGS

In 2023, there is a slight decrease in the number of citizen complaints in relation to
specific enforcement proceedings (3édmpared to 438 in 2022. The decrease in the number
of complaints againsgtnforcement agenis alogical resultof the amendments to the Civil
ProcedureCodeadopted in 2019 on the initiative of the Ombudsman, and this trend has been
observed since the@utside the mentionddjure arethe cases dealt with regarding the judicial

115



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

execution during the reception of citizens on the spot, as well as their telephone calls regarding
such problems.

Many of the complaints reflect citizens' difficulty in navigatithe complexities of
enforcement. There is a lack of understanding as to on whose initiative the proceedings are
initiated, what enforcement actions are provided for by law and may be applied at the request
of the enforcement agenas well as the termaion of the case on the basis of Article 433
paragraph 1, item 8 d@ivil ProcedureCode the secdled "peremption”, in whickthe party
seeking recoverynay obtain the writ of execution and initiate new enforcement proceedings,
as long as the limitatioperiod for the claim itself has not expired.

In general, the complaints submitted provide information on the powers of the
enforcement gents the enforcement actions subject to appeal by the debtor before the court,
as well as the control bodies in tioem of the Chamber of PrivaEenforcemeniAgens and the
Inspectorateto the Minister of Justice, which could carry out an inspection and impose
appropriate penalties in the event of violations found in the course of the enforcement process.

In the reporihg year, the complaints of the citizens to Gabudsman show that their
main grievancegelated to the attachments imposed on wages, pensions, as well as on bank
accounts receimg such and other nesequestrable amounts. Citizemaderequests for the
attachments to be lifted, and also expessdissatisfaction with both the difficulties thexere
experiencing from not being able to use their bank card and the extra chargesriileging
charged for cash withdrawals. In the course ofitlspectionscaried out in connection with
attachments imposed on bank accounts, caeses foundn which theenforcement agentas
not informed in good time of the origin of the funds credited to the debtor's bank account, either
by the debtor or by the bank, in orderespect their neeeqestrability

In some of the complaints, the citizens pointed out that the bank did not release the non
sequestrable amounts to them for withdrawal and disposition, nor did it transfer them in
execution of the attachment, awaitiiugther instructions from thenforcement agentIntil the
latter are received, a new transfer often takes place, and the balance in the account before the
receipt of the last in line "payment” is considered as the debtor's savings and, according to
paragaph 13 of Interpretative Decision No. 2 of 26 June 2@16terpretative Case No. 2/2013
of the General Assembly of the Civil and Commer8apartmentof the Supreme Court of
Cassation, the amount is sequestrable. In another part of the appeaisd thielitior, a bank,
considers that the amounts received in the debtor's account are sequestrable and transfers them
to the enforcement proceedings, in view of which they are distributed bypfitieement agent
to the creditor, and their nesequestrabily is subsequently established. It is important to bear
in mind that, in both cases, the debtor's best remedy is to be proactive in requesting from the
bank a statement dfieir bank account, whickhey must submit to thenforcement agernn
order to infem him of the origin of the funds and, accordingly, either to give further instructions
to the third party liable in the event that the sums are not transferred in execution of the
attachment, or to reimburse the debtor for the seguestrable sums recedvin the case.

At the suggestion and insistence of @budsman, the problem of the sequestration
of taxreliefsfor children and for children with disabiliti@gasresolved legislatively since the
beginning of 2023, with the funds being explicitly desited as nosequestrable and non
deductible. Despite the nowm@icit regulation & their norsequestration, complaints are still
received from citizens whose funds have been withheld pursuant to a garnishment.

Citizens are demanding intervention in th&@oecement proceedings, asking for the
suspension or termination of the enforcement action against them. They also raise questions
about the adjustment and remission of debts and their deferral in time. Increasingly, complaints
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from citizens concern the psibility, provided for in theObligations and Contracts Aocbf
limitation of debts owed by natural persons upon expiry of-geHd period. In these cases, the
Ombudsman informs citizens in detail about the legal regulation and the possibilities for
protecting their rights

XIll. NATIONAL PREVENTIVE MECHANISM

The functions of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria as the National Preventive
Mechanism (NPM) are related to the implementation of the Optional Protocol to the UN
Convention against Torture andi@t Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
and the amendments to the Ombudsman Act of 2012.

In 2023, the Ombudsman, as NPM, carried out a total of 50 inspections in places of
detention, state psychiatric hospitals and mental health centtestide centres for refugees
and migrants, detention centres and fartyfye accommodation centres for children and adults,
with an additional and specific focus on the rights of children in conflict with the law placed in
institutions

Chart No. 25. Numbe of NPM inspections conducted by category of inspected body 8 202
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In total, the checks covered 639 persons, including those placed in and passing
through the institutions checked throughout 2023.

A total of 129 recommendations were sent to varguthorities and institutions as a
result of theinspectionscarried out and concrete measures were followed up to improve
conditions in places of accommodation, detention or imprisonment

Unfortunately, the observations and conclusions made by the Omandsm ler
capacity as NPM in 2023till identify systemic problems for which the institution has
repeatedly alerted the public authorities but which have not found an adequate solution over
the years.

1. RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH MENTAL ILLNE SS

First and forenost andwith particular urgency in the last two years has been the
issue of protecting the rights of persons with mental illnessThe Ombudsman of the
Republic of Bulgaria, exerdigg thefunctions as the NPM for emtalhealth (NPMH) inspected
mental helth centres (MHCsand social facilities for persons with mental disorders
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In the D22-2023 period the Ombudsmararied out a total of 25 unannounced
inspections in psychiatric facilities and residential social services centres. Under the UN
Conventionagainst Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
and the Council of Europe’'s European Convention for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment state psychiatric hospital§SPHs)are placesf
deprivation of liberty, as some of the patients@aeed therdy court orders and cannot leave
them voluntarily. The Ombudsman, as the NPM, therefore takes particular care to ensure that
torture and other forms of inhuman or degrading treatmentoi@ommitted in these places.

In herannual reports for 2019 and 2022, the Ombudsman has consistently alerted public
authorities tothe existence of chronic problems in thePPHs that may qualify as
incompatible with fundamental standards of protection fromtorture and other cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment such as
degrading living conditions in theublic psychiatric hospitals
chronic undernurishment of patients due to wrong financing model
poor quality of the medical care
lack of human resources or sustainable policy to overcome this problem

- lack of social services to facilitate the subsequent reintegration of patients in
public psychiatric hospitals

Example

The gravest case that can be qualified as torture dates back to the miegirof the
Ombudsmanés t er m theffireahtfoccorred oa 2 OdibPeM2023 in the Pu
Psyhiatric Hospital in Lovech, which caused the death of a patient

On the day of the fire the patient was isolated in the course of nine hours, beioljlized
(having both legs and hands tied) for almost six hours. When the fire occurred, he was tied al
not protect himself. The immobilization took place approximately a month after he had been g
for treatment, i.e. after the treatment halhendergone, the acute phase of his illness should have

supposedly overcome, al | the more so sinc
patients to do anything without risks or hindrances for the staff carers. Apparently in #hiheasofi
room, instead of being used as a safe pl a

The interviews with other ipatients did not reveal any incidents of aggression or -a
aggression on behalf of the deceased patient throughout theecoluhés treatment. This is why t
Ombudsman acting as NPM cannot understand what required taking such radical coercive
namely tying al/l his four | imbs three tim
all in a single day.

The NPM team found that Ordinance No. 1 of 28 June 2005 aerine andorocedure for
applying temporary physical restraint measures to patients with established mental disorders h
violated. The Ombudsman, as NPM, stresses that Ordinance No. Jwie2005 on the Procedu
for the Application of Measures of Temporary Physical Restraint to Patients with Established
Disordersrunscontrary to the United Nations Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inh
or Degrading Treatment or Pustiment and the Council of Europe Convention for the Preventi
Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. The NPM team considers tf
inhuman and degrading treatment or humiliation for a patient to be tied up and istdateoursin
a single dayaswas the case found blye Ombudsman teanm the PPH of Lovech.The Ordinance
fails to specify if immobilization (tying) has been assigned for two hours, whether it means t
mi nutes after this mea g&numaybeastiedkagdnarnspeciftecarambe
times. In similar vein, th®rdinanceis silent if a person has been isolated for six hours, whethe
measure may be extended for another six hours. In practice a patient may be isolated every ¢
couse of 15 days without interruption
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The inspection conducted by the Ombudsman on this tragic occasion revealed a

number of deficitsin the system for providing quality psychiatric care and protecting mental

health patients
- gaps in the legal framework dmractice for implementation of measures for
temporary physical restraint of persons in public psychiatric hospitals

- lack of effective control naanisms in public institutions;
- chronic problems as regards the quality of the psychiatric care due ticiestf

financing

Recommendations

Republic of Bulgaria is of the opinion that a series of urgent measures to preve
possible form of degrading treatment or torture aretstnecessary

1. To detfoirnteurde Galoresrima; st and
2. To introduce, pursuant to Article 127, item 4 of the Bulgarian Constitution, effe

To protect the rights of persons with mental illnesses, the Ombudsman

regular control by the prosecution over the implementation of criminal and
coercive measures in all gdidopsychiatric hospitals since the latter are consid
places for deprivation of liberty;

. To update the current legal regulation on the implementation of measur
temporary physical restraint of patients with mental disorders and to elabd
protocol for the implementation of the coercive measures immobilization
isolation where the duration and frequency of these measures owoar2deriod
as well as the grounds for their implementation are clearly specified,

. To expand the possibilities rf@ivilian control by involving a person with leg
background and a represatite of a civil society organigion as members of th
Committee Supervising the Implementation of MeasuoesTeEmporary Physica
Restraint;

. To introduce uniform financing motiges for all healthcare facilities for inpatie
treatment linked to the quality of the extended healthcare service;

. To prioritise improving the quality of life in the public mental health policy by me
of a successful deinstitutionalisation of patemtith mental illnesses and the
socialization through services in the community

2. RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN CONFLICT WITH THE LAW
Another problem, which has the characteristics of a chronic deficit in the

protection of human rights in Bulgaria, is relatedto the rights of children in conflict with

the law. In the last 11 years the Ombudsman acting as NPM and monitoring authority under
the Convention on the Rights of the Child has focused on various issues in her work, but one
of her priortities has alwaysbn the rights of children in conflict with the law who are placed

in institutions.In 20142015 the Ombudsman acting as NPM published two thematic reports
on the sate of affairs in reform schools and social boarding schools. The reports review in detail
the legal characteristics of reform schools and social boarding schools from both international
and domestic law perspective; the profile of the children placed therein and the living
conditions; the quality of education and extracurricular activitieseptioh measures available

for the children placed therein; quality of the medical care; administrative and technical

capacity of the reform schools and social boarding schools.
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In every annual report of the Ombudsman acting as NPM a recommendation has been
extended telose down reform schools and introduce modern and effective measures for
work with child offenders, including restorative justice and prevention, astablish a
protected social system, including a network of servicémtegrated services drtorrectional
psychaesocial and protection measures and support mechanisms) as regards children in conflict
with the law

In 2023, the Ombudsman teams from thieMNand the Rights ofChild Directorate
carried out three inspections of treform schools andocial boarding schoolsased on the
same standardised methodology to assess the presence or absence of progress in the Third
Thematic Report on the rights of childrerré@fiorm schools and social boarding schoAlsthe
Ombudsman's insistence, foloading schools were closed, including the one in
Dragodanovo, Sliven Municipality. The number of children accommodated in the remaining
three was reduced to 88 children. Most of them are victims of circumstances in their lives
poverty,lack of basic livingconditions, separated parents and/or parents who are economic
migrants abroadlhe infrastructure is in a poor condition despite the partial repairs. Investing
resourecs, financial, technical or human ones, in reform schools and social boarding schools is
inappropriate. Public authorities should instead focus their efforts entirely on the immediate
closure of these institutions and establish instead a social protection system, comprising a
network of services (integrated services and correctional psecied and protection measures
and support mechanisms) as regards children in conflict with the law.

The third thematic report on the rights of children accommodated in institutions for
children with disabilities found a series of chronic vices

- Reform schots and social boarding schosido not meet international standards
T they are of the soalled barracks type of buildings, i.e. sleeping quarters, bathrooms, toilets
are shared. Children housed in them do not have access to quality education and aredical ¢
Their relatives cannot visit them due to the remoteness of the institutions and the lack;of funds

- Correctional neasures under Article 13 of tdavenile Delinquency Adtave the
characteristics of criminal repression, i.e. their effect is in the sitipp of a sanction or
restriction.

- Lack of subsequent periodic judicial review and provision of legal assistance to
the placed children in relation to tkerrectionalmeasures imposed on them (the Bulgarian
state has already been convicted in Bwwope@an Court of Human Rightsase "D. L. v.
BULGARIA of 19 May 2016).

- The applicable legislation does not allow minors placeddareectionalcentre
to apply to the judicial authorities to have their detention reviewed.

- There is no periodic and automati@iev in Bulgarian domestic law in respect
of the detention in question.

Recommendations

For another year, th@budsman as NPM emphasizes titas necessary to adopt 4
national policy and strategy forjuvenile justice with a long-term horizon. The effors
of the authorities should be fully focused on the rapid closure of institutions for child
conflict with the law and the creation of a protected social system, including the cree
a network of services (integrated services aadectional psycho-social and protectiv
measures and support mechanisimselation to these children

1. Reform the juvenile justice system and assess the need of specialized cour
for children
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2. Repeal the Juvenile Delinquency Act in force as of 1958 and ado@idersion
and Educational Measures for Minors Act

3. Close down immediately the boarding schools and introduce modern and ef
modalities for work with children in conflict with the law, including restora
justice and preventign

4. Establish a proteed social system, including a network of services (integr
services and correctional psyekocial and protection measures and sup
mechanisms) as regards children in conflict with the law and their families

5. The recommendation on the need to takective legislative action to transpose F
Directive 2016/800 on procedural safeguards for children who are suspe
accused persons in criminal proceedings into the Criminal Procedure Code 1
relevant.

3. RIGHTS OF CHILDREN AND ADULTS PLACED IN RES IDENTIAL
SOCIAL SERVICES

In 2023, the Ombudsman as NPM carried out a total of 3 planned and 11 unannounced
inspections in social care institutions for children and adDiter the years, the Ombudsman
has repeatedly recommended that the process of deirtstionalisation of adult care be
accelerated, as the prolonged residence of people with disabilities in institutions violates
fundamental human rights and the homes themselves can be defined as places of
deprivation of liberty. However, there are still sem institutions with a capacity of over 100
pax (one with 228vax), located at a great distance from municipal administrative cearies
hospitals, with a lack of specialists to care for them. So far only nine social care homes for
mentally disabled perss and persons with mental disosland dementia have been clased
Once again, it has been established tiathomes do not meet any criteria for providing a
guality social service for people with disabilities Not only is the treatment of the people
acommodated and their stay there poor and degrading, but their fantdrmuman rights are
violated

theright to free movement and contact with the outside world;
the right to quality psychological and medical care;

the right to privacy and quality saniyaconditions;

- theright to individual care

Recommendations

1. Set forth clear criteria for removing children and adults and placing the
alternative residence care;

2. Children and adults in the course of deinstitutionalization must be prepa
advanceabout their pending deinstitutionalization;

3. Social workers and medical professionals in the places where children and
will be placed after their deinstitutionalization must be aware in advance ol
individual needs;

4. Children and adults whose aéives maintain contacts with them should be plg
as close as possible to those rel a

5. Child Protection Departments with the Social Assistance Directorates ¢
establish irdepth communication with the managers of the residerstocial
services for children;

6. New generation of social services should not be launched in buildings where

generation of social services used to be provided,;
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7. Carry out a comprehensive mapping to ensure that all buildings where social §
for children and adults are provided comply with statutory requirements, esp¢
as accessible environment is concerned

4. PROTECTION OF PERSONS DEPRIVED OF THEIR LIBERTY IN
PLACES FOR EXECUTION OF PUNISHMENTS WITH THE
MINISTRY OF JUSTICE

In 2023, theupwad trend of inspections iplaces of detentionwith the MoJ will
continuel. The report of the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CPT) on its eighth visit to Bulgaria was published at
the end 6October 2022. The CPT identifies as pressing and significangroblems of inter-
prisoner violence, the inadequate conditions in the country's prisons and detention
facilities, the widespread infestation of bedbugs, cockroaches and other pests, andltk
of meaningful and constructive activities for prisoners

The above findings are confirmed by the inspections carried out by the Ombudsman in
her capacity as NPM in 2023, which clearly demonstrates the continuing need to reform penal
policy in the prson system. 12023, the Ombudsman as NRidried out planned inspections
in three prisons (in Bobov Dol, Burgas and Varna), in six open and efggegrisorhostels
and in five detention centres. TRenbudsman carried ofive unannounced inspectionsar
signals receiveth PlevenandBurgas and three unannounced inspections in the Sofia Central
Prison,including in the Specialised Hospital for Active Treatment of persons deprived of their
liberty.

Following these inspections, the Ombudsman establiahmxsitive trend in the prison
administrationdés efforts to improve the [|ivi
overcrowding in order to comply with European requirements and standards

Nevertheless, a number of issues regarding the peaitgsiystem remain unresolved.
The problems identified in the course of the inspections conducted in 2023 and the review of
prisonersd complaitnts fall in several groups
- Complaints related to violations of the prohibition contained in Article 3 of
the Exeation of Punishments and Remand in Custody Actinsufficient living area, food,
clothing, heating, lighting, ventilation, medical care, opportunities for motor activities,
continuous isolation without anyppportunities for communication, unjustified use of
handcuffs, and other similar actions or omissions that undermine human dignity or give rise to
fear, vulnerability or inferiority
- Complaints related to reserved bank accounts in relation to enforteme
procedures against prisongers
- Complaints related tthe early conditional release;
- Compl aints related to rejections by t
requests to engage in studies or work.

The generakritical finding in this sector continudge be related to the lack of an
effective solution to gveral major problems:
- systemic deficits in the medical care of prisoners
- continuing deficits with depreciated, severely outdated and hygienically
unreliable bedding
- unresolved cockroach and bedbug problems in detention facilities, etc

122



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

The Ombudsmancat i ng as NPM has repeatedly call ec
to work and to education, reiterating its significance for the correctional and educational effect
of t he i mposed puni shment and underscoring
employment (Article 77, pagraphl of the Execution of Punishment and Remand in Custody
Act) : AWhile serving time in prison, i nmat e
Ombudsman paid special attention to Article 41, gexph 1 of the CriminalCode that
stipulates thagerving time in prison shall be accompanied by appropriate paid community
servicethereby contributing to the +education of the sentenced persons and the improvement
of their professional qualification

Recommendations

1. Take ation to permanently resolve the problems with bed bugs and cockroac
prisons;

2.l ncrease prison school sd budgets s
for their reintegration;

3. Continue efforts to ensure longer presence of medical stsiali prisons an
identify new possibilities to that end;

4. Have a procedure in place for payment of medicinal products with prison bud
funds in case the inmates avail of no funds in their personal accounts;

5. Place prisoners with established mentabisrs in suitable medicinal environmg
to be monitored by qualified specialists

5. RIGHTS OF PERSONSSEEKING PROTECTION

The Ombudsman acting as NPM conducts regular inspeciionke centres for
temporary accommodation of foreignerswith the Ministry of Interior and the centres for
accommodation of refugees with the State Agency for Refugees with the Council of Ministers.
A major focus of all inspections is to assesditheg conditions for unaccompanied minors
and the forms of support rendered to them

According to data of the State Agency for Refugees, a total of 5,702 applications for
international protection were submitted in 2023 by unaccompanied minors (cdmytre
3,121 applications in 2022). Of these, 3,843 applications were submitteddrgichihcluding
1,416 by children under 14 years of age. A total of 49 unaccompanied minors were placed in
centres for social services compred to 29 in 2022 worrying that quite often unaccompanied
minors disappear after a week or two from the efyee reception cenres with the State Agency
for Refugees and continue their journey to Western Europe using organized and expensive
smuggling channels

The inspections carried out in 2023 establishgdaving number of unaccompanied

minors in the context d persistently unresolved fundamental problems

- The Ombudsman's recommendation of 2022 has not been impleraedtstill
there is no security zone for minors seeking international protection in the Registration and
Reception Centre in Harmanli

- The Ombudsian's recommendation to inthace a sustainable policy for
protection and integration of unaccompanied mimossill relevant an assessment should be
made of the possible actions to ensure protection and support through integration of
unaccompanied mors in the community and alternative placement in residential social
servicesupon request.
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The Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria is the only Bulgarian state institution that
monitors the removal of foreign nationals who have been subjected to eccive
administrative measures (CAM) undle Aliens in Bulgaria Act (BA). Acting asNPM, she

has extensive experience in the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms related

to the status of asylum seekers and foreign nationals placed in thel dpegm@rary

accommodation facilitiewith the Ministry of Interior. In 2023, the Ombudsman monitored the
implementation of 33 coercive administrative measures on return to the country of origin,
country of transit or third country and expulsion. The mainitp teams found systematic
problems in the verification of the persorfigds of foreign nationals: the practice of under
documentation continues, especially with regard to appeals against orders for the imposition of
coercive administrative measures; lkaof evidence that foreign nationals are aware of the
content of the orders issutmt them for the imposition of @civeadministrative measures, as

well as oftheir right to appeal against theamder the Administrative Procedure Cotheslack
of eviderce that foreign nationals placed in special tempoesmcommodation facilitieare

aware of their right to legal assistance and that they have met with lawyers who have consulted
them and informed them of their rights and legal options, etc.

Unfortunately t he Ombudsmandés NPM Annual

other unresolved problems
- Persistent underfinancing and chronic shortage of personnel to ensure
quality medical service and health care for the persons placed in all categories of
inspected fcilities T prisons, psychiatric hospitals, social boarding schools, centres for
refugees and migrants as well as fantylge residential centres for children and adults

- Lack of budget financing of social activities in prisons with the MoJ social

Repor

work and reintegration of inmates remain questionable for many of the prisons in the country

Recommendations
1.

2.

Set up a security zone in the Registration and Reception Centre in Harma
unaccompanied minors seeking international protection;
Elaborate a comstent policy for the protection and integration of unaccompa
minors who have been granted refugee protection;
Endorse a sustainable policy for informing applicants for international or temg
protection about the conditions of residence in Bulgaria

Develop a longerm strategy for the integration of displaced persons
permanently grants them access to social, health and education services;
Elaborate a comprehensive letegm strategy for accommodation of the grow,
number of unaccompanied mins@n the territory of the Republic of Bulgaria, taki
into account the specific needs of the target group

Establish a mechanism for systematic control of the illegal-pasks of foreigner
at the borders, including by means of seconding extra nurhbéicers;

Establish a uniform format of orders for coercive administrative actions und
Foreigners in the Republic of Bulgaria Act, which must be countersigned [
concerned foreigner and by a sworn translator;

Set up a mechanism for systematigcalotifying the Ombudsman about upcomi
enforcement of coercive administrative actions under the Foreigners in the R¢
of Bulgaria Act;

Maintain full case files on foreigners placed in SCTAFs, including everyi
related to the enforcement of thmoercive administrative actions under

Foreigners in the Republic of Bulgaria Act
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6. PROTECTION OF PERSONS DETAINED IN DETENTION
CENTRES WITH THE MINISTRY OF INTERIOR

Another focus of the Ombudsman's work as NPM in 2023 is the protection of the rights
of persons detained gtetentinfacilities of the Ministry of Interior. The inspections covered the
largest contingent of persons among all institutions inspected in: 2028tal of 25009.
Inspections were carried out to follow up on the implementatiosra@mmendations made in
2022 in relation to the rights of minors and persons seeking or refused international protection.
In 2023, the Ombudsman carried out inspections indetentiorfacilities for detainees in the
Ministry of Interior systemThe mateal conditions in police detention facilities continue to be
poor, with insufficient day lighting and outdated infrastructure

There were separate rooms designated for the detention of minors in all inspected
detention facilities, and the Ombudsman rec@ndation for compliance with Article 2 of the
Child Protection Act was being followedhe amendments to the Ministry of Interior
Il nstruct i d&of MaanuaB/ 2@13 an the Detention, Equipment in the Detention
Facilities and the Order Therein implements the recommendation made by the Ombudsman as
regardghe mandatory participation of an attorney in cases of detention of minors

The Ombudsman, as NPRkbnsiderss a positive change that in all premises inspected,
the telephone number of the National Legal Aid Bureau is prominently displayed, as well as an
up-to-date list of lawyersmduty at the respective collegium, in order to guarantee the right to
defence of detainse
Recommendations

1. In case a pupil has been detained inh2dr police custody, officers mu
immediately inform a parent or guardian as well as the director aictianl| which
the pupil attends;

2. Comply with the requirement for mandatory participation of a lawyer in case a

Is detained;

3. Comply strictly with Article 2 of the Child Protection Act in case a minor is deta

4. Police officers working with children ust receive mandatory tailonade training.

XIV.AUDIT OF WHISTLEBLOWING AND WHISTLEBLOWER
PROTECTION ACTIVITIES

In 2023, the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria asdwameew role, expanding
its multi-facetedactivity in advocating for theghts and fredoms of citizens, i.¢o carry out
an external audit of whistleblomg work and whistleblower protection under the
Whistleblower Protection Act.

This new function became a fact with 85 of the Final Provisions of the Whistleblower
Protection Act (promugated in SGNo. 11 of 2 February 2023), craéag item 14 in Artcle 1 of
the Ombudsman Act, which extends the powers of the Ombudsman to carry out external audits
of whistleblowing and whistleblower protection activities under the Whistleblower Protection
Act. Article 30, pargraphl of ths Act lays downthat the Commission foPersonal Data
Protection(CPDP) is subject to external audit with regard to the fulfilment of the obligations
under thisAct and the correct handling sfgnalsand theprotection é shistleblowes.

The audit is carried out by the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria. The

Ombudsman shall carry out an-site inspection of the work of the unitg. an external
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whistleblowing channel, which shall include a review of compliance thightime limits for

the processing dafignals the quality of interaction between tBemmission for Personal Data
Protectionand the other competent authorities under Article 20 oAtiiethe compliance of

the registers with thAct and other aspectd$ the CHDP activities that allow for an assessment

of its effectiveness in dealing witkignals (Article 30, paragraph 2f the Whistleblower
Protection Act. Also, according to the provisienof Article 30, pamgraph 3 of the
Whistleblower Protection Acthe Ombudsman receives and examines complaints against the
CPDP from whistleblowers, including for failure to protect confidentiality of the information
contained thereior breachethereof.

In connection with these new powers, a new Directorate féxudé of Whistleblowing
and Whistleblower Protectiowas established within the Ombudsmarstitution from the
beginning of October 2023. Capacity has been built up and rules have been established for the
independent external audit of the work of the @arExternal Whistleblowing and Protection
of Individuals Authority established Article 19 of the the Whistleblower Protection Act.

A methodology has been developed to provide a framework for conducting inspections
that includes an assessment of théemmal channel's compliance with applicable law and
procedures, as well as parameters for assessing the effectiveness dBsepg@Formance in
receiving, handling, referring and providing protection to whistleblowers

The subject matter of the audfttbe GPDPis compliance with the requirements set out
in Whistleblower Protection Acbf the external complaiatchannel and includes various
aspects of the activities related to whistleblowing, protection of personal data and handling of
signals.

Thesmpeof theauditincludes

- Receiving reports: Ovewniew of the procedures and methods for receiving
reportsthrough the external channel.

- Performing report verification: Review procedures angeport flow; verify
reportprocessing times and routing; perfoindependent checks.

- Follow-up: Assessment of the effectiveness of cooperation and interaction
between the Commission and other competent authorities and atgarssunder Article 20
of the Whistleblower Protection Aatotification deadlines.

- Whistleblowing register and protection of the confidentiality and identity of
the persons concernedOverview of the measures and procedures taken to protect the
personal data of whistleblowers and the persons concerned.

- Support measures Verification of the procedures to ensure that comprehensive,
independent, free and accessible information and advice is provided individually and
confidentially on procedures and protection measyresedures to provide assistance to any
authority necessary to defend againstlration by whistleblowers

These aspects form the basis of the subject matter of theP§xternal channelidit
and focus on the effectiveness and compliance of the external channel's activities with
applicable law. Eacbhonducted auditoncludes witta report containing findings, conclusions
and specific recommendations to thelitedorganisation

As part of the new Ombudsman'’s powers, the first audit of the external whistleblowing
channel was launched in December 2023. The purpose of the aodisgess the activities of
the external whistleblowing channel of thB@P. The external audit covered all key aspects of
the activities of the CPP as the central authority for external whistleblowing and for the
protection of persons under thghistleblover Protection Actlt included a review of the
procedures and methods for receiviegorts an assessment of the methodology for referring
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reports to the competent authorities, and the mechanisms for providing protection to
whistleblowers. The externalidit also assessed the compliance of the Commission's activities
with the specificAct and whether the confidentiality regime for whistleblowers was respected.

The inspection concluded with a reporsetting out findings and conclusions relating
to the actvities of theChannel foMVhistleblowingExternal Reporting Directoratg the CIDP.
Based on the findings, recommendatiaresemade

Recommendations to theChairperson of the CPDP:

1 Establish internal rules, procedures and/or a methodology for thdioecd@ndling
and closure ofeports as well as clear rules for the application of the provision of Ar
24, paragraph 8f the Whistleblower ProtectinAct regardingndependent inspections;

2. Draw up rules on the conditions and procedures for tiogity handling of reports
of serious violations in accordance with the provision of Article Zatagraph af the
Whistleblower Protection Agt

3. Establish a methodology/procedure to ensure the effectiveness of the interact
the control authoriés with a view to the correct identification of the competent auth
and to comply with the deadlines provided for in the law;

4. Establish clear rules and procedures for the implementation of the provision
35 pargraph 1, items 1 anddf theWhistleblower Protection Agt

5. Undertake a wider public awareness campaign on how to obtain support m
and on the modalities and procedures for obtaining immediate protection undks 28t
paragrapl8 of theWhistleblower Protection Act
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. REQUESTS TO THE CONSTITUTIONAL COURT 2023

In 2023, the Ombudsman submitted a request to the @diwsial Court to declare
unconstitutionalArticle 300, pargraph3 of the Judiary Act. Case No. 21/2023 was initiated
on the requst.

The provision challenged by the Ombudsman stipulates that, in the event of a failing
grade, a trainee lawyer is entitled tofsitthe legal capacity examination up to three times after
an additional twemonth period of training under Article 29@aragraph 2, item 1According
to the Ombudsman, such a restriction on the acquisition of legal capacity upon completion of
legal education contravenes Article 4 (principle of the rule of law), Article 32gEpial
(inviolability of private life), Article 48, parayraphsl and 3 (right to work and free choice of
profession and place of work) and Article 53 (right to education) of the Constitution, as well as
the fundamental right to freely choose and exercise a profession under the EU Charter of
FundamentaRights

Restrictions that may be imposed on a fundamental right such as the right to work, or
the right to free choice of occupation @hdchoice of place of work, must always be balanced,
i.e. not only pursue a legitimate aim in the public interest, &lso beappropriateand
proportionate. According to the Ombudsman, there is no legitimate aim of the restriction
established by Artle 300, paragraph ®f theJudiciary Act.The purpose of the legal capacity
exam is to test and certify the practicallskof trainee lawyers and to prepanemfor practice,
not to test their theoretical knowledge of law, which is done through the semester and state
examinations included in the discipline of law. The effect of the provision is to penalise
prospective lawers provided they have passed the test of theoretical knowledge acquired. After
failing three legal aptitude examinations, a trainee lawyer who already has a law degree
effectively ends up with an unrecognised degree, in breach of Article 53 of thet@ansti
The third unsuccessful attempt to take the legal aptitude examination is a refusal to recognise
the higher education passed for that profession and the graduate lawyer is placed in the position
of any other person who has not undergone five yddasvdraining at a higher institution and
who is not entitled to sitor the legal aptitude examination. This renders the law graduate's
higher education meaningless. It violatesi@et48, paragrapl8 of the Constitutiomegarding
the quaranteedght to work, to freéy choose grofession antheplace of work.

The contested provision of the rules on the acquisition of legal capacity is also contrary
to EU law as it infringes the principle of proportionality. It may affect two of the fundamental
freedons established in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European :Uhefreedom of
establishment (Article 49) and the freedom to provide services (Article 56), since the acquisition
of legal capacity does not affect only Bulgarian citizens, but als@#mgy person who, as a
lawyer qualified in another Member State, has the desire and intention to establish himself on
the territory of Bulgaria and to provide legal servigeérticle 295 of theJudiciary Act.
According to the Ombudsman, with the adoptidthe contested part of Acte 300, paragraph
3 of theJudiciary Act the legislator violates the limits of the freedom of permissible restriction
on the freedom of establishment and the freedom to provide services, not only to their
unacceptable prejuck, but also to the prejudice of the fundamental rights to education and to
the free choice afccupatiorguaranteed by Article 14 (right to education) and Article 15 (right
to choose an occupation and right to engage in )woirkhe Charter of Fundamentights of
the European Unian

By ruling of 16 January 2024, the Constitutional Court allowed the Ombudsman's
request to be considered on its merits. At the time of completion of this report, there is no
decision in the constitutional case
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Following arequest by the Ombudsman to the Constitutional Court to establish the
unconstitutionality of a provision of the Road Act providing for the payment of vignette and
toll fees as a condition for regular periodic technical inspection of a road vehicle (@oorsdit
Case No. 19/2022), the contested provision was repealed at a session df thatidBal
Assembly held on 1 February 2023. The amentilido the Roadhct was promulgated in the
Official Gazette, No. 14 of 10 February 2023. Following the letn&/achange, the
Constitutional Court'suling of 28 February 2023 dismissed the Ombudsman's request on the
grounds that the subject matter of constitutional ¢ése19/2022 bemmedevoid of purpose
and that there was no legal intéresexamining it orthe merits

II. LEGISLATIVE PROPOSALS

In 2023, compared to 2022, there is a decrease in the number of complaints, suggestions
and signals related to changes in ldgml framework. The number of requests for referrals to
the Supreme Courts to initiate inter@atéve cases remains low, and signals of unconstitutional
legislation have increased slightly from previous years

Chart No. 26. Number of complaints, suggestions and signals related to changes in the legal
framework
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Among the important highlights f&023 continues to be the adoption of Bexsonal
InsolvencyAct, but so far the bill has not yet been voted on second reading.

In April 2023, the Ombudsman provided an opinion in relaticakiiti on amendment
to the Tax and Social Insurance Procedure Code published for public consultation,
concerning the execution of transactions if the owner has no obligations to the state, including
for unpaid fines

A recommendatiomvassent to the Minister of Labour and Social Policy regarding the
criteria for granhg a supplement from the pension of a deceased spouse, according to which
the survivor must have been in a civil marriage with his deceased pamgcle 84 of the
Sociallnsurance Code, but not when it concerns cohabitation.

In 2023, theOmbudsman'segislative proposal to give matriculants a second chance if
they do not pass the matriculation examinatg@iving asentrance to higher education
institutions was tabled again
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The Ombudsmaalso senhto the National Assembly a proposal for legislathanges
to theCriminal Code to criminalise acts degrading human dignity by causing physical pain or
suffering. The purpose of the proposed changes is to introduce a new offence which includes
acts that meet the definitions of tortumed degrading treatmeThe purpose of the proposed
changes is to introduce a new offence that includes acts that meet the definitions of torture,
torment anddegrading treatment.

A recommendatiorwas sent toMinister of Health and theéMinister of the Interior
requesting thaa list be drawn up of drugs thatudd showa false positive drug test, as there
wasno official list and thereveredrugs that hadn effect when tested.

A recommendationwas sent to the Speaker of the National Assembly on the
Representative Actions to Potect the Collective Interests of Consumers Bilintroduced by
the Council of Ministers on 13 April 2023.

The Ombudsman expressan opinion orthe bill for amendments and supplements
to the Condominium Management Act as the Ombudsmainstitution receied numerous
complaints related to condominium management and desrfantegislative changes in this
regard

In relation to théill for amendment to the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria
the Ombudsman pointed out irehopinion that the amendmertts the Basic Law should be
carefully and thoroughly considered and a broad public consensus should be reached.
Particularly importantwere the proposed changes to the provision of Article 150 of the
Constitution, in particular in view of the envisagedgb#ity for citizens and legal entities to
refer to the Constitutional Court a request to establish the unconstitutionality of a law, under
the conditions and in accordance with the procedure laid down in the law and the rules of the
Constitutional Court
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The monitoring of the implementation of international human rights instruments is carried
out by the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria on the basis of the UN Paris Principles and
the Ombudsman Act. Pursuant to Article 19, geaiphl, item 10 of the Ombudsman Athe
Ombudsman has the express power to monitor and promote the effective implementation of the
human rights conventions to which the Republic of Bulgaria is a party.

On the basis of constant monitoring of how the State appiternational human rights
acts the Ombudsman draws up opinions and formulates recommendations. Furthermore, in
order to fulfil rer mandate to promote and protect human rights, the Ombudsman includes in
her Annual Report a separate section in wishbk assesses both the extent to which national
legislation has been brought in line with the content of eastiention and the implementation
practices of national institutions

For another consecutive year, the Ombudsman found that Bulgaria was laggimbifehin
the process of acceding to international legal acts, which allow citizens to lodge complaints
with supranational (convention) bodies in case of their violated righ023, Bulgaria did
not take steps to accede to the Optional Protocol to the Conveon on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities and to the Third Optional Protocol to the Convention on the
Rights of the Child.

In addition, Bulgaria has not yet ratified Protocol 16 to the ECHR, which provides
for a mechanism for cooperation between theational court and the ECtHR, similar to
preliminary rulings before the EU Court. This mechanism will significantly facilitate the
harmonisation of the case law of the Bulgarian courts with that of the ECtHR andniibate
to fewer convictions.

Onceagain the Ombudsman reminds that after the entry into force of the provision of
Article 3 of the Statutory Actéct at the end of 2016, the National Mechanism for the Review
of the Compliance of Statutory Acts with the ECHR should be applied by botsdbutive
and the legislatufe A practice in which draft laws proposed by MPs are not reviewed for
compliance with the ECHR and ECtHR jurisprudence could lead to violations of international
human rights standards and further convictions of Bulgaria intSwag. In this context, it is
appropriate to consider legislative changes that provide for a prior assessment of the compliance
of MPs' legislative proposals with the ECHR when they concern fundamental rights and
freedoms of citizens

Unfortunately, the 49 National Assembly did not continue the positive practice of the
parliamentary stisommittee established in theNational Assembly to monitor and analyze
the legislation in accordance with the principles and norms of the EU and international norms
for the protection of human rightand fundamental freedoms and &malysis of the legal
implications of the decisions of the Constitutional Court.

2The obligation to review draft legislation for cplimance with the European Comttion is set out in paragraph 9
(c)(ii) of the Brighton Declaration in 2012 and is reaffirmed in the Declaration adopted at thd évigh
Conference of the Member States of the Council of Europe in Brussels in 2015 (d9{df) Gf the Action Plan
to the Declaration
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l. {t UROPEAN CONVENTI ON FOR THE PROTECTI (
RIGHTS AND FUNDAMENTAL FREEDOMS

By its norms, the ECHR providesbinding effect for mostof the rightsenshrinedn the
Universal Declaration. The ECHR is also the first Conventionto establisha European
supranationabodyof justiceto monitorcomplianceby StatedPartieswith their commitments.
Citizensof stateghat haveacceptedhe jurisdiction of the ECtHR thereforeacquirea special
partial legal personalityunder internationallaw, which consistsin the right to hold states
accountablat Europearevel whentheyviolate their fundamentatightsandfreedons

Undoubtedly Bulgaria'saccessioro the ECHR meangecognitionof its commitmentto
increasedittentionto humanrightsi rights that cannotbe takenaway, but can be violated,
trampledon and changedbeyondrecognitionif we do not continuouslydefendthem. The
ECHRIis dedicatedo fundamentatights,andtherule of law is anabsolutgrerequisitdor the
protectionof theserights, the foundatian on which this protectionrests

Humanrights,democracyandtherule of law areindivisible, unified andinterconnected;
theabsencef anyof theelement®f thistriad makesheexistenceof the othertwo impossible.
The ECHRIis adocumentwith arich historyandcontent;it unitesin a singlelegalinstrument
all thecivil, personaleconomicpolitical and socialrightsenjoyedby the citizensof European
countriesclearlyhighlightingtheirindivisible nature

Pursuanto Article 46, paragrapH of the ECHR,asa partyto the ConventionBulgaria
is obligedto implementthefinal judgmentsof the ECtHRfinding violationsof the Convention,
aswell asthoseconfirmingthe amicableagreementseachedetweerthe parties.Compliance
with an ECtHR judgmentconsistsof the Statetaking individual measuresto restorethe
complainantso their positionbeforetheviolationandincludesgeneralmeasureqe.g.changes
in legislation,caselaw, etc.)aimedat avoidingsuchviolationsin thefuture.

Theimplementatiorof thefinal judgmentsof the ECtHRIs placedunderthe supervision
of the Committeeof Ministersof the Council of Europe(Article 46(2)). The BulgarianState
hasan obligationto implementthesgudgmentsandin this respecit shouldperiodicallysend
updateson the measuregaken. The Committeeof Ministers preparesan annualreport with
informationon eachStatePartyregardingheECHR.Theimplementatiorof ECtHRjudgments
is notlimited to the paymentof the compensatiorderedoy the Court, but alsoincludesother
measuressuchasthe reopeningof proceedingsvhererelevantandthe alignmentof national
legislationwith the ECtHR caselaw. It is this approachthat providesthe opportunityto take
measuresf agenerahaturewith a preventiveeffectin respecof similar violations,sothatthe
ECHRIis notviolatedin thefuture

In thenatioral context,the Ministry of Justicecoordinatesheimplementatiorof ECtHR
judgments After 2012, 0n the basisof a decisionof the 415 National Assembly the Minister
of Justicesubmitsasummaryannuakeportontheimplementatiorof ECtHRjudgmentsin this
way, Parliamentasthe opportunityto monitor the procesof bringing nationallegislationin
line with the ECtHR caselaw andto be informedof necessarjegislativechangesSummary
informationonthestatusof casesagainsBulgariabeforethe ECtHR andcasesinderenhanced
monitoring can be found in a specialdocumentpreparedby the ECtHR EnforcementUnit®.
Information onjudgmentsvhose implementation has been completed is available in the Annual

3 Theinformationon Bulgariais availableat https//rm.coeint/1680709740
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Report of the Committee of Ministersand in he Annual Report of the Minister of Justice.

The implementation of the judgments against Bulgaria is concluded by a final resolution of the
Committee of Ministers after an assessment that the State has fulfilled its obligations and has
taken appropriate nasures of an individual and general nature.

|.1.Generalfindings on the implementation of final judgments of the ECtHR
in 2023within the meaningof Article 46 of ECHR

As in previousyearsjt canbeconcludedchowthattheindividual executiormeasuresaid
down in ECtHR judgmentsare implementedand they usually do not pose problems.The
procesf paymenif compensatiomndnotifying thecompetenauthoritiesaboutthe possible
needfor additional individual measuregfor example,reopeningjudicial proceedingsand
others) as well as the processof translationof the judgmentsand their disseminationis
coordinatedoy the ProceduraRepresentationf the Republicof Bulgariabeforethe ECtHR
Directorateat the Ministry of Justicewith strict monitoringthat the respectivedeadlinesare
observedandthatthe judgmentgeachaswide a circle of competentauthoritiesandpersonsas
possibleln addition,all judgmentsarepublishedon the Ministry of Justicewebsiteandon the
portal: http://humanrightdg.

However, the generalmeasuregshe Committeeof Ministers requireswith a view of
executingthe ECtHR judgmentsraise numerousseriousquestionsSomeECtHR judgments
revealsystemicr structuralproblemgelatedo theneedfor legislativeamendmentsr changes
in the caselaw or administrativepractice.lt is the generalmeasuresvhich are underthe
supervisiorof the Committeeof Ministersandwhich remainnorrimplementedor yearsby the
nationalinstitutions.Oneof the mainreasonss thattheimplementatiorrequiresactiveefforts
on the part of different institutionswhich, in manycasesgdo not take on time the necessary
measureso executethe judgments.The coordinationrole of the Ministry of Justiceis
insufficient to imposethe adoptionof measuresvhich are within the competenceof other
institutions.

AsregardsB u | g apragras8irs executingthe judgmentsunder the supervisionof
the Committeeof Ministersin 2023, the following main conclusionscan bedrawn

First of all, in 2023the ECtHR ruled on 53 casesagainstBulgaria. In 25 of them,the
ECtHR issuedjudgmentsfinding a violation. In 2 casesthe Court concludedthattherewere
no violationsof the ConventionJudgment®f inadmissibilityon variousgroundswerepassed
in 10 cases) caseaverestruckout, in 3 casegherewereunilateraldeclarations6 settlements
wereconcludedand27 judgmentsof convicion wereruled

Statisticsshowthat asof 2023, the total numberof ECtHR judgmentsin the execution
phaseis 170 Taking into accountthe dataas of December2022 227 judgments as of 31
December2021 173 judgments,as of 31 December202Q 165 judgments,and as of 31
Decembef019170judgmentsit is clearthatatthe momentthereis no postive breakthrough
in thecountry'spolicy regardinghe executionof thejudgmentgendered

Secondly,in 2023, 30 new convictions were placed under the scrutiny of the
Committee of Ministers. Whencomparedwith the judgmentsunderobservationn previous
years,it is clearthat therewas a steadyincreasesince 2019, which is a negativetrend that
shouldbe givenparticularattention.

Third, regardingthe compensationpaid by Bulgariain 2023, our country paid EUR
588,044in compensations significantly lessthanin 2022, whenit paid EUR 725,695,but

# Onthe websitefor informationon ECtHR judgmentshittp://hudocexeccoeint/eng
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comparativelymorethanin 2021,whenthe amountof compensatioawasEUR 452,546 ,and

nearlydoublethe amountof paymentsn 2020(EUR 320,393°. However,Bulgaria'sprogress
remainsextremelyunsatisfactoy when comparedto the progressof other countriesin the

region e.g.the amountof due compensationpaid by NorthernMacedoniain 2022is EUR

112,850

In 2023, the conclusionsmadein the previousyearsare still valid, namely:.

O«

asignificantnumberof judgmentsemainunderenhancedupervisiorfor adecade;

O«

there is also a steadytendencyof convictions, which are still under enhanced
supervisiorandunfortunatelyconcernalargenumberof ECHRtexts,which requiresa
largenumberof complexmeasure$o betaken;

0 thenumberof leadingjudgmentsonwhichthe generarecommendationsf the ECtHR
havebeenmplementeds still incomparablysmallerthanthoseonwhichno satisfactory
progresdasbeenmade

0 Bulgariacontinuedo payextremelyhigh compersationsfor violatedrights. Although
actionsfor implementatiorhavebeentakenon almostall convictionsin the yearssince
theywereissuedtheyarestill notenougho closethe monitoring,despitethe efforts of
variousinstitutionsand working grougs. For this reasonthe recommendationsf the
Committeeof Ministerson theimplementatiorof suchjudgmentshashardlychanged

0 In 2023, Bulgariacontinuedo bein asituationof beingsentencedh similar casesand
will pay greatamountsof compensationwhile thec i t i rigktsae Bot effectively
protectedThissituationis unacceptablanddecisiveactionsneedbetakento overcome
it. Asin previousyearstheOmbudsmaits committedto assistingandprovidingsupport
to the Minister of Justicethrough recommendationso the responsibldanstitutionsto

takespecificactionsin relationto the sentenceagainstBulgaria

Main recommendations

1. Strengthening the mechanisms of coordination between various institutions t
responsible for the exation of the judgments of the ECtHR against Bulgaria. The
of progress in this regard in 2B2nce again proves the need for general preveq
measures to be taken by the State;

2. The Ombudsmanods daganshowsahatimeasures shoulddeEn
to strengthen the role of the Ministry of Justice and the Procedural Representatio
Republic of Bulgaria before the ECtHR Directorate in coordinating the proce
bringing the national legislation and the practice of the institutions e With the
decisions of the ECtHR;

3. For this reason, the Ombudsman proposes the creation of an interdepar
coordination council, including representatives (experts) of all national institutions,
should be directly involved in the process of moating and monitoring th
implementation of measures to execute ECtHR convictions;

SCurrentdataasof 31 DecembeR023, source CountryFactsheet

https//www.coeint/en'welb/executiombulgaria
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4. Such a mechanism can ensure the effective execution of ECtHR judgmer
contribute to a fruitful cooperation between the competent authorities and institut
thisarea;

5. In addition, this body could significantly raise the awareness of the practice
ECtHR and the standards of respect of fundamental human rights. This will actua
to a reduction in convictions that have been under enhanced supervigierGpmmittee
of Ministers for many years

6. The alignment of national legislation and practice with the ECHR and thdava
of the ECtHR will also ensure a more effective safeguard of the fundamental righ
freedoms of Bulgarian citizens

7. A similar interdepartmental coordination mechanism should include m|
representatives of the executive

8. The mechanism would be effective, however, only if representatives of the ju
and legislative authorities are also present at its meetings;

9. Itis good for he Council to meet periodically (at least four meetings a year) s
its members can discuss the measures that should be taken, commit f
implementation, ensure the coordination of the implementation in their own instif
and provide informatio on the progress;

10. The Ombudsman should also be a part of this coordination process in her
public defender who promotes the implementation of the conventions for the pro
of fundamental rights and freedoms of individuals, as well as indepeegperts anq
representatives of negovernmental organisations

I. UN CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH
DISABILITIES
In order to monitor whether the actions of the responsible authorities are in compliance
with the requirements of the CRPD, the Qumbman's activity of monitoring the
implementation of the international instrument in Bulgaria is of decisive importance, on the

basis of Aricle 12 of the Ombudsman Act and pursuant tacketl1 et seq. of the Persons with
Disabilities Act PDA) as parbf the Monitoring Council

Pursuant to the provision of Article 12aragraph 4f thePDA, from October 2023 the
Presidency of the Council for the next two ye&sassumed by the institution of the
Ombudsnan of the Republic of Bulgaria

Monitoring Counal activities in 2023

The Monitoring Council held thremeetings in the past year, amgossibility exists for
the meetings$o be helda hybrid format

First meeting of the Monitoring Council ir2023

The meeting was held on 3@ay 2023 and the draft Anmli Report on the Council's
activities in 2022 was discussed and adopted.

The Council's programme for 2023 was discussed and adopted.
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Information was provided by the Commission for Protection against Discrimination in
relation to the replies received fraime Ministry of Health on the recommendations made by
the MonitoringCouncilwith regard to Ordinance No 16 of 30 July 2014 on the conditions and
procedure for the registration of rare diseases and on expert centres and reference networks for
rare diseasesThe difficulties encountered in the treatment of people with spinal muscular
atrophy in the countrwerediscussed.

Members of the working group for the preparation of the Communication Stiagegy
elected.

Second meeting of the Monitoring Council i2023
The second meeting was tainl SeptembeR023.

Prof. Dr. Kostadin AngelovChairman of the Health Committee of theé"49ational
Assembly was invited to the meeting to discuss issues related to the rights of people with rare
diseases and Ordinanééo. 16 of 30 July 2014 on the conditions and procedure for the
registration of rare diseases and on the expert centres and reference networks for rare diseases.

Representates of norgovernmental orgarasions related to the problems of people
with disablities and people with rare diseases also partiaipate

The Retina Bulgaria Association presented a draft amendment to Ordinance No 16 of
30 July 2014, on which a team of experts in the field of rare diseases had worked in cooperation
with representativesf people with rare diseases.

The Ombudsman streskthat she suppoddthe need to amend Ordinance No. 16, as
the problem with the registration of rare diseases serious. Due to the lack of adequate
action, the affected citizens do not receive timédgdosis, adequate treatment, rehabilitation,
aids andhe necessary support from tB@te.

The issue of the limitations in the Health Act, which prevent all people with disabilities
whose treatment started before the age of 18, from being able tousottBatment after their
18th birthdaywasraised.

In connection with the meeting on &:ptembeR023 representatives of the Monitoring
Council participated in the conference orgsad by theRetina Bulgaria Associatiorwhich
discussed the amendmentsQrdinance No. 16 of 30 July 2014 and subsedyentthe joint
meeting organisd between the Commission on Health and the Commission on Labour, Social
and Demographic Policy on the topic "Provision of comprehensive care for people with
disabilities andare diseaseghallenges and possible solutions”. The discussion also included
representatives of organisations of and for people with disabilities who are directly involved in
the rights of people with rare diseases, as well as responsible institainehsteps were
proposed and adopted to seek solutions to the problems

Third meetng of the Monitoring Council in2023
The last Council meeting for 202&s held orl DecembeR023.

The meeting is the first one after the reassumption of the Presiderey @buncil by
the institution of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria.

The meeting was attended by the MP, Mr. Andrey Runchev, Deputy Chairman of the
Transport and Communications Committee in the National Assembly, in relation to the
problems with theéack of uniform criteria for the issuance of preferential parking cards under
Article 99a of the Road Traffic Act, as well as with the possibilities for disabled people to park
near their homes.
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Prof. Dr. Maurice Greenberg presetthe challenges and pgpectives of augmentative
and alternative communication for children with communication disorders.

Possible actions in relation to the deadline for ratification of the Optional Protocol to
the CRPD were discussed. It was decided to send a recommendatioa fatification of the
international instrument as soon as possible.

The meeting wakeld in the light of 3 Decembgre. thelnternational Day of Persons
with Disabilities, in connection with which the photo exhibition "Mirrors of Love. About love
from the first personas opened

Implementation of the Convention by the bodies of the executive

As in the previous Annual Reports, this report presents findings and recommendations
of the Ombudsman on the implementation of the CRPD, which are basespentions and
analyses in relation to citizenso compl aint ¢
discussions, participation in interdepartmental working groups, reflecting the activities of
public institutions directly responsible for themation and implementation of policies related
to people with disabilities.

In order to collect the necessary information for the fulfillment of the obligations under
the CRPD, letters with questionnaires were sent to the Ministry of Labour and Sdiggl Po
and the Ministry of Health, in their capacity as bodies for the formation and implementation of
such policies.

} tBased on information fromthe Ministry of Labour and Social Policy.

In fulfillment of the activities of the National Counoil Persons wth Disabilities, as an
advisory body to the Council of Ministers, for cooperation in the development and
implementation of policy on the rights of persons with disabilities, a reypasprepared for
the period January December 2023

Concepts on bringig the Bulgarian legislation in line with CRPD

In response to the need for full implementation of the CRPD, within the implementation
period of the Action Plan of the Republic of Bulgaria for the implentiemtaof CRPD (Plan
20152020), concepts for changein the regulatory framework were prepared to ensure the
rights of people with disabilities. Detailed information on the question raised was provided in
the Ombudsmandés 2021 Annual Report

The Action Plan for the implementation of the concluding recomntem$ato the
Republic of Bulgaria by the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities- (2021
2026) does not provide for the development of specific concepts and plans for their
implementation within 2023.

In 2023, the First Report on the implernesh measures and activities for the period
20212022 envisagedin the Action Plan for the implementation of the concluding
recommendations addressed to the Republic of Bulgaria by the Committee was prepared.

For the consistent and targeted implementatiacheoNational Disability Strategy 2021
2030, an Action Plan for the period 202324 for the implementation of the Strategy was
developed and adopted in 2023.

Measures taken under the Action Plan for the implementation of the Concluding
Recommendations atiessed to the Republic of Bulgaria by the UN Committee
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The activities to be implemented under the 2023 Action Plan are mainly related to
recommendations on the implementation of Article 6 on Women with Disabilities, Article 23
on Respect for Home and FawiArticle 24 on Education and Article 26 on Habilitation and
Rehabilitation.

Application of Article 6i women with disabilities

Pursuant to 818 of the Recommendations, point "a" on the insufficient implementation
of measures to combat intersectional feraf discrimination, genddyased violence and ll
treatment of women and girls with disabilities in the courgrjationalPolicy on Gender
Equality is being implemented, which is supported by the adopted in @édaéerEquality
Act.

The National ActionPlan for the Promotion of Gender Equality for the period 2023
2024 has been developed in accordance with the Gender Equality Act and the National Strategy
for the Promotion of Gender Equality 262030, adopted by Decision No. 969 of the Council
of Ministers of 30 December 2020. This Action Plan follows the principles, objectives and
priorities of the National Strategy and covers the-ywar period 2022024.

Bulgaria continues to implement its commitments to promote gender equality in line
with the Beijirg Declaration and Platform for Action, the UN Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Sustainable Development Goals and the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the European Pillar of Social Rights, etc.

On Atrticle 23 "Respect for Home and Family"

In order to create a sustainable policy to increase the human, technical and financial
resources at national and local level to provide primary support services for children with
disabilities, and in response to § dbthe Recommendations of the UN Committee on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a policy to eliminate institutional care for children is being
implemented in Bulgaria.

With the adoption of the National Strategy "Vision for the Deinstitutionalization
Children in the Republic of Bulgaria" in 2010, Bulgaria initiated a systematic change towards
the abolition of the institutional care model for children and the closure of institutions for
children, including children with disabilities.

The process ofleinstitutionalization of child care is also supported by the Social
ServicesAct adopted in 2019, which is effective from 01.07.2020.

Mobile services for children with disabilities and chronic diseases are also provided in
the children's centre or in tlehildren's home.

The development of comprehensive policies and measures to ensure comprehensive
care and protection of children and comprehensive support to families with children is also at
the core of the Action Plan for the implementation of Coun@&cdinmendation (EU)
2021/1004 on the establishment of a European Child Guarantee (2030) (adopted byaCouncil
Mi n i sDeossiorsNd. 879 of 09.11.2022).

The Ministry informs that, in addition to the state budget, the implementation of the plan
is expectd to receive substantial financial support from the European Social Fund+ through
the Human Resources Development Programme and the Education Programme for the period
2021:2027.
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Application of Article 24i "Education”

Following the enactment of the P8ehool and School Education Act in 2016, special
schools have adopted new functions that are in line with the inclusive education policy

In order to replace the practice of segregated systems with quality inclusive education;
to develop the new functions special schools aimed at supporting the inclusion of children
andpupilswith sensory impairments, 5 special schoolspigpils with sensory impairments
hearing impaired and visually impaireé@re functioning in the system of psehool and school
edua@tion in the country, with a total number of 711 children punils

Under the "Education for Tomorrowproject financed under the Operational
Programme "Science and Education for Smart Growth", with the Ministry of Education as the
specific beneficiay, funds in the amount of BGN 2500 are earmarked for the special schools
for hearing impaired and visually impairedpils for the provision of assistive technologies:

FM systems, reading cameras, -€gatrol systems, etc. By the end of 2023, speclaals are
to be equipped with the envisaged assistive technologies.

In 2023, the now traditional international conference on "Augmentative and Alternative
Communication” was held for the fifth time by the Assistive Technology Foundation in
partnership wit and with support from the Ministry of Education.

Application of Article 261 "Habilitation and Rehabilitation"

To ensure the lonterm vision for the development of the health sector, the strategic
goals and priorities, as well as the specific politdesheir implementation, the National Health
Strategy 2030 was developed and adopted. It addresses the existing challenges related to the
health of Bulgarian citizens and the functioning of the Bulgarian health system in order to
ensure its sustainabilignd create conditions for achieving economic growth and social well
being through optimal investments for better health. The overall health sector policy includes
programmes set out in the Action Plan 22226 for the implementation of the National Healt
Strategy 2030. These aim to modernize and develop thetéomgcare, rehabilitation and
geriatric care system. This is in line with Paragraph 56 of the Committee's Recommendations.

Application of Article 271 "Work and Employment"

Activities related toaddressing the limited employment opportunities of people with
disabilities are implemented in a phased and targeted manner.

Under the National Programme for Training and Employment of Persons with
Permanent Disabilities, priority is given to persons vétid above 71% reduced working
capacity; persons with military disabilities; persons with sensory disabilities; persons with
mental disabities. In 2023, the Programme provided employment 468 persons, with 494
unemployed persons with permanent dikiiés included in new employment. On average, 176
persons were employed per month. The State bwlggs$ spent amounted to BGN 15,68,

Under Article 51, paragraph 2 othe Employment PromotiorAct employersare
encouragedo create jobs for unemploggersons with permanent disabilities.

Under Atrticle 52 of th&Employment Promotioi\ct to encourage employers to create
full-time or partime jobs for unemployed persons with permanent disabilities. In, 2683
employment of 45 persons with permanergadilities was secured, with 1 person with a
permanent disability newly employed.

The employability of the unemployed is improved by including them in a dual training
system (training through worknderArticle 46a of theEmployment PromotioAct).
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As aresult, and despite a number of challenges faced by persons from vulgeoabple
on the labour market, 852 persons with disabilities found employment in 2023. During the
year, with the activeupport of the labour offices, H)5 people with disabiliés started work
on the primary market.

To improve the general digital skills of inactive and unemployed persons, including
young people, by involving them in digital competence trainings, a "Digital Skills" operation is
foreseen under HRDP 202D27.

Unde the National Programme for Employment of Persons with Disabilities, following
the call for proposals of employers/recruitment bodies, 38 projects were funded in 2023. 127
jobs for people with permanent disabilities were creatgdstatiand adapted, wbh represents
a 2.5fold increase compared to the previous year. The total anofunnding allocated is
BGN 1,700000, which is 5 times more thamthe previous year.

Under the Programme for Starp and Development of Sedimployment for People
with Disabilities in 2023, two calls for projeatgereheld. 18 projects of people with disabilities
for starting and developing sedfmploymentwere financed, for a total amount of BGN
33081737. 18 new jobs were created.

Until February 2024, 4 projects undée Programme for the financing of projects for
the establishment of sheltered employment centres are still being implemented. In 2023, 1
projectwasfunded, wort BGN 700,724.04.

Under the Programme for financing targeted projects of specialised esdgerpnd
cooperatives of people with disabilities, contracts were concluded with 13 beneficiaries in 2023
for projects with a social focugjorth BGN 462746.

The Register of Specialized Enterprises and Cooperatives of Persons with Disabilities,
which is maintained bythe Agency forPeople with Disabilitieslists 197 enterprises and
cooperatives employing about 1,757 people, of whom 863 (49%) are persons with disabilities.
In 2023, 6 new specialised enterprises were registered.

The Ministry informs that aew Employment Promotion Act is being developed
Establishing a State Agency for People with Disabilities

ThePeople with Disabilities Agbrovides for the establishment of the State Agency for
Persons with Disabilities (SAPD), a legal entity under thegbudf the Council of Ministers
with its seat in Sofia, to coordinate the implementation of the policy on the rights of persons
with disabilities.

In implementation of a specific measure of the Programme of Governance for the period
June 2023 December 2P4, an interministerial working group in the MLSP is developing a
Concept and proposals for normative changes to increase the effectiveness of disability rights
policy (the Concept). In order to achieve efficiency as a result of the envisaged strinetngs c
for the succession ofRAto a state agency, the relevant functions and powers need to be clearly
defined. The need to amend thBAAto regulate the status and functions of §#&PAto serve
as a crossectoral platform for coordination in the deyaieent and implementation of policies,
programmes, legislative and institutional changes pertaining to persons with disabilities is
recognized.

An inter-ministerial working groupvasestablished by Order of the Minister of Labour
and Social Policy to devah proposals for amendments to Beople withDisabilities Act on
the conversion of the AHU to the SAHU.
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International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health in needs
assessment

In recent years, the &H, in collaboration with the MLSP, haakien steps to develop a
new model of disability expertise, applying an approach based on the World Health
Organization's (WHO) International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF),
focusing on functionality, potential and social inchrsmeasures for people with disabilities.
The activities in this direction are implemented within the project BGO5M9GB@ID
"Expertise of the working capacity”, financed under the Operational Programme "Human
Resources Development" 262820 with the bneficiary MLSP and MoH andadtional Social
Security Institute as partnerfs a result of the project activities, Bulgaria has an official
translation of the ICF and a Guide for the Implementation of the WHO Disability Assessment
Schedul§WHODAS 2.0).

The methodology for carrying out an individual assessment of support needs for people
with disabilities, adopted by the Council of Ministers, is based on thpdyichesocial model
in line with the ICF.

The Concept of Work Capacity Assessment under pregparahighlights the
fundamental proposals for normative changes and guidelines for the subsequent development
of disability policy to improve its effectiveness.

The need for changes in tlieople with Disabilities Acto regulate an additional
componentn the individual assessment to assess the person's capacity for work, according to
their residual functionality, is recognised. This should lead to a change in the Individual Needs
Assessment Methodology.

National Map of Social Services

The proposal for th National Map of Social Services has been developed byRAe A
in accordance with the Regulation on the planning of social services based on the analyses of
the needs for social services prepared by the municipalities and the proposals for the planning
in each municipality of the social services at municipal and regional level, which are fully or
partially financed by the state budget.

The official proposal for the National Map of Social Services was sent byRAeA
19 January 2024nce the proceduris completed, the proposal for a National Map of Social
Services should be submitted to the Council of Ministers for adoption.

Ratification of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Riglof Persons with
Disabilities

At present, the ratificatiorf the Optional Protocol to the CRPD by Bulgaria is foreseen
in the Action Plan for the implementation of the Concluding Observations of the UN Committee
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (282326), in relation to the defence of the first
nationa report on the implementation of the CRPD (CRPD/C/BGR/CO/1). According to the
set of possible solutions/measures for implementation, by 2025, the state authatitas]ly
representative orgar@tons of and for persons with disabilities, as well lastakeholders,
should draft the necessary additional legislative changes to regulate the implementation of the
Optional Protocol to the CRPD. Once this has been implemented, it is envisaged that the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs will undertake the overglteparation of the ratification process of
the Optional Protocol, to be completed before the submission of the next national report to the
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, in 20B6re is currently no change in
the timelines for rafication of the Optional Protocol to the CRPD
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On information from the Ministry of Health :
[edical expert examinations

In order to align the assessment of medical expertise more fully with the needs of people
with disabilities, the following activities we carried out in 2023:

In the State Gazette No. 10 of 31 January 2023, Decree of the Council of Ministers No.
13 of 26 January 2023 amending and supplementingOtidinanceon medical expertise
adopted by Decree No. 120 of the Council of Ministers of 2045 promulgated.

The most significant is the change in the Methodology for the application of reference
points for the assessment of permanently reduced working capacity (type and degree of
disability) in percentages. What is essential in this change isansideration of each disability
in the overall assessment, regardless of the percentages corresponding to it, and regardless of
the percentage of the leading (most severe) disability

Another inequity related to the inability to determine someonésetssistance for
persons with mental illness who are determined to have less than 90% permanent impairment
waseliminated.

The percentages of certain reference points for the assessment of permanently reduced
capacity for work and of the type and degoéempairmentwereincreased, which should lead
to fairer assessment under these conditions.

Pursuant to the recommendations of the Ombudsman, persons who were certified or
recertified in the period before the entry into force of this Decree and for wilestablishes
more favourable conditions for the assessment of disability are entitled to submit an application
declaration for recertification outside the cases provided fleegulations on the structure and
organisation of the work of the medical exjss bodies and the regional medical expertise
registersand no time limit is set for such recertification.

In the period from March 2023 until the end of the year, the work and the procedure for
amending the Regulations on the structure and organisdtibe work of the medical expertise
bodies and the regional medical expertise registers codtinue

By the end of 2023, the amending act had undergone public consultation and inter
ministerial coordination, with only the opinion of the Ministry of Finantssing, as well as
the approval of the financial justification to submit the package of documents to the Council of
Ministers.

The procedure for the adoption of the changes cordimi2024.

So far, actions have been taken on regulatory changes inahegdpertise which are
more organisational in nature.

According to MoH information, there is no clear vision at the political and-inter
ministerial level for the introduction of ICF in medical and work capacity expertise, and the
issue has not been discadetween the MoH and the MLSP, which are the beadkson the
issue.

It is noted that within various inteninisterial groups this issue is commented on, but
not with the necessary depth and expertise. The shortcomings of the current system of medical
expertise are noted, as well as the lack of incapacity assessment bodies, which medical expertise
bodies cannot be in terms of the required level of competence. Various organisations of people
with disabilities have raised thesue of theneed for a commehensive reform in this area, but a
concrete vision and proposals in this direction are lacking.
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The IT system for control of medical expert examinations

In 2024, the implementation of Activity 2 of the Technical Specification tgtogct
proposal orthe optimigtion of existing functionalities ithe Electronic System for Medical
Expert Examiantionsstarted,including activities for upgrading with new functionalities and
continuing the process of optinaison of existing ones ithe Electronic Systenfor Medical
Expertise such as: development of a module for expertise on temporary incapacity for work;
improvement of the functionalities on appeal of tthecisions of REMC and NEMC,;
development of the public part of the system, which is used by citidenglopment of
supplementary reports; processing of complaints of interested parties in relation to issued expert
decisions; automated creation of documents; sending messages from the system to interested
parties and authorities, access to electroniaich@nts; provision of the possibility to retrieve
data for user and statistical reports and control, etc.

Assistive devices, devices, equipment and medical devices for people with disabilities

With changes t@rdinanceNo. 7 of 2021, promulgated Mo. 1050f the State Gazette
of 2023 and entered into force on D@cembe023, the possibility has been regulated, when
it is reasonably proposed to include in the specification new groups/subgroups or individual
aids, devices, equipment and medical devicestghe funds provided for by the State Budget
Act andthe NHIFBudget Actfor the respective calendar year, to separate them in a separate
section and not to include them in the procedure for negotiating the value for the upcoming
calendar year. They wilbe automatically included in the specification for the following
calendar year if financial resources are provided by the State Budget Act and the NHIF Budget
Act

A committee has been constituted by an order obihector of the NHIF to prepare a
draft specification of aidsjevicesequipment and medical devicasd repairs for 2024.

In the course of its work, th@mmittee will consider how it can regulate the limits to
which aidsdevicesequipment and medical devica® funded and the inclusionrméw groups
of themin the NHF 2024 specification

Findings:

- The responsible authorities make efforts to overcome the existing problems in the
individual areas of the rights of people with disabilities

- Measures taken in the field of employment of peopith wisabilities are not
sufficient to respond to all jobseekers with disabilities;

- The measures needed are not sufficient to overcome the difficulties for people with
disabilities to be certified/recertified by the medical expertise bodies and thecsighdelays
in issuing expert decisions;

- Actions are being taken to improve the organisation of the work of the medical
expertise bodies, but not to carry out a comprehensive reform in the field;

- Measures to update the lists of aids do not contributeetanttiusion of devices
tailoured to the needs of those in need;

- Insufficient action is being taken to overcome the delay in ratifying the Optional
Protocol to the CRPD
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Main recommendations

1. To seek additional mechanisms to support the employment oflepeuith
disabilities, especially by increasing resources under the National Progi
"Employment and Training of People with Permanent Disabilities";

2. To take action to continue the reform of medical and disability expertise, incl
through the implemeation of international standards, with the active involven
of representatives of people with disabilities in broad public discussions
publicity;

3. Actions to be taken to adequately update the lists of aids and medical device
improve their quity;

4. Speed up the ratification procedure of the Optional Protocol to the CRPD

[ll.  UN CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

The National Human Rights Institution (NHRI) is mandated to promote and protect the
rights of children. This has been highlightedtbg UN Committee on the Rights of the Child,
which notes the key role that theHRI has to play in its establishment, organization and
activities to promote respect for the views of children on all issues that affect them. The
existence of an independenéechanism dedicated to the protection of children's rights sends an
important message to children: that they have rights and that there are means within their means
to ensure that these rights are respected.

The defined objectives of the ombudsman areded on monitoring the situation and
protection of children's rights in Bulgaria, working on complaints alleging rights violations,
drafting special reports, organizing initiatives and other events related to the topic, which is
carried out for the benefitf Bulgarian society. Emphasis is placed on defending the rights of
the most vulnerable groups of children, as well as working with children themselves and
protecting their right to participation. The work of the Ombudsman is based on the provisions
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (the Convention), the ratified Optional
Protocols, the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and all international and European documents
governing children's right§.he Ombudsmamonitors the implementation of theastlards of
the instruments by sending special questionnaires to the protection authorities. Monitoring the
implementation and enforcement of international treaties is an obligation that derives from the
UN Statute A, which the Ombudsman institution recgias an independent human rights
organisation that complies with the Paris Principles relating to the status of NHRIs adopted by
the UN General Assembly. The minimum standards for the work of human rights institutions
established by these Principles comthé Ombudsman not only to propose the ratification of
international human rights instruments, but also to monitor and promote their effective
implementation by the competent national authorities

In connection with this commitment, this year, the AnnugdReof the institution for
its activities in 2023 again includes the part that refers specifically to the effective
implementation of international human rights instruments, one of which is the UN Convention
and its Optional Protocols. An important asdectthe Ombudsman's assessment is the extent
to which national legislation has been brought in line with the requirements of the Convention,
as well as the implementation of the recommendations of the Committee on the Rights of the
Child addressed to Budgjia.
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The Convention is a legal document with clear obligations on how rights are to be
respected and fulfilled, and many of its articles refer to the conditions, resources, protection and
freedoms that a child needs to achieve his or her full developihpet¢atial. The Convention
does not offer children more rights than other human beings, but recognises that additional
safeguards may be needed to make sure that children have access to the human rights that
everyone has. It stands out among other intemnal agreements in that it contains the full
spectrum of human rights: civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights

The Convention is based on three categories of riglparticipation, protection, and
provisioni and is guided by four coreipciples: nordiscrimination, the best interests of the
child, the right to life, survival and development, and respect for the views of the child. The
implementation of the Convention and the Optional Protocols is monitored by the Committee
on the Right®f the Child (CRC), and every five years Bulgaria reports to the monitoring body
on its progress in implementing the rights of the child. The CRC then makes recommendations
on how to improve the protection of children's rights and often highlights wiegatvernment
has done well or failed to fully realise children's rights. These recommendations are an effective
mechanism for th©mbudsman institution in conducting monitoring, as well as for advocacy
and campaigning to raise public attitudes towardsli@m's rights

According to the UN Convention, children are real actors in the transformation of our
communities, and each one of them, with their abilities and talents, their faith and capacity, is
part of the change. Every child has a unique poteatid! it can be developed in the right
conditions, in a safe and secure environment, if they are loved and supported by their parents
and the adults who care for them. He or she must have secure access to quality education, health
care and an adequate séaactor. Children's welbeing is influenced by a range of factors,
including their actions and relationships, the networks and resources of those who care for them,
and public policies and the national context. Children need to feel that they arallistethat
the state supports their parents, and that it allocates the necessary resources for a happier
childhood. It is important how national strategies consider children in different social,
educational, financial and natural contexts

The Ombudsmanates that promises can only be fulfilled if the voice of those to whom
they are addressed is clearly heard. That is why the national human rights defender is an
important part of the authorities that must first listen to children and people, amplifying the
voice. Children and young people must be supported in their development for change to happen,
for civic energy to have a way.

Noting with appreciation the measures taken to implement the Convention, including
amendments to the Child Protection Act, faamily Allowances for Children A¢ctthe Pre
School and School Education Act, the Family Code, the Protection from Domestic Violence
Act, the Asylum and Refugee Act, the Criminal Procedure Code, the adoption of the National
Child Abuse and Prevention Progrme 20232026, the National Strategy for Child
Adolescent Health and Pediatric Care 2030, the Ombudsman would like to draw the attention
of public institutions and the public to the recommendations relating to areas of child well
being and in respect ofhich urgent action must be taken.

Indicators for monitoring the Convention

In order to ensure the sustainability of the Ombudsman's monitoring and to measure the
implementation of the Convention more effectively, qualitative and quantitative indicagors ar
proposedsince2019. The purpose of the indicators is to highlight systemic rights problems
created by actions or inactions of the responsible state and local authorities and to address
recommendations on problem areas more clearly. Ongoing measuranoemghtindicators
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enables the importance of the process of assessing the impact on children and young people's
rights, needs and interests of legislation, policies, practice and resources to be brought to the
attention of decision and policy makers. Theasweement of a country's progress through data
collection is being phased in, with only a subset of information collected from competent
authorities for 2023. Data on the different indicators are collected through both annual
guestionnaires and official ttasources in Bulgaria. The indicators have been systematically
completed in order to cover all the rights set out in the Convention

In order to collect data, the Ombudsman prepared special questionnaires which were
sent to the following protection bodigbe Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, the mtry
of Education and Scienc¢he Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, the
Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Justice, the State Agency for Child Protection, the
Commission for Ratection against Discrimination, the State Agency for Refugees, as well as
to one civil orgnisation, and this year the Community Bridges Association was chosen.

Implementation ofthe Convention by the executive
Generalimplementing measures

The Ombudmanshall review the implementation of the General Measures of
Implementation of the Convention and of the recommendations of the CRC, examining actions
taken in the area of

- Legislation

- Strengthening the capacity of the judiciary in the field of childreghgsi
- Policies and strategigs

- Coordination

In 20222023, the Ministry of Justice draftedAaendments and Supplements to the
Code of Civil Procedure(CCP Amendmens). Thiscreates conditions for the implementation
of Regulation (EU) 2020/1783 of the Epeman Parliament and of the Council of 25 November
2020 on cooperation between the courts of the Member States in the taking of evidence in civil
or commercial matters, Regulation (EU) 2020/1784 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 25 November@0 on the service in the Member States of judicial and extrajudicial
documents in civil or commercial matters and Council Regulation (EU) 2019/1111 of 25 June
2019 on jurisdiction, recognition and enforcement of jueigi® in matrimonial matteend the
maters of parental responsibility, and on international child abduction

A draft amendment to the Criminal Code has been prepared in order to fully
transpose into national legislation certain provisions of Directive 2011/93/EU of the European
Parliament anaf the Council of 13 December 2011 on combating sexual abuse and sexual
exploitation of children and child pornography and replacing Coulfreimework Decision
2004/68/JHA

ECtHR judgmentsagainst Bulgaria concerning children's rights

In 2023, several gslative initiativeswere taken in relation to ECtHR judgments
concerning children's rights.

Some of the leading ECtHR judgments concerning children's right.aaed Others
v. Bulgaria Application No. 51776/08in force since 29/02/2012)D.L. v. Bugaria,
Application No. 7472/14in force since 17/10/2016) and5.D. v. Bulgaria, Application No.
70139/14(in force since 07/09/2022). With a view to their implementation, these judgments
have been grouped together underand Othersthe implementatio of the latter judgment
being under enhanced monitoring by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe.
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In the casé\. and Others v. Bulgariathe ECtHR found violations of the Convention,
mainly due to imperfections in the regulatiohtibe Juveile Delinquency Act.The ECtHR
found a violation of Article 5, pagraphl of the Convention in respect of the placement of the
applicant A. in the Children's Crisis Centre between September 2007 and May 2008, under the
Juvenile Delinquency Actor failure to comply with domestic law.

The case oD.L. v. Bulgariaconcerned the lack of judicial control over the continued
placement of the applicgra minor child at risk, in &oarding school and the automatic and
comprehensive surveillance of her corresmomg and telephone calls.

The case of.G.D. v. Bulgaria concerned the lack of direct access to judicial review
and of automatic and periodic judicial review of the placement of the applicant, a minor at risk,
in aaboarding school between 2012 and 204i6l&tion of Article 5 § 4).

Another ECtHR decision concerning children’s rights is the cast ahd Others v.
Bulgaria (Application No. 22457/16). In that case, the five original applicants, spouses and
their minor children, complained under Articlé@ohibition of torture, inhuman or degrading
treatment), Article 8 (right to private and family life), Article 6 (right to a fair trial) and Article
5 (right to a fair trial) Article 13 (right to an effective remedy) of the Conventagainstthe
sexualviolence to which the three children were allegedly subjected during their stay in an
orphanage in Bulgaria and by the lack of an effective investigation in this respect.

The judgment is part of the grodp.Z./Kolevi v. Bulgariaand is underenhanced
monitoring. As far as individual measures are concerned, the investigation into the case has
been reopened and appropriate action is being taken. Among the general implementation
measures, key amendments to the legal framework concerning the effectivenéss of t
investigation should be mentioned.

In the field of education

One of the fundamental rights enshrined in the CRC is the right of the child to education,
promoting the development of different forms and methods of work that are accessible and
available o every child and the implementation of measures to support regular attendance in
schools to reduce drequt rates.

Changes have been madeQadinance No. 10/01.09.2016&n the organition and
activities of school education. The new proposals apoyilsin Grades 4, 7 and 1@hose
health condition does not allow them to take the national external assessment exam due to
sickness, quarantine or death in the family to take the national external assessment exam on a
new date to be determined by the MinisiEEducation

In the field of internal affairs

- Instruction No. 8121:250/16.02.2023 amending and supplementing Instruction
No. 8121378 of 24.01.2015 on the procedure for detention, the equipment of premises for
housing detainees and the order in thenm&Ministry of Internal Affairs.

- Prepared Methodological guidelines for dealing with cases of domestic violence,
including cases involving children. Sent for approval

In the field of social activities

At the end of December 2023, on the initiative of Mi®s the 49' National Assembly
of the Republic of Bulgaria, thamendedFamily Code was adopted (S®lo. 106 of 2023).
The main part of the amendments to the Family Code concerns Chapter Eight "Adoption".
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In 2023, through the Transitional and Final Prions of theProtection against
Domestic Violence Act(promulgated in S®o. 66 of 2023), amendments were made to the
Child ProtectionAct, effective from 01.01.2024. The amendments toGhid ProtectionAct
relate to the regulation of the commitmentstlog Ministry of the Interior to establish and
maintain a National Information System for prevention and protection from paedophilia and a
National Register of paedophilia cases (new Article 43a ofthlel ProtectionAct).

As of 1 June2023, the amendmento theSccial Assistance Actof 2022 are in force,
according to which the basis for determining access to and the amount of social benefits is the
poverty line for the countrgnd not the guaranteed minimum income. For 2@3Council of
Ministers sethe poverty line for the country at BGN 504 and for 2024 the poverty line is BGN
526 (Council of Ministers Decree No. 212/02.11.2023

At the beginning of 2023, aechanism for work and cooperation between
institutions in cases of children involved in paratal conflicts was implementedwith the
State Agency for Child Protection plisng a lead and coordinating role in developing and
monitoring the implementation of the mechanism.

Coordination

An interagency expert working growvas formed within the Natioal Council for
Child Protection to developraechanism for implementing the recommendations of the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Childn connection with the submission of tB& and 7\"
Consolidated Periodic Reports on the implementation of the tiN€htion on the Rights of
the Child in 2022, letteravere sent and constant liaison and communicati@s maintained
with the members of the expert group. The information received from the institutions involved
was compiled, summaad and analysed prido the submission of the combined sixth and
seventh periodic reports of the Republic of Bulgaria, which also included an annex with
statistical information and data in response to the questionnaire

The Coordination Mechanism for Interaction between Instiutions and
Organisations in Cases of Unaccompanied Alien Children or Alien Children Separated
from their Families on the Territory of the Republic of Bulgariacluding children seeking
and/or granted international or temporary protection was estabiisbedker to ensure effective
coordination and coherence in the implementation of the specific obligations of all the entities
involved in the care and work with unaccompanied alien minors established on the territory of
the country, with aviewtensuree s pect of <chil drendés rights.

Control and monitoring

In 2023, a total of 243 observations and controls were carried out, including 213
inspections and 3®bservations The number of inspections carried out was: 94 alert
inspections; 87 planned inspections3i thematic areas; 32 folleup inspections to follow up
the implementation of mandatory prescriptions issued after inspeco$theseénspections
were for violence.

Violence against children
Freedom of the child from all forms of violence

The actie participation of victims of crime in the criminal process constitutes an
important guarantee for the respect of their fundamental rights in the context of the State's
obligation to conduct an effective criminal investigation and increases the victnol'gament
in the proceedings.
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In this regard and with a view to the implementation of Directive 2012/29/EU establishing
minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime and replacing
Council Framework Decision 2001/220/JHA, act Amending and supplementing the Criminal
ProcedureCodewaspromulgated in Official JournaNo. 48 of 2 June 2023, which also makes
amendments to the Assistance and Financial Compensation to Victims ofAatime

The Assistance and Financial Compensatto Victims of CrimeAct provides for an
individual assessment of the victimwithout undue delay after the first contact of the
competent authorities with the victim. It should determinéhkigphysical and mental state as
a result of the crime suffereohd establish the existence of specific protection needs within the
meaning of § ]l paragraph 4f the additional provisions of the Criminal Proced@ede
Pursuant to Article 7garagraph f the Assistance and Financial Compensation to Victims
of Crime Act, where the victim is a child, it must be presumed that there are special protection
needs and a stalled "extended individual assessmeantist becarried out.

National hotline for children166111

The Nationalhotline for dildren of the SACP has @armonised telephone number
116111 and provides information, counselling and assistance to children. The helpline operates
around the clock through the maintenance of a Call Centre at the SACP.

A comprehensive analysis of the effectiveness and effigiehthe 116111 national
hotline for childrerwas carried out in 2023 and its findings have been taken into account by
the SACP. The purpose of this analysis is to plan adequate measures and management decisions
to improve the déctiveness of the natiahhotline for childrerand ensure its sustainability.

In 2023, there were 2860 callsto 116 111. The number of supgortsultations carried
out was 7891, 31% of the total calls received. Onesisstingaspect of the service is the test
calls made byhe children themselves, 8,613 or 33% of the total calls, and the silent calls, 1,252
or 5% of the calls.

Alerts for a child at risk. The number of alerts in 2023 received through the hotline
was1,191,107 of them from children and 1074 from adults The data shows that the highest
number of whistleblowingreports occurredin March, June, Jy| August, October and
November,with 9% for each month of the total number of whistleblowiagorts with the
lowest number recorded in May at 6%. This data shbaiscompared to 2022here is a 2.5%
increase in alerts for children at risk and compared to 2021 there is a nearly 17% increase in
alerts. This is worrying data as the line is a pkacghae reports ad supporchildren,and in
the last two years the has been an apparent rise in reports of children at risk.

Ministry of Interior data on crimes against children and reports of violence

When a report of child abuse is received, the police officers report it to the social
workers of the Child Ptectiondepartmerg of the Social Assistance Directorate. When the
Coordination Mechanism for interaction in cases of child victims of or at risk of violence and
interaction in crisis interverdn is convened under Article @®f the Child Protection Acthe
sane officersparticipate in it.

Table No. 8 Number of crimes against children and reports of violence

Number of recorded criminal offences against children (total) 1,799
Number of detected crimes againgmninors (total) 876
Child victims i total number 1893
Including
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aged under 14 years 824

minors 1,069
Premeditated murders (completemi)nor victims 3
Premeditated murderat{empted, minor victins 1
Robberies 111
Thefts 294
Drug-related crimes 3
Fornication(Articles149-150 Criminal Code) 129
Rape(Article152 Criminal Cod¢ (completedl 16
Bodily injury (Articles128-135Criminal Codé 311
Hooliganism(Article325 Criminal Codé 53
Crimes against marriage, family and yo(#ticles176-179,182193 Criminal Codé 485
Domestic violence crimes 45
Including

murder 1

bodily injury 37

Police protection

In 2023, 391 requests for police protection were received and implemented. Not always
does thepolice protectionlasts 48 hours. The distribution of placementf children is as
follows:

Family environment and alternative care
Children entered in the national adoption register and adopted children in 2023

In 2023,683 childrenwereregistered in the register of children who can be adopted
under full adoption conditions. As of Blecembe023,919 children, of whom 443 are healthy
and 476 are disabled, are registered in the register of children who can be adopted under full
adoption conditions. The number of nationally adopted children in®@2377, of which 363
are healthy and 14 are dised!

The number of nationally adopted children in 2028377, of which 363 healthy and
14 with disabilities

In 2023,164 childrenwere entered in the register under Article 113, paragraph 1, item
1 of the Family Code of children who can be adopted bggper with a habitual residence
abroad under the conditions of full adoption

Children deprived of family cae
In 2023,870children were placed in residential care services.

The total number of children accommodated in social and integrated -beeih
services for residential care as of[3&cembeR023 is3,002

As of 31DecembeR023 there are 734 social services for children and families, delegated
by the state. The total pacity of social services is BB9 places. The number of residential
socialservices is 308 with a taltcapacity of 67 users.

- 22Transitional housing for children, with a total capacity of 174 ysers
- 20Cirisis centers for childremvith a total capacity of 212 users

152



MEYICMAH
HA PENYB/IMKA BB/ITAPUSL

SUMMARY OF OMBUDSMAN ACTIVITIES IN 2023

- 266Family-type accommodation centers for children/yauttith atotal capacity
of 3,281 places.

There are also 426 social services for children and families in the community totih a
capacity of 15 322 placesicluding

- 162 community support centregith total capacity of 446 places;

- 9 community supporcentres/community centre for children and famjliegh a
total capacity of 538 places;

- 28 centres for work with street childresith a total capacity of 624 places;

- 124 day centres for children arydung people with disabilitiesvith a total
capaciy of 3451 places;

- 13 day centres for children and adults with disabilities; children and/or adults with
disabilities; children and/or adults with severe multiple disabijitigth a total capacity of 395
places;

- 57 social rehabilitation and integratioentres for children, with total capacity
of 2,003 places;

- 5 centres for social rehabilitation and integration for children with disabilities
(Early Intervention of Disabilities Programme); for children (Early Intervention of Disabilities
Programme) witla total capacity of 265 places;

- 1 centre for social rehabilitation and integration for children agé&dwith
intellectual disabilities, with a capacity of 30 places;

- 1 centre for social rehabilitation and integration for children and young people,
with a capacity of 25 places;

- 14 centres for social rehabilitation and integration; for children and individuals,
with a capacity of 470 places;

- 12 mother and baby units with a capacity of 75 places.

Foster care

As of 31Decembel023 the number of childreplaced in pofessional foster families is
1,587.

The cases of terminated placements of children in foster care since the beginning of the
calendar year as of lecembel023 are as follows

- The total number of children for whom placement in a foster lfamias
terminatedwas 760 (including 44 with th&ocial Assistance Directorate povider and 716
with a municipality provider).

Financial support for children and families

Thebenefits undeFamily Allowances for Children Acndthe Child Protection Actare
financed solely with funds from the state budget under the "Support for children and families”
budget programme.For 2023, the funds under the prograeamounted tBBGN 629,428,000,
of which BGN 594,083,000 under theamily Allowances for Children Aceind BGN
35,345,000 under thehild Protection Act

Children with disabilities

On the problems of children with disabilities and the implementation of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Ombudsman addregseific questions to the
‘Communiy of Bridges' Association. The main challenges identified by the Association are:

- the right of children with disabilities to access health facilities and services;
- children with disabilities have difficulty accessing adequate health services, and
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in some bcations are even denied any access to medical care;

- lack of a national children's hospital

- lack of a strategy to ensure the inclusion of children with disabilities;

- limited information and daton children with disabilitiesack of information on
both he profiles of children by iliness/functional deficits and the support they need;

- reforming the social support system for children with disabilities and their
families, changing only financial support;

- ensuring that all children with disabilities have tight to inclusive education,
regardless of parental wishes;

- training and recruiting specialist teachers and professionals in integrated classes
to provide individual support;

- undertaking awarenesaising campaigns to combat stigma and prejudice against
children with disabilities

Standard of living

According to NSI data as of 3December2022 in Bulgaria there ard,099,696
children aged 0 to 17 yearsnclusive, or 17.1%Bulgaria is among the countries where the
share of children at risk of povertysgynificantly higher than the EU avera@®.9% or about
314 thousand children Their share is also higher compared to the total share of the population
at risk of poverty22.9%. Compared to 2021, there is a slight increase in the share of children
at rik of poverty by 1.7 percentage points.

The factors causing poverty among children are many and of different :nlature
educational status and unemployment of parents, low income, household composition, etc. In
2022, eight out of ten children (78.4%) wh@seents have primary or no education are living
in poverty. Approximately 18 times fewer, or 4.3%, are children whose parents have a
university education living at risk of poverty. In 2022, the proportion of children living with
severe material and socprivation is 19.2% (deprivation 7 out of 13 indicators), a decrease
of 0.8 p.p. compared to 2021. Children's risk of poverty and material deprivation is also
determined and influenced by their ethnicity. According to the NSI, in 2022 the relative share
of children with material deprivation (deprived of at least one of the 13 indicators) is as follows:
23.0% of the Bulgarian ethnic group, 33.0% of the Turkish ethnic group, 76.2% of the Roma
ethnic group and 33.2% of other ethnic geup terms of the ambined indicatofor risk of
poverty or social exclusion, which has registered steady improvements in recent years, there is
a slight increase in the proportion of children at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2022
33.9% compared to 33.0% in 2021

Civil rights and freedoms
Antidiscrimination

In 2023, the special working group of the Commission for Protection against
Discrimination (CPD) adviskparents and children in connection with the filing of complaints
and reports, as well as during the protegsl They cannot be tied to a specific number as
complaints are not always filed with the Commission after counselling. In addition, the CPD
seeks to take a multidisciplinary approach in specific cases, involving lawyers, psychologists
and other professils, in order to provide effective support to those who have sought
assistance from the equality body.

In 2023, 15 cases related to children were opened at the BPOf the 13 decisions
issued,9 found direct and indirect discrimination against children.
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Educational activities

- high dropout rates

- poor quality of education, inequalities in educatigmaiformanceand outcomes
for disadvantaged children, and the segregation of pupils on ethnic grounds;

- insufficient support for inclusive education;

- insufficient access to education for refugee and asydeeking children;

- the prevalence of bullying, including cybleullying in schools, and school
violence

According to the updated medidt®@rm budget estimates for the period 2@225,
adopted byCouncil of Minig e r s 6 DNoc45%06.07r2023, the expenditure on education
for 2023 amourgdto BGN 7509.7 million or 4.1% of 202&DP.

2,681 children and pupils of compulsory mehool and school age dropped out during
the second school term. A number of actiond measures have been taken to overcome the
difficulties in the work under the Mechanism for joint work of institutions on the coverage and
inclusion of children and pupils in compulsory ys@hool and school form

- Educational mediators 1,117, with 79 inSliven, 93 in Stara Zagora, 64 in
Pazardzhik, 21 in Sofia and 92 in Burgas.
- Number of children in a nursery groug,711,
- Total number of pupils with SEN1%to 12" grades 20,725
Of them:
- in basiclevel: 8,792
- lower secondarievel: 6,615
- first high schoolevel: 3,755
- upper secondargvel: 1,563

Asylum seekers, refugees and migrant children

On the territory of the Registration and Reception Cant&ofia, Voenna Rampand
Ovcha Kupel residential areago safe zones for accommodation of unaccgranied foreign
children with a total capacity of 288 placefiave been established. The zones are administered
by the International Organization for Migration and have separate security and video
surveillance to ensure the safety of the children, offermity @4-hour care and specialized
services for the children accommodated there.

In 2023, 43 children were placed in social services. In the past 2023, 43 children were
placed in a residential service

Administration of justice in relation to children

Already in 2019, a working group in the Ministry of Justice drafted a las@wactional
measures against persons who have committed a crime or administrative offence as minors. In
view of the lack of consensus on the scope oftiliefor the correctionalmeasures against
persons who have committed a crime or administrative offence as minors, which currently
excludes childreragedunder 14 and in this regards the potentiaheed to further develop
appropriate counselling and support services in relaticghegm, as well as on tleerrectional
measure "special supervision by a foster family" propasedhe bill, and due to the
impossibility of forming a regular government in 2021 dneearly termination of the 4%

46" and 47" National Assemblied 2022,there wasio developmeniy 2023

In 2023, 26 persons were sent to @arectional Home for Juvenilesattached to the
prison in the city of Vratsa, of whom three were released and one was transferred to the prison
in the city of Vratsa. The amount thfe penalty is as follows
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- uptolyeai 12persons

- upto 2 year$ 7 persons

- upto7yearsi 1person

- from 7 years and 6 monthisl person
- 10 years 2 persons

Table No.9. Number and type of crimes and asticial acts committed by children inZ

Number of solved crimes committed byminors and children agedunder 4796
14 (total) '
Of theseby childrenaged under 14 1,317
by minors 3,479
Identified perpetratar(suspect minors anchildrenaged under 14 total 4,051
Of these
children agd under 14 1,230
minors 2,821
Premeditated murders (completed 2
Premeditated murders (attempts) 2
Robberies 2981
Thefts 2,264
Of these:
Breakins 160
Pickpockes 43
From homes 290
From stores 919
Of motor vehicles parts and items 85
Of agricultural producs, livestockand poultry 387
Drug-related crimes 501
Fornication (Articles149450 Criminal Code) 14
Rape (Article152 Criminal Code) (completed) 3
Baodily injury (Articles128135 Criminal Code) 219
Hooliganism (Article325 Criminal Code) 141

The number of juveniles convicted for the production, possession, distrilzgroage
of drugs (Article 354a of the Criminal Code) is 442, for incitement to use drugs (Article 354b
of the Criminal Code)2 minorsand for growing plants (Article 35df the Criminal Code)3
minors.The transport crimes with victimgho are minors or children aged under(Adticles
340-344 of the Criminal Codehclude220 transportnanslaughtexr(Article 343, paragraph 1,
point (c),paragraph 2point (b), andbaragaph 3 of the Criminal Code).

Findings:

- The responsible institutions are making efforts to address the existing problems in
the different areas of children's rights;

- measures have been taken to implement the Convention, including through changes
in legisldion, plans and strategies;

- the Statutory Instruments Act is not effectively implemented with regard to prior
impact assessments of new or amended legislation on children's rights;
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- reforms in the area of juvenile justice and protection of disadvantagkehlechi
including Roma, refugees, migrants, have not been completed;

- amechanism for monitoring and evaluating the adequacy, efficiency and fairness of
the allocation of resources to implement the Convention has not been established and
implemented,;

- a sustmable system of mandatory training on the rights of the clofdthe
Convention anan the Optional Protocols for all professionals working for and with children
has not been established;

- insufficient capacity of professionals to apply the principlehef best interests of
the child;

- children's views are not systematically taken into account in decisions affecting
them;

- children's access to fair and just justice is not ensured;

- adequate legal representation is not provided to children whose parertisoaict a
and support is not provided to their caregivers;

- noeffective support for children in cases of parental conflict;

- no resources are provided and regulated to support families in vulnerable situations
to prevent child abandonment, especially for Rohiklen and children with disabilities;

- thefoster care system is not strengthened through sustainable funding;

- the child mental healtare system has not been developed and a child mental health
strategy has not be@taborated;

- health and sexual educatis not included in compulsory school curricula;
- antipoverty measures are not aligned with a child ridgaised approach.
Main recommendations

1. Ratify the Third Optional Protocol to the UN Convention on the Rights of the C

2. Introduce a mechanism toviolve children in the development and implementa|
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development policies;

3. Adopt a National Strategy for the Child;

4. Develop a specific child rights impact assessment procedure for every |
regulation and administige decision related to children;

5. Establish a mechanism to monitor and evaluate the adequacy, efficiency ang

of the allocation of resources for the implementation of the Convention a

Protocols;

Improve data collection to cover all areas of @mvention;

Ensure all children have access to independent complaints mechanisms in ¢

detention and custodial settings, residential services, foster care

8. Establish mechanisms for monitoring the quality of inclusive education and en
that chiblren with special educational needs are recognized as a target groug
National Inspectorate of Education, thus making inclusive education subj
quality assurance standards;

9. Develop targeted measures to address the problem of higlodrogatesof children
with disabilities from the education system and ensure the right of allertal and
special needs children to inclusive education in mainstream sghools

10.Provide systematic and compulsory training on the rights of the child, th
Conventionand the Optional Protocols for all professionals working with chilg
and introduce special classes in higher education;

11.Implement systematic reforms in the areasjwfenile justice, protection o
disadvantaged children, including Roma, refugees, migya

RlC?
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12.Improve the coordination of the work of institutions in the implementation o
Coordination Mechanism for Unaccompanied Refugee Children and the reco
of the Mechanism as a working instrument of a binding nature. Encourag
signing of theCM by all actors involved in the process;

13. Establishment of a model and practices for the placement of unaccompanied
national children in children's social services and the implementation of a h
support method reflecting their special needs.

IV.  UN CONVENTION AGAINST TORTURE AND OTHER CRUEL,
INHUMAN OR DEGRADING TREATMENT OR PUNISHMENT

The UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment (the Convention) was adopted by the General Assembly on 10 Bet88%b
and entered into force on 26 June 1987.

The Convention is the most significant international human rights treaty to insist on the
universal abolition of torture and completes the process of codifying the fight against torture.

The main idea of th€onvention is to unite States in their fight against torture by taking
positive action to prevent it at both national and international levels. Specifically, the
Convention requires States Parties to criminalize torture as a form of offence in th&ialnatio
legislation. In addition, the Convention establishes an international mechanism to monitor the
implementation of its provisions, the UN Committee against Torture.

The Convention introduces two types of obligations on Statesitive and negative.
Negdive obligations require eac8tate to refrain from all forms of #reatment.All acts
containing the characteristics of torture should be criminalized and prosecuted as crimes
in the domestic law of eacl$tate.

Positive obligations are linked to the gdimn of concrete measures to prevent torture
(legislative, administrative, judicial, provision of training for staff in places pfidation of
liberty or others). In cases where a violation of the prohibition of torture has occurred, States
should enswe that victims are fairly and adequately compensated.

On 18 December 2002, the UN General Assembly adopted the Optional Protocol to the
Convention. The purpose of the Optional Protocol, in force since 22 June 2006, is to strengthen
the protection of perss deprived of their liberty against torture and other cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment and to establish a preventive system. One element of the
preventive system is thestablishment and maintenance of an independent NPKbr the
prevenion of torture and iltreatment at national level

With the amendments to the Ombudsman Act in 2012, the Ombudsman of the Republic
of Bulgaria began to perform the functions of the NPM in accordance with the Optional Protocol
to the Convention. In this I®, the Ombudsman carries out annual monitoring of places for
serving imprisonmentunder the Ministry of Justice, places of detention of persons in the
structures of the Ministry of the Interior, special homes for accommodation of foreigners under
the Migration Directorate and registration and reception centres of the State Agency for
Refugees under the Council of Ministers, residential social services for children and adults,
public psychiatric hospitals.

The main recommendations made by the Committemstgeorture in the framework
of the " Periodic Report continue to be valid in 2023.
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The Committeenotesthat the Bulgarian legislation still does not contain a legal
def i ni ti on, inotlie meaniogrof Article d of the Convention. According Hatt
provision, torture should be understoodaag/ act by which severe physical or mental
suffering or pain is intentionally inflicted on a personin order to obtain from him or her or
from a third person information or a confession in order to punistohiner for an act which
he or she has committed or is suspected of having committed, or for any reason based on
discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of,
or with the explicit or implicit consent of naofficial or other person acting in an official
capacity.

In 2023, the Ombudsman submiied a proposal to the National Assembly to amend
the Criminal Code to criminalize acts that have the characteristics of torture by
introducing a new offence.The basiccomposition of the proposed wording provides for the
criminalization of acts in which a person knowingly uses force against another person or inflicts
physical suffering or pain on him in a manner or by means which manifestly humiliate the
human dignity othe victim, oppress him or cause him severe stress, mental pain or a feeling
of inferiority, helplessness or fear, or places another person in a position or holds him in a
position which manifestly degrades the victim's human dignity, oppresses hims taumse
severe distress, mental pain or a feeling of inferiority, helplessness or fear. More serious
offences are also provided for in cases where the act was committed by an official in the course
of or in connection with the performance of his or her dutiefunctions or with his or her
express or tacit consent; in respect of a pregnant woman, a minor or more than one person; in a
manner which is particularly distressing to the victim; or under conditions of domestic violence.
To date, there is still a Igislative gap with regard to this type of acts and there is still no
legal definition of "torture".

Next, the Committee draws attention to the problems witihd@# detention. The
Bulgarian State should ensure that all basic legal guarantees for det@iega®vided in
practice, not just in law

Every detainee must be given access to a lawyer from the outset of detention. The
Committee expresses its concern that, in a large number of cases, detainees do not have access
to a lawyer from the outset of tlkeiminal proceedings against them, and that even if they are
provided with a lawyer during the 2¥bur detention, the meetings take place in the presence of
a police officer. Another problem is that very often arrested persons are not informed of their
rights. Medical examinains are often carried out detention facilitiesand are not reflected in
medical records

In 2023, the Ombudsman carried out inspectiond accommodation facilities for
detainees in the Ministry of Interior system Material and Wing conditions in detention
facilities continue to beunsatisfactory, with poor access to daylight and depreciated
facilities.

As a positive changean be notethe amendments introduced in Instruction No. &21
78 of 24 January 2015 on the proceduredigtention, the equipment of detention facilities and
the order in which they are used in the Ministry of the Interior, which implemented the
Ombudsman’'s recommendation on thendatory participation of a lawyer when the
detainee is a minor

TheOmbudsmanas the NPM, considers as a positive change the fact that the telephone
number of the National Bureau of Legal Aid is placed in a prominent place in all inspected
premisestogether withan upto-date list of the lawyers on duty at the relevant collegéghvh
guarantees the right of defenof detainees
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The Committee also notes the problem of excessive use of force (in particular in prisons
in Sofia and Burgas) and in police detention premises. The Committedextsifiesthe poor
conditions in placesfadetention, specifically pointing to problems related to infrastructure,
overcrowding, lack of hygiene and proper sanitation facilities, insufficient access to water,
inadequate heating, as well as the lack of trained Stadf Committee stresses the lpisms of
healthcare in prisons, in particulahortage of medical staff; difficult access to medicines;
poor quality of medical examinations; limited access to psychiatric care; lack of special
care regarding prisoners with physical and/or mental disabilies; lack of measures to
address widespread drug use and related problems such as HIV and hepatitis.

In 2023, the Ombudsman, iretrcapacity as NPM, cded out planned inspections in 3
prisons (Bobov Dol Prison, Burgas Prison and Varna Prison), in 6 aperclosed prison
dormitories and in 5 detention facilities. The Ombudsman carried out 5 unannounced
inspections irthe prisons in Pleven and Burgas and 3 unannounced inspections in the Sofia
Central Prison, one of which was carried out in the Speciatipegital for Active Treatment
of Prisoners. In the course of the che&stemic deficits in the medical care of prisoners
were found; continuing problems with depreciated, highly outdated and hygienically
unreliable bedding; the presence of pests in pt&s of deprivation of liberty, etc

Key recommendations made by the Ombudsman in relation to systemic problems in

prisons are

- To undertake efforts to solve the problem with cockroaches and bedbugs in places
of deprivation of liberty

- The budget for schais in places of detention should be increased, as the training
and education of prisoners is an important part of their reintegration;

- Continue efforts and seek new opportunities to ensure a longer presence of medical
professionals in places of detention.

- Arrangements should be made for the payment of medicines from prison funds
where it is found that there is a shortfall in prisoners' personal accounts;

- Prisoners with identified mental disorders should be placed in an appropriate
medical environment, undéhe supervision of qualified professionals.

Anot her i mportant topic refl ectmablemmsn t he
of social institutions The Committee expresses its concern that persons with mental and
psychosocial disabilities ipublic and municipal medical institutions continue to have limited
legal capacity and lack adequate procedural and substantive safeguards. Another problem
reflected in the Committee's reportle lack of sufficient independent monitoringof these
types of infitutions, as well as the remote areas in which the institutions are located. The
Committee also addresses the problemthedf excessive use of medication to restrict
movements the forced application of irreversible psychiatric therapies, and violencegamon
patients, including seliarm. Lastly, the Committee draws attentiontie problem of
material conditions in some institutions, which amount to inhuman and degrading treatment
(poor hygiene, poor access to sanitary facilities, etc.).

Betwean 2022 and 223, the Ombudsmanaried out a total of25 unannounced
inspections in psychiatric facilities and residential social services centre$he issue of
protecting the rights of persons with mental iliness is particularly acute. The Ombudsman, in
the exercise foher functions as NPM, carries ouhr@ual monitoring of publigsychiatric
hospitals PPH), mental health centres (MHC) and social care facilities for persons with mental
disorders. For the purposes of the Conventmrlic psychiatric hospitals are pla@s of
deprivation of liberty, as some patients are placed there by court orders and cannot leave
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voluntarily. The Ombudsman, as the NPM, therefore takes particular care to ensure that torture
and other forms of inhuman or degrading treatment are not ctedritthese places.

During the inspections carried out, the Ombudsperson found systemic problems in the
PPHsthat were incompatible with the basic standards for protection from torture and other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, such as

- degrading material living conditions public psychiatric hospitals;
- chronic patient malnutrition due to a flawed funding model;

- deteriorating quality of medical care;

- lack of staffing and sustainable policies to address it;

- lack of social services tcelp reintegrat®PHpatients

With regard to the excessive use of restraining measures, the Ombudsman, as the NPM,
recommended that the Ministry of Health review Ordinance No 1 of 28 June 2005 on the
procedure for the application of temporary physical regst measures to patients with
established mental disorders and draw up a protocol for the application of the coercive measures
of 'immobilization’ and ‘isolation’, clearly indicating the duration and frequency with which
patients may be isolated and fikior a period of 24 hours and specifying the grounds on which
these measures are applied.

The Committee also draws attention to issues relating to the situation of asylum seekers
and migrants. The Committee stresses that States parties should enspeestitad seeking
international protection are not subjected to arbitrary detention, that judicial review of detention
should be ensured and that alternatives to detention should be provided. Another major problem
identified in the Committee's report is thegistration of unaccompanied children as
"accompanied" by adults to whom they are not related. The Committee draws attention to the
need to improve material conditions in reception centres in order to ensure an adequate standard
of living, and to reduce wercrowding in detention centres for migrants, in particular in
Busmarsi and Lubimés.

Each year the Ombudsman, ierltapacity as NPM, carries out inspections in the
temporary accommodation centres for foreignersinder the Ministry of Interior and in the
refugee accommodation centres under the State Agency for Refughethe Council of
Ministers. The main focus of each inspection is an assessment of the conditions under which
unaccompanied minors live and the forms of support provided Inspections in @23
identified an increasing number of unaccompanied minors The Ombudsman's
recommendation on the need to introduce a systematic policy for the protection and integration
of unaccompanied children remains relevant

In 2023, the Ombudsman monitored the liempentation of 33 coercive administrative
measures on return to country of origin, transit or third country and expulsion. The monitoring
teams found systematic problems in the verification of the personal files of foreigners

- incomplete documentation, pecially as regards appeals against orders imposing
coerciveadministrative measures;

- thelack of evidence that foreign nationals are aware of the content of the orders
issued to them for the imposition ofesciveadministrative measures, as well as @irthight
to appeal against them under &kaministrative Procedure Code;

- the lack of evidence that foreign nationgidaced in special temporary
accommodation homese aware of their right to legal assistance and that they have met with
lawyers who havadvised and informed them of their rights and legal options
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In view of the ongoing military conflict in Ukraine, the Ombudsman.encapacity as
NPM, closely monitors the rights of persons granted temporary protection. In 2023, in a letter
to the Natimal Assembly, the Ombudsman expressadshpport for the proposal made by the
MPs to carry out a study on the needs, social and financial status of displaced persons from
Ukraine, on the basis of which different groups of needy persons would be defimdddio a
specialized support mechanism would be developed. The introduction of such a mechanism is
of utmost importance insofar as it would contribute to the durable and sustainable integration
into Bulgarian society of vulnerable groups of persons atititéde their access to a range of
social services and medical care

V. CONVENTION ON THE ELIMINATION OF ALL FORMS OF
DISCRIMINATION AGAINST WOMEN

The UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
was adopted in 1979 anddiaeen in force in Bulgaria since 1982. By accepting the Convention,
our country undertakes to include the principle of equality of men and women in the
Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria or other relevant legislation; adopt appropriate
legislative ad other measures prohibiting any discrimination against women; to establish legal
protection of the rights of women on an equal footing with men and to ensure, with the help of
the courts and other state authorities, the effective protection of womenrstagay act of
discrimination, etc

In fulfillment of the international and European commitments undertaken, the principle
of equality has been introduced in the Bulgarian legislation. Yet, differences still exist in
womends and mends meumpmi remumeeation and pensions heeeivea, in
decisionmaking, in the distribution of household duties and in caring for dependent family
membersFor the Ombudsman, the current Equality between Women and Men Act is rather
formal and does not propose nawangements that correspond to the level of development of
social relations and does not regulate the basic mechanisms for gender equality. It is rather
declaratory in nature, witho significant practical effect

Equality between women and men is imtpat for achieving national objectives of higher
economic growth and employment levels, equal opportunities and social cohesion.
Implementing the right to work, ensuring equal access to employment and empowering women
are among the priorities of the Refialof Bulgaria

The response of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy states that the National Action
Plan for the Promotion of Equality between Women and Men for the periodZ2223has
been developed in accordance with the Equality between Wamdévlen Act and the National
Strategy for the Promotion of Equality between Women and Men-202Q, adopted by
Decision of the Council of Ministers No. 969 of 30 December 2020. This Action Plan follows
the principles, objectives and priorities of the NiadilbStrategy and covers the tyear period
20232024. It aims to implement the unified policy on gender equality through the measures
included by various institutions and organisations, structured around five priority areas: gender
equality in the laboumarket and equal economic independence; reducing gender pay and
income gaps; promoting gender equality in decisiaking processes; combating violence and
protecting and supporting victims; and overcoming gender stereotypes in various areas of public
life andsexism.

The National Action Plan sets out measures for better reconciliation of work and private
life and for providing employment to unemployed persons by providing childcare opportunities,
encouraging employers to hire unemployed persons, demgldpe skills of unemployed
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women through vocational training to increase their participation in the labour market, etc.
Measures aimed at reducing gender gaps in income and promoting an equal degree of economic
independence are included. Taking into actdbe importance of combating violence as one
aspect of gender equality policy, measures are envisaged relating to the provision of social
services to victims of violence. Awarengsssing measures, media monitoring, etc. are
planned to overcome existiggnder stereotypes in various spheres of public life.

Implementation of the Plar ensured within the limits of the appropriations approved
in the budgets of the responsible institutions, as well as by alternative funding from other
sources. ThéPan is an open document, and institutions and organisations can implement
additional measures to promote equality between women and men. The reporting was done
through a report on gender equality

In a communication from the European Commission, Bulgaria rank8" in the EU
on the gender equality index with a score of 60.7 out of 100, which is 7.9 points below the
EU average

In our country, a serious problem emerges that women more often than men are
employed partime, work more at home or are engagedthepdypical forms of employment.
This in turn leads to lower pay levelhere is also an uneven concentration of women and men
in the different sectors of the lalmamarket, for the regulation of which adequate measures have
not been taken

Women arestill mainly responsible for childcare, elderly and dependent family
members, which directly reflects the fact that women have less free time than men. Women
have to be absent from work more often for family reasons, which also has a negative impact
on ther career development and growth. More women are employed in the health and
education sectors, unpaid care and domestic work, making them more vulnerable to the effects
of the pandemic. In many areas, women are still earning less than men for the sknamavor
this has a direct impact on the pensions they receive. For example, data in afrépert
National Statistial Instituteon the poverty line and social inclusion for 2022 shows that the
highest relative share of the poor is among-peeson housetids with a person aged 65 or
over (61.3% in 2022) and one person in the household who is female (56.2% in 2022). Among
singleperson households, the risk of poverty for women is 21.9 percentage points higher than
for men. It is undeniable that increasimgmen's participation in the labour market contributes
to a positive impact on the econongnablesvomento shape their own lives, play a role in
public life and be economically independent

Unfortunately, the principle of gender equality is also vialdig public statements that
are sexist, incite hatred, and most often lead to blocking action to combat-gasddviolence
and gender stereotypes. Existing gender stereotypes are a major cause of gender inequality and
affect all areas of society. Stetgoical expectations that are based on norms about women and
men, about girls and boys, limit their opportunities to participate in public life, restrict their
freedom of choice for decisions in their own lives and must therefore be eliminated. This
includes as measuresiucating boys and girls from an early age on gender equality issues, and
supporting the building of newiolent relationships

THE OMBUDSMAN IN PROTECTION O F THE RIGHT OF ACCESS TO
HEALTH CARE OF PREGNANT WOMEN

For years in our country ¢ine has been a problerhtbe right of access to heatidre of
uninsured women whose pregnancies are not monitored by specialists, they give birth without
monitoring their pregnancies and without the necessary examinations. Resolving this problem
has beem priority for the Ombudsman in the work of the institution over the years, and in view
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of the problems identified and in order to protect the right of pregnant women to access quality
healthcare, the Ombudsman recommends that the Minister of Healtlttiaketa regulate the
possibility of conducting a greater number of examinations and tests during pregnancy, also
covering the beginning of pregnancy, which would be of great benefit for the prevention of
complications, their timely diagnosend treatmentdiscuss different options to ensure that
uninsured pregnant women have access to medical care, with at least four examinations and
basic tests included in their package

The changes in Ordinance No. 26 of 2007 emutérto force onl January2023 and
include: providingnpatientmedical care, increasing the number of preventive examinations
during pregnancy monitoring to four and providing a package of medi@ghosticests.

According to the information of the Ministry of Health, in 2023825 exanmations
were reported undeédrdinanceNo. 26,and728 doctors worked during the year under it. The
funds paid by the NHIF with transfer funds from the MoH for obstetric care provided to
uninsured women amounted to BGN 11,189,727. BGN 8)089were apprad in the NHIF
Budget Actfor 2024 for activities of uninsured persons. The number of cases reported by
hospital care institutions und€rdinanceNo. 26 under clinical pathwafpO05.2 "Normal
delivery" is 3,573 and under clinical pathw®05.2 "Caesareasection” 1,394.

After the amendments came into force, the Ombudsman was aware that a team of NGOs
carried out a survey on attitudes to the changes, and only two of the doctors surveyed were not
aware of them. Most of them also expressed positive attitodesds the new measures, but
some of the doctors said that for them the problems were deeper and lay in "the lack of

information about Roma", "the attitude of the state towards doctors and the lack of health
education in schools".

Doctors who have refesl to work under Ordinance No. 26 cited as reasons for their
refusal: long delays in payments from thidIF; problems with the software that does not allow
reporting on activities under th@rdinance; and serious bureaucracy and administrative
obstacles imeporting.

Based on these findings, the following recommendations are:made

- an analysis of the implementation of Ordinance No. 26 be carried out, taking into
account the difficulties in its implementation.

- itis necessary to prepare information mate to reach women at risk, and to facilitate
bureaucratic and administrative activities for doctors working under the Ordinance, by easing
the procedures for reimbursement for activities carried out under the Ordinance;

- resolve software problems withe issuance of referrals to uninsd pregnant women,
anddiscuss the possibility of increasing the number of examinations to 8 and expanding the
package ofests.

On the recommendan of the Ombudsman, the NHEent a letter to the directors of
the Regional Health Inspectoratds carry out inspections of outpatient medical facilities in
2024 regarding the scope and procedure for providing preventive examinations and tests to
uninsured women in accordance wiindinanceNo. 26. Draft leaflets, postergjckers and
videos have been prepared focusing on maternal and child health and conducting health
information campaigns among risk groups

THE OMBUDSMAN IN DEFENCE OF VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

The Ombudsman has repeatedly insisted on the adoptionrefdecisive measures to
combat domestic violence, including at the legislative level. After several attempts to amend
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legislation in this area, amendments to the Proteety@nstDomestic Violence Act becanase

factin 2023. Already during the discussiofthebills, the Ombudsman supported the proposal

to establish a national body to coordinate, monitor and evaluate policies and measures to
prevent domestic violence and improve interaction between the various state bodies and
organisations involved irhe problem.

According to data from NGOs and media publications (official statissic®t yet
available),in 2023 at least 21 womamerekilled by men in Bulgarid.It is undeniable that in
recent years, especially in the context of the global panddr@i©WID-19, cases of domestic
violence have been on the rise and it is therefore imperative that more efforts are made to
understand why and how violence occurs and to take the necessary measures to address it. Such
measures are all the more necessary twogounter the growing problem, and the adoption of
legislative changes was imperative

In her opinion, theNational Ombudsman has repeatedly expressegport for the
proposed amendments to fbgal frameworkwhich

1. Broaders the range of victims of domséc violence who may seek protection
under the ProtectioagainstDomestic Violence Act;

Facilitates access to justice;

3. Provides for Bw measures for protection from domestic violence, and
introducesmechanisms to prevent abuse of the law;

4. Proposs the esablishment of a national body to coordinate, monitor and
evaluate policies and measures to prevent domestic violence and improve
interaction between the various state bodies and organisations involved in the
problem. Its functions, its composition, thatitutions and persons who will be
able to participate in its meetings are regulated;

5. Provides for the establishment of a coordination mechanism, which establishes
rules of action and coordination between the competent authorities and
organgations, thus msuring reliable, timely and adequate protection of persons
who suffered violence;

6. Provides for the establishment and maintenance of an information system and,
as part of it, a national registry

7. Sets forthprevention and protection programmes, as welpasialised services
providing protection and support to victims of domestic violence;

8. Expandthe range of persons who may initiate court proceedings for a protection
order;

9. Regulats the possibility of providing free legal aid to victims, strengthening
the court's duty of care, and introducing the requirement for the court to carry
out a risk assessment;

10.Increass the time limit for applying for protection from domestic violence,
which under current law is one month

The Ombudsman insists that the cdiati of systematicity for the qualification of an
act committed in the context of domestic violence should be abolished. The condition of
systematicity means that the victim of domestic violence must, in at least three separate cases

6 http:// spasenaorg/ bg/ media monitoring
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of domestic violencdake legal action and obtain protection from domestic violence. However,

it is undeniable that domestic violence can manifest itself as a single act and that extremely
serious harm to the victim can follow. This creates difficulties in protecting thes roghthe

victim, as she is in a vulnerable position, dependent on the perpetrator, and may not always be
able to take action to protect herself.

The Ombudsman's opinion was taken into account during the deliberations on the
bill for amendments and supplerants to the ProtectioragainstDomestic ViolenceAct and
in the latest amendments to the Criminal Code the condition of systematicity was
removed, as the legislator gave due importance to the effective fight against all forms of
domestic violence and a chr signal to society about the social importance of the problem
and that it will not tolerate domestic violence.

It should be noted that afténe adoption of the amendmentsti@ Protection from
Domestic Violence Act, promulgatén SG No. 66 of 2024 specialisd permanent collective
and advisory body for the implementation of the state policy on prevention and protection from
domestic violence, i.ethe National Council for Prevention and Protection from Domestic
Violence (National Councilis createl.

The National Council is a collective body whose composition is explicitly specified in
the DPAA and includes, in addition to the representatives of the executive and the judiciary,
representatives of ngorofit legal entities(NGOs) that carry out asfities for the prevention
and protection from domestic violence. The administrative, technical, organisational, expert
and financial services of the National Council are provided by the Administration of the Council
of Ministers (ACM) and in this regard¢hACM has taken action to prepare and adopt by the
Council of Ministers the Regulations on the Structure, Organisation and Activitidee of
National Council A new unit was established under the Secretary General of the Council of
Ministers, the Departméifor Prevention and Protection from Domestic Violence, Cooperation
on Ethnic and Integration Issues and Interaction with Civil Society, to act as the Secretariat of
the National Council

At the time of writing, the procedure for selecting the NGOs wihegeesentatives are
members of the National Council has already been completed.

By Decision No 606 of the Council of Ministers of SkptembeR023, Ms. Maria
Gabriel, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Foreign Affairs, was appointed Chairperson
of the National Council. The first meeting of the National Council was held on 21 February
2024

Technical documentation for the development and maintenance of the National
Information System for Victims of Domestic Violence is in the process of being dedglope
which is of particular importance for the implementation of the interaction between the National
Council, the different responsible institutions and NGOs in the implementation of the policy
for prevention and protection from domestic violence and therdimation Mechanism for
Assistance and Support to Victims of Domestic Violence.

For the development of the Coordination Mechanism, a working group was formed by
order of the Minister of Justice, which completed its work and submitted the draft dodcament
the National Council for consideration and approval.

A working groupwasformed by order of the Prime Minister to prepare proposals for
amendments to the Regulations by 30 April 2024 to bring them in line with the changes to the
Protection from Domest Violence Act.
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The preparation of the National Programme for Prevention and Protection from
Domestic Violence is to be preceded by the identification of priority activities for funding, in
accordance with Article 6paragraph ©f the Protectioragairst Domestic Violence Act, and
stakeholders are expected to submit proposals for priority activities to be considered and
approved at the National Council meeting. Information is to be gathered to establish a list of
specialised services to provide protenti assistance and support to victims of domestic
violence.

Last but not least, th®@mbudsman stresses that an important aspect in the fight against
domestic violence is to take measures and actions to create a social environment of intolerance
towards his offenceagainst the person. Unfortunately, it is a worrying finding, which has been
drawn up by a number of experts working in the field of protection from domestic violence,
that our society is tolerant of domestic violence.

Domestic violence and itsffects on people's lives must be talked about openly and
expertly in order to realise that violence in the home is not just one person's problem, one
couple's problem, one family's problem, but society's problem. In the fight against domestic
violence, nore resources and efforts must be put into prevention, because even the practice of
other countries shows that increasing the amount of punishment for perpetrators has not had a
positive result in the fight against domestic violence and has not led tuetiom in the
incidence of domestic violence.
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Actions of the Ombudsman to protect the rights and interests of

Bulgarian citizens bdore international institutions

20February i Working meeting
of the Ombudsman Prof. Dian
Kovacheva with Claudia Lucianii
Director of "Human Dignity, Equality
and Governance" at the Council
Europe

14 March 7 Geneva, General Assembly of the Global Network of National Human
Rights Institutions (GANHRI)

y M UNITED NATIONS

k y GENEVA

21 March 7 Working meeting with the mission of the Committee Against Torture
(CART) of the Council of Europe on the rights of people with mental illisessal services for
dementia patients
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2 May i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva presents online to the UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child the problems of adolescents in Bulgaria during the preliminary session to
consider the Sixth and Seventh Perid@éports on Bulgaria

23May i Meeting at the institution of the ombudsman for Roma access to justice with
Marek Jurek representative of theuropean Center for Roma Rights

~=.

11 Septemberi Meeting on migrationissues with representatives frahe Council of
Europe

|

(

19-21 Septemberi Participation in the 27 Annual Conference of the European
Network of Ombudsmen for Children (ENOC) on "The Strength of Independent Children's
Rights Institutions: Upholaig Children's Rights in EurofeBrussés, Belgium
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Multilateral cooperation

27 April T Ombudsmarmiana Kovacheva hosted a meeting with the amblassand
representatives afiplomatic missions in the country of the Member States of the European
Union, the United States, the United Kingdom, Norway and Switzrlan front of he

diplomats, Kovacheva presentie institution's activities and highlights from the 2022 Annual
Report

21 March T Online
participation of the Ombudsma
S on the topic "Improving the use c
the EU Charter of Fundament:
Rights by National Human Rights
Institutions

22-24 March 1 Participation of the Ombudsman's team in training of the European
Agency for Fundam!e‘ntal Rights in Vienna
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10 May 1T Greeting of the Deputy Ombudsman Elena ChenMatgova at the
presentation of the stydRead between the lineshe experience of civil orgarasons in the
Black Sea region in dealing with intertwining crises"”, organized by the Bulgarian Fund for
Women.

The study was preped by norgovernmental orgaragions from three countries
Bulgaiia, Ukraine and Georgia, which, based on fjrstson interviews, examine the series of
crises in the Black Sea region

OMBYACMAH

1 Junei Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva, Acting Minister of Justice Krum Zarkov,
magistrates, lawyers and representatives of the academic community at the XXX Congress of
the International Federation of European Law (FIDE) in Sofia
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9 October 1 At a meeting of the ENNRI Board in Brussels, on the initiative of the
Bulgarian Ombudsmm a declaration was adopted in support of Israel, which strongly
condemns the attacks of the Palestinian paramilitary political group Hamas

Cross-border cooperation

1 February i Delegation from the Republic of Albania on the initiative of the
chairpersorof the CH officially visitedthe Ombudsman institution

OMBYACMAH
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Bilateral cooperation

5 April T On the initiative of UNICEF, a government representative delegétion
Turkmenistan visitedhie Ombudsmannstitutionfor the exclange of experience

OMBYACMAH

V o
, ®

24 July T Working meeting with the Ambassador of the Federal Republic of Germany
H.E. Irene Plank

26 July T Working meeting with thémbassador of the Kingdom of the Netherlands
H.E. Simonvan der Burg
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21 Augusti Ombudsma Prof. Diana Kovachevaehwith the American Ambassador
to Bulgaria H.E. Kenneth Merten. The national public defender familiarized His Excellency
with the activities of the institution and the most common problems for which tens of thousands
of people see support, redted to violated human rightBrof. Kovacheva and Ambassador
Merten also discussithe alarming trend of increasing cases of hate speech, domestic violence,
violated rights of people with disabilities and other vulnerable groups

24 October T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva presented the institution's activities to
Prof.PhDJosef Hochtl, chairman of the Forchtenstein Circle of the Austrian People's Party and
his colleagues. The working meeting was organized at the request of the Alstbhasseor.

OMBYACMAH

18 Decemberi Working meeting with the ambassador of the Kingdom of Belgium
H.E. Frédéric Meuricen the occasion of the upcoming rotating presidency of the EU

—
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. EXPENSES IN202Z3

The Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria is a-festl budget spending unit who
manages the funds in keeping with the norms of the Public Finance Act, the State Budget Act,
the Ombudsman Act, the Regudats for the Organisation and Work of the Ombudsman and
other statutory instruments related to the spending of public funds

The Ombudsman institution has developed and applies Rules for Building Systems of
Financial Management and Contréhe double sigature system, the rules for access to assets
and information, and a prior control for legality, which is carried owa figancial controller,
apply.The double signature is applied after checking the documents before making a decision
to assume an obligan or make an expenditure

The acounting policy of the Ombudsmanstitution is developed and based on the
Accounting Act, the National Accounting Standards, @teart of Accounts oBudgetary
Enterprises, the Institution's Chart of Accounts and otl@mative acts. As of 2017,
depreciation has been applied to fixed assets and will continue in the future. Annual inventory
wascarried out

The annual cash execution report, the anndal balance and the accompanying
reporting information for 2023 adrawn up in accordance witbDS No. 08 of 21.12.2023 of
the Ministry of Finance

With the State Budget of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgatifor 2023, a
budget in the amount of BGN 4,112,000 was approved. During the year, corrections were made
and it wasincreasd with a total amount of BGN 487,700 and the specified plan is BGN
4,599,700

Income reported for 2@y line itemsamount to BGNB50.

The institution of the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria, in carrying out its
activity as a suprae constitutional body for the advocacy of the rights and freedoms of citizens,
spends funds from the state budget, observing the principles of economy and efficiency.

Expenses reported for 2BBy line itemsamount to BGN4,044575,

The team of highly caiified professionals is the main resource of the Ombudsman
institution of the Republic of Bulgaria. The remuneration and social security payments for the
team are the most essential part of the expense budget of the institution

Maintenance expensesareiended t o provide for the i nst
supplies, office equipment and consumables, water, fuel, electricity and heat, telephone and
internet services, hardware and specialised software maintenance, translation, prepress and
print processing, routine repairs, security, travel, insurance;epidemic supplies and
materials etc.To a significant extent, these costs are related to contractual commitments and
obligations with corresponding regular payments. The largest relative shh886) of
Maintenance is the share of lease for the building (private propengjevthe institution is
housed

The Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria is a member of different international
organisations which entails membership fee expehggmbal Alliance of National Human
Rights Institutions, European Network of EU Ombudsmen, International Ombudsman Institute,
Association of Ombudsmen and Mediators of La Francophonie, European Network of National
Human Rights Institutions, European Network of Ondpersons for Childrerthe European
Ombudsman Institute
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The due state and municipal taxes and fees were paid.

The capital expenses of the institution amount to BBN14. Computers and hardware
were acquired for the amount of BG&9858, and other equipent, machines and facilities of
BGN 10656

On the basis of the Public Procurement Act, performance guarantees frem non
budgetary lgal entities amounting to BGN4®3 were received during the period.

The Ombudsman institut i ctoniccwonkpnanadermet t h e
system for the administration o ffEffiedivean®@mbud s |
Professional Management I n Partnership witht

Operational Programme Good Governance, Ne01¥38.02.201%ursuant to Administrative
Contract No. BGO5SFOPO@.0010011CO01 for a direct financial grant. The project was
implemented and the costs were incurred by 30 September 2022

In 2023, no costs were reported for the projadinal verification ofthecods incurred
in August and September 2022 ahdfinal closure of the project {gending.

Under -1-24001(8) 0201/18.02.2019 the Ombudsman of the Republic of
Bulgaria launched the Project Contract "Support to National Human Rights Institutions in
Monitoring Fundamental Rights and Aspects of the Rule of Law". The contract is between the
Ombudsman institution and the operator of the EEA and Norway Grants through the Regional
Cooperation Fund, represented by ECORIS Polska. The contract is 100% grant.

Theincome of BGN 224156 was generated by an advance received (on the basis of the
cortract) in the amount of EUR 188H5,equivalento BGN 222701, and interest of BGN 55.

The expenditure incurred on the project until 31.12.2023 is &B86 of the totatost
or BGN 79547 salaries, social security and maintenance. The project is to be completed in
2024
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. TEAM

Structure of the Institution of the National Ombudsman

Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria

Cabinet of the

Deputy Ombudsman

Ombudsman
Secretary General
General Administration: Specialised Administration:
Chief Legal Counsel Public Relations and Protocolifzctorate
Finance, Accounting and Technical National Preventie Mechanism Directorate
Support Orectorate Rights of the Child Directorate

Reception Desk Registry Directorate

International Standards and Regulatory
Framework Directorate

Rights of Persons witbisabilities and
Discrimination Directorate

Social Rights, Education, Health@and
Environment Directorate

Property Right Directorate

Rights of Users of Administrative and Public
Services Department

Audit of Whistleblowing and Protection of
Whistleblowers Directorate
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PRIORITIES FOR 2024

A lead priority for the Ombudsman institution in 203 the effective protection of
tizensd rights by s usihaspeabfdcysormddr essi ng

\%
\%

Vv

Vv

Rights of consumers in their relations with monopolies;

Citizensod rights i n titilesin conditiond af bvero n s
indebtedness;
Childrends rights in their relations

modern juvenile justice;
Rights of persons with mental illness

Specific priorities by categories of rights in2024

w

w

€

e€egeege

Advocacy for thaights of vulnerable groups regarding access to quality social
services and social support

Ensuring the rights of patients, providing equal access to healthcare for all
citizens in compliance with the principles of timeliness, sufficiency and quality;
Effective protection of the pension and social security rights of the Bulgarian
citizens

Ensuring equal access to education for children with;SEN

Ensuring the right of persons with disabilittesaccess disability pensions
guaranteeing the right to a difjad life;

Support to young people leaving residential and foster care;

Support for children whose parents live or work outside Bulgaria and children at
risk;

Rights of victims of domestic violence

Assistance to workers or employees in protecting #maployment and social
insurance rights

Overcoming systemic problems with address registration of citizens and
registration of registered offices of companies;

Advocacy for the implementation of a systematic approach and addressing the
problems with roadnfrastructure;

Access of citizens to integrated administrative services @suvices

Spatial protection of the living environment in settlements;

Overcoming systemic problems related to spatial planning;

Overcoming the status quo in land relations efjunality between small and
mediumsized owners and farmers and finalisation of restitution
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I. STATISTICS
Table No. 10. Number of
complaints analertsregistered Table No.11.% complaints and alertby type of violated rights
with theOmbudsman institution for 2023
for the 20092023 period
Year Number Violated rights %
2009 2,686 Consumer right$ electricity supply 11.04
2010 3,687 Consumer rights water supply 9.60
2011 5,530 Right to property and economic freedom 9.30
2012 5,331 Right to education 7.01
2013 7,320 Rights of persons with disabilities 6.23
2014 5,010 Right to good administration and good governance 5.50
2015 6,202 Right to healthcare 5.03
2016 10,640 Consumer right$ central district heating 4.71
2017 12,635 National preventive mechanism 4.45
2018 12,890 Chil denb6s rights 3.81
2019 12916 Access to justic 3.80
2020 13,244 Social rights social security and benefits 3.03
2021 13,536 Right to a healthy and enabling environment 2.98
2022 15,189 Consumer right$ telephones 291
2023 15425 Consumer right$ other disputes 191
Total: 142241 Consumer right$ transport 1.88
Social rightsi labour rights and employment 1.66
Consumer rights banks 1.65
Social rights other 1.13
Consumer right$ Internet and TV 1.12
Civil and political rights 1.08
Request for legislative changes 0.73
Request for referral to the Constitutional Court 0.65
Fundamental rights and freedoms 0.58
Consumer right$ wastecollection companies 0.53
Consumer right$ quick loans companies 0.52
Consumer right$ debt collection companies 0.41
Right to protection against discrimination and hate speeq0.36
Consumer right$ insurance rights 0.29
Lack of afected rights 0.26
Consumer right$ gas supply 0.23
Consumer right$ postal 0.12
Request for an interpretative decision 0.06
Other affected rights 543
Total: 100
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Table No.12. % closed complaints and reports according to offenddenred to in them for
the 20212023period

Offender 2021 2022 2023
Public authorities and their administrations 34.93 40.77 40.72
Municipal authorities and their administrations 21.80 17.78 17.79
SP;:rrvsi(c)enss entrusted with the provision of public 3367 3310 3236
Private legal entities 9.60 8.35 9.13
Total: 100 100 100

. COOPERATION WITH CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE ACADEMIC
COMMUNITY

The cooperation with the civil society, with the representatives of the NGOs and with
the academic community is oék importance for the activities of tl@mbudsman institution
of the Republic of Bulgaria, accredited witte highest status "A" of the United Nations to
work in accordance with the Paris Principles as a national institution for the protection
of human rights. This is not only because it is an essential element of the Ombudsman's
functions, but also because of the shared common principles and vision of human rights and the
protection of fundamental freedoms in a pluralistic and democratic soClety.society
organisation$ave established themselves as key third sector actors in the context of human
rights development, humanitarian action, gender equality, the environment and many other
areas of public life

In her work, the Ombudsman is in constant @ with and receives referrals
throughout the year from more than 300 civil society organisations working in various areas for
the protection of human rights. The institution's partnership with civil society is enshrined in
Article 11 of the EU Treaty ahin the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. In
this European context, the Ombudsman actively conducts an open, transparent and regular
dialogue with representative organisations and civil society. The institution is regularly
approachedby norrgovernmental organisations as a mediator or a key forum for civic
participation on a range of pressing public issues. The Ombudsman regularly contributes his
positions, recommendations and expert opinions to forums and initiatives of civil society
organisations. On issues raised by NGOs, the Ombudsman prepares reasoned requests to the
Constitutional Court to declare unconstitutional legal texts.

It is important to note that civil society structures in Bulgaria are a generator of social
change and plaan important role in promoting, protecting and defending fundamental human
rights and freedoms. Through their work and research they create opportunities for different
groups in society to express their views on issues that directly affect them. Bdyticul
important is their role in working with socially excluded and vulnerable groups whose
communication with the state authorities is difficult, often formal and unproductive due to a
bureaucratic approach on the part of the institutions. In many chsss,geople rely on civil
society organisations to improve their situation, including through assistance to the relevant
authorities. The Ombudsman has observed a rapid and adequate response of the NGO sector to
the changing social realities and the impéertation of causes to improve the lives of vulnerable
groups There are frequent cases where the public defender supports members of NGOs who
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assist citizens in various administrative and judicial procedures in order to protect their rights,
including as wlunteers in unforeseen crisis or disaster situations.

NGOs also play an important role in the Monitoring Council under Article 11 of the
Persons wittDisabilities Act, which monitors the implementation of policies to protect the
rights of persons with dadilities in Bulgaria in accordance with the requirements of the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In addition to representatives of the
Ombudsman and the Commission for Protection against Discrimination, the Council also
includes bur representatives of organisations of and for persons with disabilities and one
representative of the academic community. The establishment of a transparent and public
procedure allowing NGOs to elect their own representatives to the Council is essential

In October 2023, the Ombudsman assdithe Chairmanship of tHéouncilfor the next
two years. This is the monitoring body for the implementation of the UN Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The Ombudsman is also facilitating the qess of expanding the role of civil society
representatives in the drafting and discussion of legislation, which is essential for the quality of
thelaws. In the context of this understanding, in 2023, the Ombudsetda number of joint
events, trainingand partnership initiatives involvingon-government organisations.

A BRI EF OVERVI EW OF THINVOMBMENTSINMRGDS S
INITIATIVES

13 January i Little survakari pupilsfrom 15to 4" grades from the "Georgi Stoykov
Rakovski" primary school in theillage of Turnak (Vratsa regionjisit the Ombudsman
institution anduse decorated sticks callimgr health, success and prosperity on the eve of the
Roma New Yeaon 14 January. The initiative is of thAmalipe Center for Interethnic
Dialogue and Toleraace,which traditionally organizes Vasilitsa in the institutions as the Day
of Roma Culture

6 February T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a recommendation tantdrari
Minister of Health Dr. Aen Medjidiev, to the actingirector of the National Healtimsurance
Fund (NHIF) Dr. Yordanka Penkova and to the President of the Bialgdboctors' Union Dr.
lvan Madzfarov, recommending that the package of health activities covered by the budget of
theNationalHealth Insurance Fund should include annual repstiee tests for women this
is the assessment of the ovarian reserve, and fothisesthe examination of the spermogram.
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The reason for this recommendatioraisignal from the "I want a baby" foundation,
which alarms that more and more young pedygieveen the ages of 286 have aseriously
impaired reproductive function our country

9 March 7 Meeting of the Deputy Ombudsman with tE&aterina Karavelova
Foundation in connetion with the publication of the analytical report "Women's Voices in

Bulgaria"
v — 7 fi. H'JT"’”
OMEYACMAH |

HA PENYBAMKA
EBATAPUS

5 April T At the initiative of UNICEF, a government delegation from Turkmenistan
visited the Ombudsman institution to exchange experience

OMBYACMAH

~
o
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19 April T Meetingwith the leadership of th€ivic Organization for Just Rights and
Cultural Cooperation in the Balkans from Turkey on the return of names from thecsdied
revival process

11May i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva supports the "Nutrition Revolution" cgmpai
of the "For Food" Foundation, orgaert for the sixth time with the aim of introducing
adolescents to the healthy benefits of proper and balanced nutrition.

In 2023, the focus of the initiative is on children with food allergies and intolerances, as
well as the problems their parents and teachers face every day.

During the campaign on 12 and 13 May 2023, more than 6,000 children will take part
in many children's cooking workshops organised by more than 1,000 volunteer parents and
teachers from large drsmall towns across Bulgaria.

4 June i The ladies oZonta Club Sofia managed to raise more th&GN 28,000
during the 1% traditional charity "Ball of the Yellow Rose", which took placeddune2023.

In 2023, the causwas dedictedo support the Lybomir Pipkov National School of
Music. The donated amouistused to provide new musical instruments forghpils, and part
of the funds is used to finance a summer workshop for the children

The ball is under the patronage of the National Ombudsman Diza Kovacheva.
Around 200 guests gattestto celebrate the #Byear of the Zonta Club Sofia and to unite
efforts for the talented graduates of the Music School.

10 June i "Being a graduate of this university is a privilege that obliges. The
expectationson you will always be high. And you will have to protect not only your own
reputation, but also the reputation of Sofia University and the Law Facslid,Ombudsman
Prof. Diana Kovacheva at the ceremony of awarding the diplomas of the graduate20@2the
class from thé.aw Faculty of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski " .
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10June’i Deputy Ombudsman Elena Chernévarkova welcomed the participants in
a national meeting of Roma woméreducational mediators and leaders in their community,
held inthe Hall of Arms of the Regional Administratiai Veliko Tarnovo, within the 18
edition of the Children's RomFestival "Open Heart", orgasi$ by Amalipe Center for
Interethnic Dialogue and Tolerance

15June’ "Every time a woman comes forward witr story of domestic violence, she
stands up on behalf of all victims. This not only takes courage, but it means that the woman is
up against the wall."This is what Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva said at a round table
"Measures to combat domestic violenceéBulgaria together against violence"”, organised by
the Animus Association Foundation The occasion for her speech was the shocking story of
Tanya, a victim of domestic violence, who dared to speak in front of the attendees of the event.
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25 October i The Ombudsman welcomed Acad. Hristo Grigorov on the occasion of
the celebration of the 1#%nniversary of th8ulgarian Red Cross

7 Novemberi Meeting with a delegation from UkrairieAssociation of Ukrainian
Women Lawyers JurFemfrom Lviv, Bulgaian Gender Research Foundatievhere good
practices in the field of domestic violence prevention were discussed with the aim of improving
women's rights ancdagety.

24 November i Address by Deputy Ombudsman Elena Cherfdaakova at the
opening of the 5" International Conference "Complementary Alternative and

Communication". , o
I ==
11
i | / i S

|

1 Decemberi "It is a great pleasure, joy and satisfaction for me, together with two
smiling and nice peoplé Vanya andSvetlio, to say welcome to tanmbudsman institution.
Dearfriends, | have no hesitation how we should celel3dde@cember, the International Day
of Persons with Disabilities, this is the wialgeautifully and lovingly to address all those whom
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we should support. This photo exhibition is very beautiful, veryiredout love, about the
mirrors in which we look, where the true self is reflected. | think this is the way to beautifully
and lovingly address all the people with disabilities that we need to support because they
support us with their smile and theinde. | am happy when we are able to help people with
disabilities, because the meaning of @mbudsman institution is to give fgt" i with these

words Prof. Diana Kovache opashthe photo exhibitiorMirrors of Love. About love from

the first person, organised jointly with thBulgarian Mothers' Movement Foundation and
theDown Syndromei Bulgaria Association

18 Decemberi Young pupils from the first and secogdadesof the 76thiiwilliam
Saroya® Primary School visited the Ombudsman institutidmgether with Mrs. Maria
Manolova they congratuladd’rof. Kovacheva on the eve of the upcoming holidays and dthnk
herfor helping to preserve their beloved school, also known as the Armenian School.

In May 2022, management, parents, children and teswtingred to th©mbudsman for
help because the former mayor of the capital's "Vazrazhdane" district, Savina Savova, had
decided to close the school and relocate the nearly 100 children to the neighbouring 32
Secondary SchodKliment Ohridsko.

After the ntervention of the Ombudsman, the case ended safely and the children
remained in their beloved school with traditions and 65 years of history.
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. CASES FROM OMBUDSMAN PRACTICE

1. CONSUMER RIGHTS
96692023.

Residents oKalo residential quarter ithe village of Rudartsisought theassistancef the
Ombudsman due tdélgal actions oPernikWater and Sewerage Compdng mandatory condition for
opening a accountwas thesigning of a declaratiorto waive any claims againshe water operator
regardinghe quality of the service provided (continuity of water supply and mandatory pressure for the
address). The Ombudsman recomnashthat the manager dPernik WaterSupply and Sewerage
Companyshould stop this vicious practice, reminding that the contirafityater supply is one of the
main indicators of the quality of water and sewerage servicew#natnssessed by the EWRC.

As a result, the manager of the water operator irdotihe Ombudsman that mzclaration will
be required as a basis for condhgla contract for openingnaaccount

*kk

The Chairman of the EWRC addressed the Ombudsman for an opinion (September 2023) in
relation to an application received from "Toplofikat&8labrovo" EAD for termination of the license for
the activity "productia of electricity and heat" and the license for the activity "transmission of heat"
issued to the company. The licensee plans to discontinue the heat supply to all customers in the town of
Gabrovo, including about 410 households

In this regard, the Omlgisman draws attention to the fact that over the last few heating seasons
citizens have constantly sought assistance regarding frequent unscheduled shutdowns of the heating
supply in the town ofsabrovoand deteriorated quality of service. This probless brought to the
attention of the regulator at the beginning of 2023 as well. In April, an extraordinary inspection of the
company was carried out on the fulfilment of its licence obligations and specifically on the compliance
with the quality indicators fdneat supply, but the EWRC found no significant violations

For its part, "ToplofikesiaGabrovo" EAD bok a decision to grant financial compensation to
the affected household customers.

An extraordinary inspection of the EWRC only a few months lategéptember 2023) found
that the company was technically unable to operate during theZfiZ2Zheating seasorDuring a
closed session of the regulator on @8ptembeR023, theChairman of the EWRC pointed out the
radically opposite results of the twasjpections at "Toplofikatsi@abrovo" EAD, andhat it wasnot
clear why the EWRC inspection team had not identified the problems in the company already during
the first inspection.

On this occasion, the Ombudsman questions to what extent the appliddtieseindicators
is effective and to what extent theyeettheir purpose in protecting the interests of the end consumers.

The public defendedraws attention to the legal provisions according to which "Toplofikatsia
Gabrovo" EAD, as alicensee, is @dd to continue to carry out the licensing activity until a new licence
is issued to another person in accordance with Articlgp&fagraph ®f the Energy Actor until the
appointment by the EWRC of a special commercial manager (pursuanicle Béf paragraph 4 of the
Energy Acj.

The Ombudsman stateher opinion that the pssible termination of the licence of
"Toplofikatsia-Gabrovo" EAD for the activity "heat transmission™ should not lead to the termination of
the heat supply to the customers.

By its decision the EWRC terminatthe district heating supply in the town of Gabrovo.
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2. HEALTHCARE
209/2023

The complaint is from a citizen regarding his medical examination and his right to a pension.
He states that he has acquired the right to a retirepesion and at the same time had a date for
certification byREMC. He adds that the chairman of tedical Commission fathe regional office of
the NationalSocial Security Institet appealed the decision &EMC and thatcomplainant did nio
receivehis pension for 15 months due to the delay inREMC experiexamination

Following the Ombudsman's recommendation to the Regional Health Inspectorate and the
regional office of the National Social Security Instunformation was received that the exaation
by the REMC had been carried out, the expert decision had entered into force and his suspended
invalidity pension had been reinstated and the amount due for the past period had been transferred to the
individual's bank account.

The @mplainantexpessé his gratitude, confirming that heeceived his money and the
decision.

2630/2023

A womansoughtassistance, reporting that her daugliad beerdiagnosed with a salivary
gland tumour four years ago, for which she badergone two operations Bulgarian hospitals. She
added that a second recurrence had been detected at audpliexamination. She mentiedthat she
had submitted documents to the NHIF for treatment abroad, "and they tell me that they will consult
Bulgarian specialists they hae already done it twice and informally tell me that they cannot do
anything more".

The NHIF informed the Ombudsmathat it requested opinions from external experts, and the
reports receivedvere opinions for treatment abroad, for which a hospital in Sxiénd was
recommended. The NHIF had requested an offer but the mother refused this hospital. The external
experts were informed again and another hospital in France was recommended. The NHIF immediately
sent a letter requesting an offer and a treatmamnt folr the child

Themotherthanked the Ombudsman, noting that only the Ombudsimam,institutioral and
personal capacifynad engaged with the case dadiprovided assistance

7955/2023

A womanwith cancer approackdehe Ombudsman for assistanneting that thergvasa delay
in having a PET scamaging test.

In connection with the complaint, the Ombudsman addressed the Director of the RHI with a
recommendation to carry out an inspection of the case as soon as possible and, if deficiencies were
found, to take appropriate measures, discussing the possibilities and providing assistance to the citizen.

The reply dd not refer to ap violations found, but detailetie reasons for the delay astdted
a date for theest.

RIGHT TO EDUCATION
27582022

In connection with the problems that citizens refer to the Ombudsman, fapagilsfrom the
first yeargraduating from secondary education under the nev&ehneol and School Education Act in
2022, the Ombudsman acquainted the MPs with the citidesssitisfaction.

Citizens find it unfair to restrict high school graduates in their choice of profession and
specialisation in higher education to continue their studies after completing secondary education, as the
scoresof the statematriculationexamsin a subject studied as a specialised subject and as a general
education subject are not equal. They point out that there are universities which require a matriculation
assessment in certain subjects, and pbails do not always have the opportunitysiudy the subject
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they want for reasons beyond their control. For example, when the school concerned does not give a
choice for such a subject because it is not designated as a profiling.subject

In this regard, the Ombudsman recommends to the MPs tiatethe possibility of introducing
a test of thepupil's choice in speciaksl or general education. The Ombudsman believes that the
proposed possibility fopupilsfrom specialised schools to take additional matriculation exaifithey
wish, choosingtte type ofstudyi specialised or general educatiomill lead to a level playing field
when applying to higher education, and will also prevent a possible outflow of those wishing to study
in one of the most topical fields at the momemt that of STEV sciences. Moreover, this change does
not lead to an increase in exam topics

In 2023, the National Assembly adopted the proposed changes RoetBehool and School
EducationAct, concerning thestate matricutaion exaniis a profiling subject at the erof 12" grade
which isalreadya fact.

The adopted changes to the-Behool and School Education Act mean fhailswho want to
take a matriculation exam in a subject on the content of the second secondary school stage, without
having studied the sject as a profiling subject, will have this opportunity. They will be abldtose
whether to take the exaom the content of their general education up@dgradeor on the content of
the compulsory modules of the profiling subject of the seconérupgcondary stagd X" and 12
grades).

8696/2023

A citizen turned to the Ombudsman for assistance, expressing concern about the lack of places
in kindergartens in "Ovcha Kupél' residential districtHe points out that his child, who was born in
2019 and will turn 4 in 2023, lsanot been admitted to kindergarten, and the family does not have the
financial ability to enroll him in a private kindergarten. At the same time, the child is subject to
compulsory preschool education and the family is sedtj to a fine if it does not enroll its child in
kindergarten.

The citizenwas informed of the necessary actions to take in order to enrol his chéd in
kindergarten

In a letter of thanks to the nation@mbudsman, the citizen points out that "thaiikghe
attention given by th®&mbudsman and the advipeovided admission t@kindergarten is fact'.

3. SOCIAL AND LABOUR RIGHTS
4942023

Application for assistance in the granting of a retirement pension on the basis of Article 68,
pararaph3 of the Social Insurance Code (SIC). The problem arose following the refusal of an official
of a territorial subdivision of the National Social Security Institute to recognise the period of
conscription as actual service.

Following the intervention of the Ombsman and with the active participation of citizens, an
amendment to the Social Insurance Code was adopted, according to wiicbgbef theeoncept of
"actual service" wabroadenedAccording to the amendment, the actual calendar time served under an
employment or service relationship, the time during which a person worked under another legal
relationship and was compulsorily insured for invalidity, old age and death, the period of conscription
or peacetime alternative service, the periods referreth térticle 7 of the Political and Civil
Renstatementof Repressed Persons, as well as the time during which a person was subject to
compulsory insurance at his/her own expense and paid the due insurance contributions are now
recognised as actual lengthsafrvice.

The citizenwasinformed of the amendment to tB&C andwasadvised of the procedure and
the ways in which heaulld benefit from the change made

9106/2023
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Request for assistance in expediting the procedure for granting a retirement peagienson
entitled to a retirement pension from the Republic of Bulgaria and the Republic of.France

In order to carry out a thorough investigation and to resolve the problem as soon as possible,
the Ombudsman turned to the director of the competenibtéal division at the place of residence.
Unfortunately, as in almost all cases such as this one, it turned out that at the time of the verification,
despite the time that had elapsed since the request for confirmation of the periods of insurance, no
concrete reply had yet been received from the competent institution of the other State.

Nevertheless, the official of the territorial branch of the National Social Security Institute, in
accordance with the provisions of Bulgarian legislation, undertgui teceipt of the P5000 form from
the competent institution of the other EU country, to give a decision in accordance with the legal
provisions

RIGHTS OF CHILDREN
4455/2023

The Ombudsman was approached by a father whose children live with their md@otand.
The parents had separated and the children's residence had been assigned to the mother. Tthe father ha
been granted a regime of access and maintenance. The tatbbttee support of th©mbudsman to
arrange meetings with the children, stgtthat they live with the mother's parents, whodhgone to
the USA and lived there on a longerm basis. He has repeatedly tried to find legal assistance in Poland
so that the court order can be enforced, but has not received the necessary understanding

In view of the fact that the children were in the territory of another country, the Ombudsman
turned to the Polish Ombudsman for Children, presenting the case and asking for support, within the
framework of ler powers to protect the rights of childrea,dontact the two parents.

The Polish Ombudsman took up the case, arranging a special meeting with the father and legal
assistance was provided due to the fact that thereno enforcement proceedings in Poland for the
surrender of the children. As astdt of these interventions, the father vgmantedcontact with both
children and regular contact

12653/2023

A mother of apupil with cerebral palsy asked the Ombudsman for assistance in providing an
accessible environment at her child's school. \@ioge that the pupil could not get around on her own
and until the fourth grade it was easier to carry her from the entrance to the classroom, but after the fifth
grade she had difficulties due to the change of classrooms. She has repeatedly contdateditiadity
of Sliven and the Ministry of Education and Science, but has not been understood due to the small size
of the school. She was advised to move her daughter to another school.

Following the Ombudsman's recommendations, it was found that thieilhlity of Sliven had
made a nominal allocation of capital expenditure for 2024, including the financing of the implementation
of thefacility ficonstruction of an accessible architectural environmei@idan Yovkow Secondary
Schoob. A study has beecarried out on the technical parameters and the cost of manufacturing an
electric hoist for 5 stops at the school

13940/2023

The Ombudsman institution received a complaint from the mother of a child with a disability,
who wasstudying in the first gide at the Special Educational Support @Gs(8ESSC) "ProfDimitar
KatsaroV. The complaint states that the child has Down's syndrome and the mother says she is quiet
and gentle, but according to the management and teachers at the centre she isvieyJdragsaid the
child shouldbe examined by a psychiatrist to prescribe medication to calm her down. The mother had
already taken the child for examination in early September but was denied prescription of such
medicines on the ground that the child wat mentally ill. However, a medication was prescribed
which was Clofazolin, which made the child apathetic, flaccid, but the mother still gave it because she
was afraid the child would drop out of the education system. After the medication was stopped aga
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due to a risk to the child, the mother was served with an application to transition the child to online
education

In November, the mother found out that 8@N 150 support had also been stopped because
the child had unexcused absencethe electroit schoolregister With great concern the mother notes
that the child has no chance to integralefalls into the category "does not go to school, -aotiial,
invisible to society and the system". For these reasons, she insists that an inspeatigadeut at the
Centre a school where good conditions are created for children with disabilities, great facilities, but in
her opinion this is only on paper.

Following the Ombudsman's inspection and the recommendations made, the nacggsaty
measires have beegprovided.

4. RIGHTS OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
8793/2023

The Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria was approached by an ekderignwith a
severe health impairment, as a result of which she was certified REME and determined to hav
100% permanently reduced working capacity with the rigleixternalassistance. She lives alone, has
a low income, and for almost 30 years has had no record of her husband, who is missing. In view of her
difficult social situation, in 2022 she applieal the competent Social Assistance Directorate and was
approved for targeted heating assistance Widraanshares her concern that, without any change in her
social situation, sheill be refused assistance for the last heating season on the grounde thastrai
provided details of her husband

In order to guarantee the rights of tweman,a statement was sent to the Director of the
Directorate of Social Assiance, in which it was emphasisthat during the previous year theman
had received the nessary support. It was recommended that the admissible actions be taken to resolve
the case appropriately.

The recommendation was implemented andvbmmanwas granted targeted heating assistance
7944/2023

The institution of the Ombudsman of the Relpuibf Bulgaria receivd complaints fronpersons
with disabilities regarding the accessibility of the building of the Palace of Culture andiSpatsaa.
In the complaints it is noted that for people with reduced mobility there are no appropriat@ooendit
for reaching the halls and the events, as welhaoilets that meet the accessibility requirements.
Citizens point out that due to the lack of accessible environment they are discriminated against as they
are deprived of the opportunity to attengjanised events and to participate equally in the cultural,
sporting and social life of thiunicipality of Varna. The lack of adequate information on the Palace's
website about reasonable facilities for people with disabilities to reach the ticket afiitdslls, as
well as about the possibilities of receiving assistance from the Palace's staff when visiting the complex
by people with reduced mobility, also proved to be a serious problem.

In order to ensure the necessary accessibility, a recommendattonade to the Executive
Director of the Palace of Culture and Sports EAD.

The recommendatiowasimplemented and information on the access possibilities for people
with reduced mobilityvaspublished on the website of the Palace of Culture and Spafisof Varna
and the construction of a toilet for people with disabilitiesplanned.

9917/2023

In a complaint to the Ombudsman, a disabled citizen noted that his expert decision from the
REMC hadexpired on 10ctober2023, and he had pled for recertification on 4Septembe023. He
stateghat hehas notcompled with the requirement of Article 101llparagrapi® of the Health Act to
submit documents no later than 3 months before the expiry ofdd&alexpert decision, as he did not
receive nofication from the RegionaHealth Inspectoratef Stara Zagora of the need for regular re
certification, in view of the provision of Article 10,lparagrapi2 of the Health ActThe applicant states
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that theREMC decision ofStara Zagora did not comply WWwithe provision of Article 103paragraph 3

of the Health Act$tate Gazette, N&. of 2023) for the expert examination to be carried out within three
months of the submission of thpplicationto theregional medical fils, and that he was given a date
for recertification on 19 March 2024, or more than six momatherthe submission of the application
and the necessary documents. The citeegaressedhis concern that, as a result of the abovewbald

be leftwithout a disability pension and witholitet means to cover the medical expenses incurred.

A recommendatiorwas made to the Director of the Regional Health Inspectorate in Stara
Zagora to ensure the rights ofdleitizen. The response described the staffing problems in the Stara
ZagoraREMC tha caugddelays. A commitment was made tecextify the citizen by mieNovember
2023, which was fulfilled

RIGHT TO A HEALTHY AND ENABLING ENVIRONMENT
5657/2023

In connection with the consequences of the floods in June 2023nthadsman made a self
inquiry and on 21une2023 representatives of the institution visited the t@ivBerkovitsa. On the
territory of the municipality by order of June2023 of theMayor of theMunicipality of Berkovitsaa
partial state of disasteras declaredvhich wasextended by subsequent orders unillify2023. During
the visit a meeting was held with tidayor ofthe village ofBorovtsi,Municipality of Berkovitsaand
assistance was sought regarding the serious condition of the bridge connecting the villabe with t
national road to Montana and Sofia. The condition of the bridge had deteriorated, but after the floods it
was damaged to the point of being unusable. An aggravating circumstasitet the village's water
supply pipeline, whiclivasalso atarisk of mllapse, passeunder the bridge and d&een temporarily
secured by manual means. Theres\waserious risk of people being left without water. The population
of the village is over 600 people

Theinquiry found that in January 2023 tMunicipality of Berkovitsa submitted an application
to the Interdepartmental Commission for Reconstruction and Assistance to the Council of Ministers for
the allocation of funds to carry out repair and reconstruction works on the bridge, in March the bill of
guantities anaosts vereupdated, but no decision was adopted by the Commission.

The Ombudsman has referred the matter to the Chairman of the Interdepartmental Commission
for Reconstruction and Assistandéne Council of Ministers approved the funds for the repathef
road structure by Decree No. 222 of 19.11.2023.

5. RIGHT TO PROPERTY AND ECONOMIC FREEDOM
12923/2022

By petition 195 residents of the village of Chargan, Tundnbaicipality, Yambol region,
objecedto the auctiorsalescheduled for 8 December 20@Rover 522 acres of municipal land in the
village, near the "Bakadzhikbrest park. The properties are in common use by the public for herb and
mushroom gathering, livestock raising and other common activities.

The Ombudsman found a discrepancy regardimg status of the propertypublic municipal
property (according to the cadastral register) and private municipal property (according to the municipal
property register).

The Ombudsman madeo recommendations for an urgent inspection and for exercide of
control powers of the Governor under Article 31, gaaph 1, item ®f the AdministratiorAct, Article
11 of the Municipal Propertict and Article 45, paragraph 4 of the Local S8livernment and Local
AdministrationAct with a view to declaring thacts of the Municipal Council and tMayor of Tundzha
municipality onthe disposal of the propertieslhand void in the presence efatutory prerequisites.
The Ombudsmanrpposed suspension of the auction until the legal status of the land isdalarifie
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TheMayor informed the Ombudsman that the tender was terminated by Order NG-F27
of 5 DecembeR022. TheChairof the Municipal Couail (letter No. 15%0f 19.12.2022) confirmed the
termination of the tender.

The RegionalGovernor expresseahopinion on the legality of the decisions of the Municipal
Council on the disposal of the properties and on the lack of grounds for chadl¢éngmas null and
void.

At the same time, in the cadastral register the ownership of the properties was chamged fr
"public municipal” to "private municipal

In a detailed reasoned opinion, the Ombudsman proposed that the prosecution authorities
exercise their powers under Article 14fmragraph ®f the Judiciary Act in conjunction with Article
16, paragraph 1, ém 3of the Administrative Procedure Code to declare null and void the above
mentioned decisions of th®lunicipal Council of Tundzhamunicipality, Yambol region due to
contradiction with the prohibition of disposal of public municipal property pursua#ttiole 7,
paragraph »f the Municipal Propertyct.

On theappealof a prosecutor from thRegionalProsecutor's Officef Yambol, before the
Administrative Courbf Yambol, an administrative case No. 296 of 202&initiated against Decision
No. 903under item 15 of the agend& Minutes No. 46/28.10.2022 of the meefiof the Municipal
Council of Tundzha Yambol, Decision No. 906 under item 18 of the agen@laMinutes No.
46/28.10.2022Decision No. 90Tunderitem 19 of the agenda of the Minutes M6/28.10.2022 of the
meeting of the Municipal Councdf Tundzha Yambol, and Decision No. 90&deritem 20 of the
agenda of the Minutes No. 46/28.10.2022 of the meeting of the Municipal Cotifiaihdzha,Y ambol
(all decisionsmade bythe General Assemp subject to the Ombudsman's recommendatidhp
request of theegionalprosecutomwasfor declarng thenullity of the decisions taken on the grounds
that essentially there was a disposal of public municipal propéinydecisions were taken for tisale
of four municipal properties in the village of Chargan, Tundziuicipality, Yambolregion in the
presence of an imperatiyohibition under Article 7, paragraph 2 of the Municipal Propéuxtyfor
alienationpublic property

In the course of theourt proceedings, by application No. 53/08.01.2024, the Chaiohthe
Municipal Council ofTundzha, Yambol, submitted a certified copy of a new Decision No. 33 of
28.12.2@3 of the Municipal Council ofundzha municipality, Yambol region, by which theciions
in the case were cancelled. On this basisRbling No. 67 of 15.01.2024 thadministrative Courbf
Yambol dismissed the case

7335/2023

On a signal for incorrectly charged local tax foraened real estate and household waste fee
for a progerty in thecity of Haskovg the Ombudsman found that thle 17, paragraph 5 of the
Ordinance on the determination and administration of local fees and prices for services on the territory
of the municipality of Haskovprovided for the cases where the m&rs or users of the properiere
more than one person, the declaratimbe signed by each of them oy an authoried representative.

The Ombudsman recommended to Rhenicipal Council of Haskovo to cancel the provision
as contrary to Article 71, itefa of the Local Taxes and Fees Aarguing that such a cdition is not
contained in thé\ct and theOrdinance unlawfully restricts the rights for tax relief of the owners, citing
the case lawi Decision No. 12431 of 8.10.2020 in administrative case N®8/2020,Eighth
Department of t Supreme Administrative Court

TheChairman oftie Municipal Councibf Haskovo assured tl@mbudsman that in connection
with the proposal to bring the provision of Article 17, paragraph 5 of the Ordinance in line wtti the
andwith the case lawof the Supreme Administrative Coyrthe necessary actionschalready been
taken.

15457/2023
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On a signal of the owner of a residential property in tigy of Plovdiv regarding an
unreasonable requirement to indicate thenibers of the electricity and water meters in the declaration
form under Article 71, item 1 of the Local Taxes and FeestetOmbudsman's administration
contactedthe head of th&ollection and ControDepartmentl ocal Taxes and Fed3irectorateof
Plovdv Municipality. A proposal was made tsimplify the content of the declaration template,
including by removing the requirement to indicate the numbers of water meters and electricity meters
in order to reduce the administrative burden for citizens.

As aresult of the good cooperation with the municipal officials, onAsil 2023 the
Ombudsman's administration was informed that a working group of experts from the Local Taxes and
Fees Directorate of the Plovdiv Municipality had bsehup After discussig options and comparing
them with the declaration templates used by some of the larger municipalities, a new declaration
template under Article 7Jparagrapti of the Municipal Tax Act was approved by Mayor's Order No.
230A-735 of 29March 2023. In the neviemplate the requirement to indicate the numbers of water
meters and electricity metdssabolished. According to information from the municipal administration,
the newtemplatehas been brought to the attention of the employees of the Directoratasabddn
published on the website of the Municipality of Plovdiv. The Ombudsman expressgidtitude for
the proposal, which auldreduce the administrative burdencitizens andvould ease the work of the
municipal tax administration.

4255/2023

A second complaintwas lodged forthe failure to complywith the procedure for forest
compensation following a revision of the map of the restored property to correct an apparent factual
errori plotting the actual coordinates of the existing route of the Hbad534 "ElenaTvarditsa"for
the land of the village dBuinovtsi, Elena municipality, Veliko Tarnovo region. A part of a field with
an area of 1,884 ha and a forest of 8,35@/beeaffected. It is established that for more than 10 years
the proceduréor the compensatiowith forest has not yet started

The Ombudsman asseds¢he complaints as justified andund that the competent
administrative authorities, by their inactiondhaolated the constitutional principle of inviolability of
private prgerty and Article 1 of Protocol No. 1 to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights
and Fundamental Freedoms.

Following the recommendation to expedite the completion of the property compensation
procedures, the Ministry of Agriculture and Food lekped that there had been a delgythe State
Forestry Department in identifying the areas in which the affected owners would be compensated with
forest and forestry land. The forest area tptmvided ascompensabn to all the owners affected by
the manifest error of faclvas36,233 hectares. The land ownership authoritieddieen action to have
the State Forestry Service identify the State Forestry Fund land for restitution of ownership by way of
compensation to the affected owners, and the Nodiiral State Enterprisef Gabrovo hd been
notified of the initiated proceedings. Instructions héso been given to the land ownership authorities
to complete the procedures as soon as Iplessi

14640/2022 development ir2023

The complaint is about r@gulatory norcompliance caused by the amendments and additions
to Ordinance No. 4 of 24 February 2015 on the implementation of Measure 11 "Organic Farming" of
the Rural Development Programme 2020 (Ordinance No. 4), promulgatedfie State Gazettio.
21 of 12 March 2021. The Ordinance authorises, without restriction, the addition of areas for which the
conversion to organic production started before 1 January 2021. At the same time, however, farmers are
required to submit documents certifying origaproduction from these areas "by the end of the
commitment”, which will be at the end of 2022. The condition is judged to be objectively unworkable
given the required-$ear transition period. Necompliance would leave costs uncovered in meeting
the requirements for applicants and would deprive fansraf compensation payments

The Ombudsman found a violation of iste 9, paragraph 1 of the Statutoy Acts Act:tig
Ordinance does not riegatethe restriction in the Rural Development Programme (RBé&t)the period
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of transition to organic production should not be longer than the duration of the commitment; where the
transition period exceeds the duration of the commitnfarers find themselves objectively unable

to produce a certificate or writtgmoof of organic productigr(ii) the omission in the text of Article 6
paragrapltb of Ordinance No4 makes the provision uncledime Ombudsmarecommended that the
Minister of Agriculture amend Ordinance Noaécordingly.

The Minister of Agricultureand Food took action to change the texts in Ordinance No. 4 of 24
February 2015 for the implementation of Measure 11 "Organic Farming" of the Rural Development
Programme for the period 202920, wlerebythe inconsistencyas removedThe amendment was
published in theStateGazette No63 of 25July 2023.

The Ombudsmamvas referred tdy many citizens and their associations in connection with
unfulfilled activities under contracts concluded within the framework of the National Programme for
Energy Effidency of Muli-family Residential Buildingsadopted by Decree No. 18 of the Council of
Ministers of 2 February 201DMC No. 18/2.02.2015). Due to unconfirmed financial resources, 52
buildings could not be renovated with funding under the programme. rboedures are in different
phases, for 13 of the total number of mdatinily residential buildings a public procurement procedure
was carried out for the selection of an external contractor for the activity "engineering", but subsequently
the procurementontract with the seleetl contractor was not concluded.

The Ombudsmanrgedthe Prime Minister, the Minister of Regional Development and Public
Works, the Minister of Finance to urgently settle the disputed relations in a normative way.

The Ombudsman xpressed @&r opinion on the proposed draft of th€ouncil of
Minister®d D e cfar amendment and supplement of Decree No. 18 of the Council of Ministers of 2015.
Shestated that the only purpose of the draft was to prevent the financial resources ofjthenRP®
from being exceeded and to implement it within the approved budget. According to the Ombudsman,
the project unjustifiably affeeti the legitimate expectations of the citizens for the completion of the
renovation procedure with the commissioninglad buildings concerned, after the ownerd hmade
considerable efforts to meet the necessary requirements. In violation of the principle of equal treatment,
the owners' associatiomgerealso deprived of the possibility to apply within the foreseen deadiin
31 May 2023 in the procedure "Support for sustainable energy renovation of the residential building
stock- stage I" of the National Recovery and Sustainability Plan through the selection of proposals for
implementation of investments by final ben&fites of the sumeasure "Support for sustainable energy
renovation of the residential building stock", the first stage of which prd¥atel 00% grant of eligible
costs.

The Ombudsman's recommendation is to provide an appropriate financial mectantsen f
legal and fair settlement of the rights of the owners of the affected buildineggingnot only their
legitimate expectations, but also the public intenggh the full implementationof the positive
economic, social and environmental impactghefprograrme.

By a decree of the Council of Ministers, intranisterial changes to the approved expenditures
of the Ministry of Regional Development for 2023 in the amount of BGJ242D00 were approved.
In addition, another BGN 2876,000wasforesea in the Ministry's draft budget for 2024 for the energy
renovation of 48 of these buildings. The total estimated cost of renovating the residential buildings
within the deadline is expected to reach BGN89490. By the end of 2025, the agreements forave
their energy efficiency should be implemented and these buildings should be commissioned

6. RIGHT TO GOOD GOVERNANCE AND GOOD ADMINISTRATION
5329/2023nd N0.5659/2023

A citizen points out that since 2021 she has alertetfitiner of Blagoevgrad ahtheRegional
Governor of Blagoevgrad that there is a danger of collapse of the bridge ldarfioeska river. Aer
the intense rainfall on 14une2023 the bridge was destroyed, making it impossible to access the
properties in the Ratsiite hamlet of tle village ofGornoHarsovq BlagoevgradMunicipality.
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In the course of the Ombudsman's correspondence with these institutions, the following factual
situation emerged

In 2021 and 2022, thlunicipality of Blagoevgrad commits to strengthen the existidge
and to undertake actions for the construction of a new lon2023, however, the municipality of
Blagoevgrad changed its position, arguing that the bridge is located outside the urban area and was built
without the necessary construction permitg] #rat the omplainants not registereds resident of that
village.

However, according to tHeegionalGovernor, who also referred minutes ofL6 June2023 of
a commission appointed by his order and which ascertained the damage and the condéibridufeh
the existing bridge was built by tiunicipality of Blagoevgrad at the insistence of fayor of the
village of GornoHarsovq i.e. theMunicipality of Blagoevgrad should be blamed for the lack of
construction documents for the bridge. The dood of the bridge makes it impossible for people,
animals and vehicles to cross the riverbed. At the same time, about 15 people live in buildings on the
left bank of the river and many domestic animalskay there as welHe pgroposel to restore human
and vehicular access tcetlabovementioned properties in the lands of thiéage of Marulevo and the
village of Delvino andto connecttwo municipal roadso the houses built in therfand property with
identifier 17004.10.%7 local, and land propertyitt identifier 20540.45.208 field.

In a new letter to th&ayor of theMunicipality of Blagoevgrad and to the Regional Governor
of Blagoevgrad, th©&mbudsman emphasized that regardless of the ownership of the properties, as well
as whether the citizered address registration therewiisthe duty of the administrative authorities to
provide access to these propertjgaticularly in view of the fact tham this case thereereobviously
at least two possibilitieso do this. She also pointedout thd, for the years 2021 and 2022, the
municipality hal not carried out any action to strengthen the existing hridge

The Ombudsman made recommendations to discuss and assess the existing options and take alll
necessary actions to ensure both temporary amdgpent access to the properties in the area.

On the recommendation of the Ombudsman, a meeting of representativesofitipality of
Blagoevgrad and th&egional Administratiorwith peoplefrom the hamletavas organised on 15
DecembeR023.

On 15January 2024 a meeting was held with the participation of all concerned, including
mayors and citizensThe Municipality of Blagoevgradalso requesid a written opinion from the
RegionalAdministration and from the State Foredtiynd ofBlagoevgradbecaus in order to rgolve
theissue they had toross its property

7116/2023

The Ombudsman received a complaint, signed by 138 owners and users of properties on Hristo
Smirnenskistreetin the city of Dobrich, which was ddressed to various institutionsiciuding the
Mayor of the Municipality of Dobrich. The citizens seek assistance in improving the condition of the
street and changing the traffic organisation in the area, detailing their arguments for doing so. They
propose: to build a sidewalk on at Iease side of the street for safe pedestrian crossing; to restrict the
access of cars, as well as their stopping and parking, with appropriate traffic signs; to exercise systematic
control over the observance of traffic rules. As early as 2020, they Hduesaed the Mayor with the
above requests, but have received no response

On 25August2023 the Ombudsman sent a letter with recommendations to the Mayor of the
Municipality of Dobrich, requesting an investigation and an opinion on the $hsalso irsisted that,
after discussing the arguments and suggestions of the citizens with the other competent institutions and,
if necessary, with the complainants themselves, action be taken to resolve the problems outlined.

To date, nearly six months later, @enbudsman has still not received a response
9922/2023
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The Ombudsnmareceived a complaint fronitizens ofGorna Banyalistrictin the city of Sofia
regarding the @it chosen for the construction of a buffer parking lot next to the last metro stapria G
Banya quarter In 2021, an objection addressed to the Mayor of Stfiahe Chairman ofSofia
Municipal Council,to the Mayor of Ovcha Kupel districtp the Chief Architect of Sofia and the
Chairman of the Sofia Transport Commission, supportedédsgitinatures of 335 citizens from Gorna
Banya quarter opposé to the chosen location fahe parking lot, justifying themselves with the
following arguments

- designing and announcing it were done in the dark;

- concerns that theidestreets wuld become aarking lot for cars from Pernik and the
nearbyvillages;

- proposl to build the car parig lot on anothemunicipalplot that isadjacent tahe
following streetsNikolay Hrelkov, PlaninitssaandLotus;

- insising that the Sofia Municipality should carry aut a comprehensive study and
analysis of the traffic and noise environment in the area, including the effect of the
parking lot;

- requesgng information on the cost of the project.

In the meantime, however, by Decision No. 646/14.10.2021 ofdfi@a Municpal Council
item 8 ofMinutesNo. 41, on report Naz& [ ¢ 2l 1s 6679316.07.2021, a draftetaileddevelopment
plan was approve@émendhg the zoning plan foguadrantd.7,18 and63 and the street regulation plan
for thebuffer parkingot at metro station No. 18 @orna Banyajuarter Ovcha KupeUistrict of Sofia
Municipality andthe water supplplans of the plumbing part in the scope of the project.

By the opinion of 2@ctober2021 of the "Architecture and Urban Planning” Department of the
Sofia Municipality the citizens' objection was rejected.

Neverheless, citizens continddo object to the construction of a buffer parking lot at the
selected location.

In a proposaln 2023to theMayor of Sofia Municipaty and to theMayor of Ovcha Kupel
district(ref. No.t [ s 2 ¥ 6-%25.08.2023}he community of Gorna Banya quaragrain insistdon
choosing another location for the buffer parkioig

Moreover, thedetailed development plaadopted by the decision of the Sofiéunicipal
Councilwasappealed by the proggrowners in accordance with Article 215, paragraph 4 oShaial
Developmenict before theSofia City Administrative Courwithin the statutory 3@ay period.

In regard to he complaint, which shows that the chosen location for the constructioe of th
buffer parkinglot is not accepted unequivocally by the citizens and the resistance against it continues,
as well as in view of the protection of the public interest, the Ombudsman asked the Mayor of Sofia
Municipality to order an inspection and to infoherabout the current factual situation the case, the
opinion of Sofia Municipality on it and the actions taken. In resposse was informed that the court
cases, with the exception of one, had been concluded and the applicatidreenlismissedTherefore
there was no basis farchange

7. PROTECTION AGAINST DISCRIMINATION
14/2023

A disabledvoman whdives in an old building in the centre of Sofia turned to the Ombudsman
institution. She has not left her home for years because the entrarecedra®wy wooden staircase and
there is no possibility of building a lift or hoist. The only possibility is to build an external one. In spite
of having invested money to obtain a building permit from the municipality and with personal funding
to realise tis possibility,she wasot entitled to build such a facility under the National Programme for
Accessible Environment and Personal Mobility due to the following circumstances

- sheis not eligible to apply as an individual;
- the building has amixedpurposeuse i no condominium ownership has been

established between the private owners (22%) and the public institutions (66%);
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- the land on which the facility is to be constructed is privately owned by the state,
althoughthe womanhad paid for the right to buildhe facility on state land and the continued "silent
refusal" of theRegional @vernorof Sofiato purchase ideal parts of the statenedland

A recommendatiorwas made to the Minister of Labour and Social Policy to consider
introducing additional fleibility and administrative reliein case ofappicationsfor funding under
Component 1 of the National Programme for Accessible Environment and Personal Mudsktg on
of the complaint received, as well as a number of atbeplaintsrom citizens wih the same problem

In response to the recommendation, the institution was informed that a change in the conditions
of the National Programme without a substantial justification in principlerapdrpose, but only to
resolve single cases or to meetividlual requestscouldnot achieve the desired effect of supporting
the accessibility of people with disabilities in meeting their needs in terms of creating conditions for
independent living, and therefailee recommendatiomwould not be taken into accat

134992023

In a complaint, a citizen statthat he is a disabled person and has difficulty getting to his home,
which is why hehascontacted the municipal authorities in iy of BurgasHe has requested that the
sidewalk in front of the entrarovhere he lives be beledl. After repeated applications and meetings
with the municipality of Burgas, a partial repair was carried out with the explanation that a complete
beveling of the pavement would be carried out after a major road repair, bhathist taken plade
date

Following a recommendation to the Mayor of Burgas Municipality, the necessary measures
weretaken to bevel the sidewalks throughout the area, thus creating reasonable facilities for people with
reduced mobility.Th citizen banked the Ombudsmanstitution for the timely intervention, which
ensured that people with disabilities receive the necessary support through an accessible environment,
thus being able to lead a more fulfilling life

8. NATIONAL PREVENTIVE MECHANISM

In thecourse of the inspection carried out in the prison in VarnaDthlbudsman team found
that for a week a prisoner had been handcuffed and isolated in the Medical Centre of the prison.

After discussions with the doctor, the inspegisychologist and thenanagement of Varna
Prison, the inspection team found that the person had been examined and issued an express
psychological conclusion on September2020. According to the conclusion, the person has been
diagnosed by thdublic Psychiatric Hospital "Dr. €orgi Kyosev" in thetown of Radnevo with
schizophrenidike psychotic disorder due to combined use of psychoactive substances. The person's
behaviour since his admission to prison gives an indication of engaging in suicidatiojusielfis
behaviour. Tkre are problematic maladaptive behaviour, adjustment problems, impulsivity,
unpredictability of behaviour. Aggression and skdtructive behavior is not exclugealsotowards
other inmates and staff. It is noted that the person should be under thieraté the administration
and under medical supervision

On 170ctober2023, the prisoner failed to comply with an order of a supervisory security officer
and was physically aggressive towards hiimwas found that the person was cescited, with
inconsistent behaviour, disoriented for time, verbally aggressive.Therefore, and on the basis of Article
114, pargraphl, item 5 ofthe Execution of Punishments and Detention in Custddydue to the
presence of danger as a result of mental disorder oeskpn the prisoner to harnmigelfor the life
and health of another person, the persad beerhandcuféd The prescribed therapy for the person
was200 mg of hedonin daily.The person subsequently refused td.take

On 100ctober2023, he punched ar@r inmate in the face without apparent provocatiom.
report of the same date it is reflected that the person belstraangely, inadequatelyjddnot speak
coherently and ented into conflicts with thestaff and other prisoners, thereby endangeriveirtlife
and health.
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A report dated 2®ctober2023 reflected that his confrontational behaviour persisted, at times
he hadinappropriate behaviw.

The Ombudsman as the NPM is of the view that immobilization that lasts for consecutive days
(in this ase a whole week) cannot be justified and constitutes a fommalwéatment.

On this occasion, a recommendatimas made to the head of the prison in Varna that in all
cases where, due to the presence of a mental disorder, the person poses a disngglf smti/or to
others, necessitating the application of an immobilisation measure, the person should be ordered to be
removed for treatment in an appropriate medical environment as a matter of urgency.

After the intervention of th®mbudsman and in codination with the psychiatrist of the prison
in Varna, the prisoner was ordered to be transferred to the psychiatric wardspédedized hospital
for active treatment of prisoneins Lovechon an urgent basis for therapeutic treatment in a secure
environment.

In regard tomedia publications about the detention of an Iranian citizen in the Special Home
for Temporary Accommodation of Foreigners Sofia andhis possible deportation back to his
homeland the Ombudsman team addressed the State AgencRefugees under the Council of
Ministers and the Migration Directorate of the Ministry of Interior. A team from the institution also
carried out an osite visit to theSpecial Home for Temporary Accommodation of Foreigiref3ofia,
where it met and spokeith the foreigner and his legal representative.

The foreigner was sentenced to death in his native Iran, the reason for this sentence being that
he had converted to the Christian faith and did not want to renourideeitcheck revealed that the
Iranian national was forcibly placed in tiSpecial Home for Temporary Accommodation of Foreigners
in Sofiafor the purpose of execution of aeroive administrative measure "return to the country of
origin”. On this occasion, the Ombudsman institution recebats from concerned citizens, who
expressed their support and solidarity with the Iranian citizen, stating their readiness to join protest
actions.The procedure for obtaining international protection and refugee status has ended with the
refusal

The Onbudsman, in ércapacity as NPM, made a recommendation to the competent authorities,
in which she pointed out that ivasunacceptable to return a foreigner to a country where his life is in
danger.

Moreover, following a meeting with the Iranian natiomdhwyer, it was established that the
Iranian national was not familiar with the content of the order imposing threige administrative
measure "return to the country of origiAt.that time, no interpreter was present to translate the content
of theorder and his possibility to appeal against it under the Administrative Procedure Code.

When theforeignerleft the Islamic Republic of Iran, he had not yet been proceeded against
under Iranian law. Later, his brother was informed by the Iranian auéisahtt he should appear before
an appropriate public authority in connection with a criminal ddsebrother was able to photograph
the first page of the death warrant issued against the foreigner with his phone. The photograph had been
attached to theecond application to tiHgtate Agency for Refugeesder the Council of Ministers, but
it had not been taken into consideration.

After the Ombudsman's intervention, no action was taken against the foreigner to enforce the
coercive administrative masure, he was released from th&pecial Home for Temporary
Accommodation of Foreigneris Sofia his subsequent application for international protection was
granted and the Iranian national is currently residing in the country with refugee status.

3896/2023

The Ombudsman was approached by an NGO regarding the neglect of a prisoner's health
condition by the prison administratiofhe prisoner héiserious dental problems (periodontal disease)
and an even more serious problem with high prolactialéedue to a piitary adenoma ten times
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above the norm, but no treatmentiteeen prescribetb him Recommendationseremade in relation
to the complaint, informatiowasrequested and copies of all documents relevant to medicalvesge
requested.

In connectionwith the delay in treatment, further discussions were held by an expert of the
institution with the director of the prison medical centre where the prisoner was serving his sentence.
Following the Ombudsman's intervention, the necessary documents wearegdrapd the interruption
of the prisoner's sentence was carried out in accordance with the procedure laid down for this purpose,
during which an imaging examination, hospitalisation, consultation with an ophthalmologist (eye
doctor) and a periodontist wecarried out.

IV. LETTERS FROM CITIZENS

1.
Dear colleagues,

We would like to sincerely and with great respect express our gratitude to you for the incredible
support and commitment you have shown in supporting the celebration of Vaditiss&oma New
Year. Your assistance allowed thepilsof Amalipe Network to experience incomparable moments in
your institutiors.

For many of them, it was their first experience outside the familiar environment of their locality. Your
hospitality and diligence createdt only positive emotions and unforgettable memories, but also
opened new perspectives for them. These visits showed them that the world is big, full of possibilities,
and that they themselves can be the creators of their own destiny.

With the help of youinstitutions, we are not only expanding puipils horizons, but also motivating
them to build solid study habits. These visits are like a catalyst that helps our students believe in
themselves and their potential. They become not just witnesses teekgewbut part of the education
process

Together, let us continue to be an inspiration topoynilss and encourage them to be active
participants in their educational journey. We believe that with such initiatives weaduncenot only
excellentpupils but also future leaders and motivators in society.

Thank you for your support and assistance!
Sincerely, Amalipe Cerg Team
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From:é é é ..com>

U tspriemna@ombudsman.bg

Sent: Sunday23 April, 2023 2:40:48PM
Subject: Thank you

Hello!

| am writing this email to thanRhD Diana KovachevaOmbudsman of the Republic
of Bulgaria for the assistance and hetpreimbursing the costs incurred for medical
examination in Bulgaria by the UK Health Fuddhank you for your responsiveness, empathy
and professionalism. | wish MBiana Kovacheva and her entire team good health, longevity
and many more professionalcsesses.

Sincerely
3.

With this email, | would like to express my sincere thanks and best wishes to Ms. Eva Zhecheva, who was so
kind andgoodand assisted in the protection of the rights of a young child in Bulgaria!

Mrs. Zhecheva, bsafeandhealthyand keep inspiring faith and hope that the state institutions can work and
protect our children in Bulgaria!

YOURS SINCERELY

4.

U spriemna@ombudsman.I8ent: Wednesday, 31 May, 2023 2:18:29 PM

Hello, | am Avevyazha Sniivaa, the mother of | wrote to gaulier for assistance with my
child's treatment abroad. Thank you, only you as an institution andangeok up the case.
| amhoping for your advocacy before the NHIF. With respect and gratitude

Dear Ms. ProfPhD Diana Kovacheva, With this lettemlould like to express my GRATITUDE and

APPRECIATION of YOUR WORK (on complaint No. 309/2023).

| appreciate your ATTENTION;ommitmentand HIGH PROFESSIONALISM and PLEASE accept my

DEEPEST THANKS as there is not a shred of doubt in my mind (a small laedpthat the solution to the

problem | have been dealing with over the past months could only have been resolved through the courts. Thank
you for your contribution and trouble to help me in my search for a lawful and just outcome.

THANK YOU for helping tle LAW to win!

Greetings

5.

TO Prof. DIANA KOVACHEVA

OMBUDSMAN OF THE REPUBLIC OF BULGARIA

22, GEORGE WASHINGTON STREET

SOFIA 1202

Subject Your intervention in my case with the municipality ofCherven Bryag

DEAR PROF. KOVACHEVA,

This letter is to express iy sincerest gratitude for your intervention and for the work of
your team in relation to my complaint regarding the violation of the boundaries of my
property.

| am delighted with your lawyers and their commitment and assistance. It is rare to find such
people these days and | am very grateful to have had the opportunity to interact with them.
Thank you very much for all your efforts.

Stay alive and well and keep being on our side.

Sofia 31.08.2023
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V. SHORT CALENDAR OF EVENTS IN 2023

JANUARY

9 January T Ombudsmarmiana Kovacheva séa letter to the Chairman of tisofia

Municipal Council Georgi Georgiev and the Mayor of Sofia Yordanka Fandakova, in which
she alegdabout a large number of complaints related to the changed conditions for public
transportravel effective from 1 January 2023.

11 January 1 With 14 votedn favour,the MPs from the Committee on Regional Policy,
Public Works and Local Sefbovernment unanimously adopted at first reading the legislative
proposal of the Ombudsman for the abolitiorfinés for paid wrong vignette through an
amendment to the Rogséct, submitted in December 2022 to the National Assembly and
recognized by a group of deputies from GEBBS coalition

In it, Prof. Kovacheva proposes to stop charging a compensation B€eM¥0 or a fine
of BGN 300, if the fee is not paidfor drivers who made a mistake in writing the registration
number when purchasingvignettes.

- “m\\\‘\\\m\u\iﬂ\ JANAHA KOBAYEBA JIE T MUTOBA e

11 January i Unanimously, with 184 votes in favour, MPs adopted at first reading in
the plenaryhall the legislative proposal of Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva for amendments to
the Persons witlDisabilities Act and the Health Act, aimed at overcoming the most serious
problems of people with disabilities related to delays in thegeréfication by the medical
examination bodies, as well as the inability to exercise their rights through no fault of their own.

With the decision, the MPs also supgorthe Ombudsman’'s other proposal in the
Persons withDisabilities Act to remove the discrimination against the mindy financial
benefits for military disabled and people with inherited pensions entiteedeonalassistance.

11January i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a recommendation to the Executive
Director of Bulgarian Water and Sewerage Holding EAD Irena Gexagand to the Manager
of Stara Zagora Water and Sewerage Company Radostin Milanov, in which she recethmend
not to apply the water price approved by the Energy and Water Regulatory Commission
(EWRC) in theregion The reason is the numerous complaintsitifens to the institution of
the national public defender who protest against the drastic increase of the water R0G3
in Stara Zagora. Th®@mbudsman neats that in the last six months the water phes been
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increased for the second time, andhwm the last year ihasincreased by more than 50% and
is now BGN 4.61 per cubic meter, while the quality of the seivasenoimproved

11 January T Representatives of the striking employ@éshe Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the Ombudsman of tieepublic of Bulgaria ProfDiana Kovacheva et in
connection with strike actionat the Ministry. The Ombudsman ws& presented with the
developments on the effective strike in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the impossibility of
its endby signing an greement to consolidate the partial success achieved and to seek options
for resolving the accumulated problems in labour relations in the system of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.

13January i Little survakari pupilsfrom
1t to 4" grade from "Geagi Stoykov
Rakovski" primary school in the village «
Turnak (Vratsa region) visit the = =
Ombudsman institution andse decorate( . .
sticks calling for health, success ar .
prosperity on the eve of the Roma New Y |
on 14 January. The initiative is of th
Amalipe Center for Inteethnic Dialogue
and Tolerancewhich traditionally organize
Vasilitsa in the institutions as the Day
Roma Culture

19 January i The MPsfinally adopted in plenary hall at g@nd reading the proposal
of Ombudsman Diana Kovachevattpeople with disabilities who$EMC decisions expire
andwerewaiting for recertification at least half a year until the issuance of a new one should
not lose their rights anshouldcontinue receiwg their disability pensiondn addition, their
financial and targeted support will not be interrupted, including free vignette stickers,
entitlement to personal assistance, assistant support, varicesidéx
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Legislative changes proposed @mbudsman Diana Kovacheva in tRersonswith
Disabilities Ad and the Health Act, recognized andsiitted by the MPs from GERBDS
Denitsa Sacheva, lliana Zhekova and Kostadin Angelov, were adopted unanimously.

The amendments are extremely important because they ensure that in case of delays in
REMC decisionpeqle with disabilities will not be left without financial support, but in order
to ensure their social payments on tiR&EMC decisions must be issued in the future within
three months, otherwise they are considered overdue.

19January T MPs adopted at fitgeading in plenarfall the Ombudsman's legislative
proposal to abolish fines for paid but wrbyngegisteredvignettes through an amendment to
the Road Act, submitted in December last year to the National Assembly and recognized by a
group of MPs fronGERB-SDS.

In it, Prof. Kovacheva proposes to stop charging a compensation #®&Mf70 or a
fine of BGN 300 if the fee is not paid for drivers who made a mistake in writing the egstr
number when purchasingvignettes.

The problem is for driverevho find out accidentally and very late about the multiple
compensatory charges BGN 70imposed on them. Thus they are penalised many times for a
mistake made unintentionally when writing the registration number of the vehicle, without even
suspecting tht they are offenders

19 January T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a new recommendation to the
Executive Director of Bulgaria Water and Sewerage Holding EAD Irena Georgieva, in which
she strongly opposed the drastic jump inlagerprice from 1 January®3 in Smolyamegion

Such a recommendatid®rof. Kovacheva also sent to the manager of the local water
and sewerage comparBumyanaY anchevska, with the insistence not to apply the water price
approved on 30 December 2022 by the Energy and Water Reguommission (EWRC).

"The increase of the complex price of water and sewerage services for household
consumers from 1 January 2023 compared to 1 January 2021 is from BGN 2.575 per cubic
meter to BGN 4.625 per cubic meter, i.e. by 79.59%. For theslashbnths, the price of water
in Smolyan region increased for the second time for households from 1 October 2022 to 1
January 2021 by 44.22%, and from 1 January 2023 to 1 October 2022 by@4dhdtedthe
national public defender

20 January i Fdlowing a signal from the Ombudsman, the prosecutor's office found
unlawful ordinances in 119 municipalitie®n 18 January 2023, the Ombudsman institution
received a letter of response from the Supreme Atnative Prosecutor's Officavhich
informed Prof. Diaa Kovacheva that after her report, in the period from 30 March 2022 to 17
January 2023, unlawful texts of ordinances were found in 119 municipalities. Tlagvdy
contradict the laws, such as the provisiomghe Local Taxes and Fees Atihe Statutory
Instruments Act, the SpatiBlevelopmenfAct, etc.

20January i The Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva exprésseeasoned opinion on the
drat amendment and supplement@odinanceNo. 9 of 2001 on the quality of water intended
for drinking purposes, which she $émthe Ministers of Environment and Water ERgsitsa
Karamfilova, the Minister of Health Dr. #en Medhidiev and the Minister of Regional
Development and Public Works Aiitéct lvan Shishkov.

The occasion is the public consultations on the amendm#m©fdinancen question,
published on the website of the Public Consultation Portal
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23 January T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva appealed to the Chairman of the
Commission forConsumer ProtectiofCCP) Stoil Alipiev and the CEOs of Yettel Bulgaria
EAD Jason Kng and BTC EAD (Vivacom Bulgaria EAD) Nikolay Andreev because of the
public discontent and the numerous complaints from citizens seeking assistance against the
upcoming indexation of the prices of mobile services by the two operators.

Prof. Kovacheva steses that precisely due to the high inflation and the reduced
purchasing power of the people the announced increase in the prices of services is unacceptable,
as in the case of Yettel Bulgaria EAD it is by 15.4% according to the average annual index of
theNational Statistical Institute (NSI), and in the case of Vivacom Bulgaria EAD by up to BGN
2 per service. In a letter to tlairman of the CPtheOmbudsman asksm tocheck whether
the abovementioned mobile operators exercise unfair commercial pescivithin the meaning
of the Consumer Protection Act.

25January i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva participated in a meeting of the Economic
Policy and Innovation Committeef the National Assembly on the indexation of consumer
prices by mobile operatorShe it specific questions to tieéhairman of the CP and to the
mobile operatord.e.what makes it necessary to index prices in the conditions of state support
and aid and whether it is an unfair practice to raise prices

30 January T Ombudsman Diana Kacheva sentraopinionto the Chairman of the
Sofia Municipal Council Georgi Georgiev, in which she adKkor a review of the new fare
policy for public transport in Sofia, so that the transport documentpritnitiedmore flexible
travel options to pubdi transport useraere preservedThe reason for this is the new public
consultations initiated in January on the draft Ordinance amending and supplementing the
Ordinance on the terms and conditions of travel by public urban transport on the territory of
Sofia Municipality, triggered by great public discontent.

The Ombudsmamaised the alarm that the institutiondhaeceived complaints from
pensioners about their exclusion from the right to travel with-teng personalised transport
documents for preferdial travel, which theyadpointedout as discrimination

31January i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva santopinionto theChaimpersonof the
Municipal Council in Shumen Asya Asparuhova a statement in which shesdiiat a full
and thorough review of tHausiness plan of Water and Sewerage Company Shumen for 2022
2026 should be made and the atasto make a fair dasion in favour of the peopl&he
reason for the opinion dProf. Kovachevawasthe forthcoming meeting of the Water and
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Sewerage Associatip scheduled for 15 February 2023, namely to agree on the business plan
of ShumenWaterSupplyCompanyfor the regulatory period 2022026.

The Oombudsman stresses that she has been followprnige case of water supply in
Shumen and the region for yearsl recalls that in order tesolve the problems with the quality
and price of water in the region she has made a number of recommendations to the Minister of
Regional Development and Public Works, the Minister of Environment and Water, the
President offte Water Supply Association of the separate territory served I3htiraenNater
Supply Companyput despite this the water supply service still does not meet the quality
requirements.

FEBRUARY

1 February 1 A compensatory fee of BGN 70 or a fine of BGO00, ifthe fee is not
paid, wa terminatedfor drivers who make a mistake in writing the registration number when
purchasing &ignettes Notification of such accumulated compensation fees and fines to the
RIA will now be done within three working days. This pospl of Ombudsman Diana
Kovacheva, enshrined in the Road Act, was unanimously supported by MPs at the second
reading in plenariall. In December last year, t@mbudsman submitted a legislative proposal
to the National Assembly, which was accepted by Mikdlankov and a group of GERBDS
MPs The reason for the drafting of this proposakthe numerous complaints of drivers who
accidentally and very belatedlyp@indout about the numerous compensatory charges of BGN
70 imposed on them. Theyerepenalisednany times for a mistake made unintentionally when
writing the registration number of the vehicle, without even suspecting thavénepffenders

1 February i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a letter to the caretaker Prime
Minister Galab Donev and thearetaker Minister of Economy and Industry Nikola Stoyanov,
in which as a result of humerous complaints she esite State to protect the rights of
consumers of mobile sends. At the end of January, tBenbudsmanequestedhe Chairman
of the Commis®n for Consumer Protection to carry out an investigation under his competence
whether the two mobile operators, whicdldeclared indexation of their prices in 202&ttel
Bulgaria by 15.3% and Vivacom Bulgaria by up to BGN 2 per serviees engageciunfair
commercial practices within the meaning of the Consumer Protection Act (CPA). Meanwhile,
it has emerged that a third operator, Ald léso announced an increase in the price of its
service from 1 March, with Al's monthly tariffs of between BGAhd BGN 25 set to rise by
15.3%.

1 February i A delegation from the Republic of Albania, at the initiative of the
Chairpersonof the G@mmission for Protection against Discrimantiafficially visited the
Ombudsman institutian

6 February T Ombudsman Diaa Kovacheva sent a recommendation toctiretaker
Minister of Health Dr. Aen Meahidiev, to theacting director bthe National Health Insurance
Fund Dr. Yordanka Penkova and the President of the Bulgarian Doctors' Union Dr. Ivan
Madzharov, recommendinthat the package of health activities covered by the budget of the
Health Insurance Fund should include annual reproductiveitessessment of the ovarian
reserve for women, and spermogrmmen.The reason for this recommendatigasa signal
from the "I Want a Baby" Foundation, whigrarnedthat more and more young people between
the ages of 285 in our country dund themselves witha seriously impaired reproductive
function.
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8 February 1 "The Ombudsman institution received a petition from thezeits of
Sliven against the increase in water prices, in which more thHd01people have signed so
far." This was reported by the head of the Rightdsérs of Alministrative andPublic Services
Directorate aithe institution of the public defender NiBayadzheva, who participated in the
meeting of the Energyna Water Regulatory Commissiam the occasion of the public
discussion of the prices of the business plan of the local sapg@lyand sewerage company
for the period 20222026.

8 February T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva insisthe caretaker Deputy Prime
Minister for Economic Policies and Minister of Transport and Communications Hristo Alexiev
to protect the rights gbupils and pensioners after the adoption of the measure for additional
compemsation for bus transport reductionsgardingDecreeNo. 10 of 25.01.2023 of the
Council of Ministers.

The Ombudsman also waaltthe Minister of Transport and Communicatiaiescheck
how all municipalities appéd this decree. The reason for this recomnagiosh of the
Ombudsmanvere the specific complaints and signals received from citizgasents opupils
who traveled on the Sunny Beach Burgasbus line They complaiedthat as a result of the
measure, the prices of transport documents plgpils increagd instead of decreasing.
According to them, the increased price of transport documeassthe result of a wrong
interpretation of the decree by the transport company.

9 February i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva requested from the Chairman of the State
Agency for Metrologcal and Technical SupervisioEvgeni Simeonov a supervisory
metrological inspection for compliance with the obligations of "Topla$ikaSofia® EAD
under the Measurement Act (MA) in relation to the heat and water meters used in theeubsc
stationsThe reason for thiwere numerous complaints fronousehold customers of the Sofia
district heating company in condominium buildings who conmgldabout high bills for heat
consumptionTheypointedout that the metering and reportingcommercial heat consumption
is carried oubased ortommon water and heat meters in the subscriber stations owned by the
district heating company

10February i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a recommendation to the Chairman
of the Energy and Water Reguay Commission AssProf. lvan Ivanov and thearetaker
Minister of Energy Rosen Hristov, requesting extraordinary inspections of "Toplofikatsia
Gabrovo" EAD, related to the quality and continuity of the heat supply services to residential
customersProf. Kovacheva insigtd that the citizens affected during the periods of suspended
or poor quality heat supply during the current heating season be fairly competsdsedind

their demands for effective control by the competent institutions over thigiestf Gabrovo
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District Heating Company to be fully justifiedfie Ombudsman wrote. The reason for this
recommendatiomwerecomplaints from citizens, as well as a letter received fronMtagor of
GabrovoMunicipality Tanya Hristova because of the nuows signals and complaints from
customers of the local district heating company about the systematic deterioration of the quality
of thedistrict heating supply in the town.

13 February i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva refertedthe Chairperson of the
Commission for Protection of Competition Yulia Nenkova with a request for an investigation
under the competence of the Commission to establish whether competition on the market of
electronic communications serviogasdistorted under the Protection of CompetitAct.

The reasomwvasthesimultaneousdexationof the prices of monthly subscription plans
by 15.3%by all three operator$ Vivacom Bulgaria EAD, Yettel Bulgaria EAD and Al
Bulgaria EAD1 for the average annual consumer price index for 2022, publishetie
National Statistical Institute

14 February T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a recommendation to the caretaker
Minister of Health Dr. Asen Mathidiev and theDirector of the National SociaBecurity
Institutelvaylo Ivanov, in which she insistion taking action to resume all delayed payments
to people with disabilities. The reaseasnumerous complaints from citizens, walertedthe
Ombudsman institution that after the recent changes iRgbple with Disabilities A¢in force
since 25 Januarthis year, there ia chaos because there is no real action by the responsible
authorities, which leads to the inability of those affected to receivephgitble amounts.

These changes were initiated by Prof. Kovacheva so that people do not losghteeir ri
and receive their disability pensions while waiting focegtification, which ook place after
submitting an applicatiedeclaration. Thus, until a neREMC decision is issued, the Bienal
Health Inspectorates aobliged to provide information tall responsible authorities so that the
financial and targeted support of people with disabilities is not interrupted, including free
vignette stickers, entitlement to personal assistance, assistant support, tax benefits, etc.

17 February T The Ombudsman &comed the participants in the State Individual
School Chess ChampionshipSofia forpupils aged undéf, 9, 11, 13, 15 and 17 years
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27 February T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a letter ta@ihetakeMinister of
Energy Rosen Hristov, recomnting that the household customers of thstrict heating
companies in the condominium buildings receive financial support from the EU funds. The
reasorwasthatby 1 January 2028ome 572)00 households have to retrofit the heating and
domestic hot watesupplymetering devices their homes with remote meteridgvices The
requirement to switch to remote metering is under a European regulation which Bigdgaria
obliged to comply with. Prof. Kovachevaaiv attention to the fact that thenesreabout 1.2%
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million heat meterand 660000hot water meters, and about 93% of these deweesowned
by household customers and their replacemeastto beat theexpensef these customers

MARCH

6 March T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a letter to the caretakeityDRerime
Minister and Minister of Labour and Social Policy Lazar Lazarov and caretaker Finance
Minister Rosita Velkova, in which she requestedormation on how many citizens received
the soecalledaid for drinking waterandwater used fohouseholdpurposesn 2021 and 2022.
TheOmbudsman demaedto know the amounts of social benefits paid in BGN for the period,
how many persons they were given to, including the reason for their granting. The reason for
the Ombudsman's lettewasthe drastic hike in ater prices across the country, as well as the
increased number of complaints to the institution from people whdliffeculty paying their
water bills.

8 March i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva again sent a recommendation to the
caretaker Deputy Prime Ministand Minister of Labour and Social Policy Lazar Lazarov, to
the caetaker Minister of Health Dr. #en Meahidiev and to th®irectorof the National Social
Securitylnstitute lvaylo Ivanov,in which she once again insisted taking the necessary action
toresume all delayed payments to people with disabilities, as the chaos in the systemcdcontinue
The reasorsending it were thewumerous complaints, signals and calls from people with
disabilities to th@©mbudsman institution, in which thegportecthat tirough no fault of theg
they hal not yetundergonee-certification and in March thewereagain left without th&tate
support theywereentitled to. Since 25 January, new changes td*greons wittDisabilities
Act, initiated by the Ombudsman and vobedhe last days of the #8\ational Assembly, have
been in force in order to ensure that people do not lose their rights and receive their disability
pensions while waiting for reertification, which takes place after submitting an application
declaraion.

9 March T Presentation meeting with the leadership of Amnesty International
Bulgaria

9 March i Meeting of the Deputy Ombudsman with the Ekaterina Karavelova
Foundation in connection with the publication of the analytical report "Women's Maices
Bulgaria .
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14 March T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva obggtto another increase in the price
of water i this time in Shumemegion where the increaseas49.88%, and in Pazardzhik
region:63.50%. At two consecutive meetings at the EWRC, the head Bighés ofUsersof
Administrative andPublic SevicesDirectorateat the Ombudsman Nina Boyadjieva exprdsse
a categorical position that the increase in the price of watpplyand sewerage services in
both regions wouldnot only lead to uncollectibilt of receivablesbut would also have an
extremely adverse impact on citizens wiaced more and mordifficulties in paying their
utility bills. Prof. Kovacheva's argument wahat the increased prigeas not economically
justified.

14 March 20231 GenevaGANHRIT ENNHRI's Assembly Meeting
R R T '!‘A!Emn'ﬁfmnmmm.m.—:r— > e

UNITED NATIONS
GENEVA €

20March i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent a letter to the Chairman of the Energy
and Water Regulatory Commission (EWRC) Ivan Ivanov, asking why the Reghkzdor
approved the general terms and conditions fostthe of electricityof Electrohold Sales EAD
on 10 March 2023 without public discussidine Ombudsman alsoelw attention to the fact
that, as of 20 March 2023, no information about thé&s publishedon the Commission's
website, which violad the pringples of publicity and transparency that the EWRC should
observe in carrying out its activities

Prof. Kovachevavascategorical that the procedure for approval ofgeeeral terms
and conditionof Electrohold Sales EADJid notcomply with the law, as edenced by the
Report No. EDK-2048#1/10.11.2022 of theorking group

21 March T Online participation of the Ombudsman on improving the use of the EU
Charter of Human Rights ByHRIs.
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21 March 1T Working meeting with a representative delegation hed European
Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
( 6t h eint@n3 dpyychiatry, dementia, social services

21 March 1T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva organisdubtine on 0878 592 642 and
0895 561941 for citizens' questions regarding the exercise of their voting rights during the
parliamentary elections on 2 April 2023.

22-24March 1 Participation of the Ombudsman's team in the training of the European
Fundamental Rights Agency in Vienna
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23 March 1T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva addressed the caretaker Prime Minister
Galab Donev about the need to comply with the laws on the implementation of social assistance
measures for lovincome people in the payment of water supply services.

Prof. Kovacheva hadlready asked the caretaker ministers of finance and labour and
social policy for information on the number of citizens vadlreceived the sgalled drinking
water benefits in 2021 and 2022. The Ombudsman dezdaménow for the period in question
the actual amounts of social benefits paid in leva and to how many persons they were given,
including the reason for their granting. The reasothfe public defender’s letter wiae drastic
jump in water prices across the country, as well as the increasdaen of complaints to the
institution from people who hkdifficulty paying their water bills and complaid about the
refusal of the regional social assistance dinetes to grant water benefits.

23 March T Reception day of the Ombudsman
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28March i Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva sent another letter watietakeMinister
of Economy and Industry Nikola Stoyanov and to the Chairman ofCdmamission for
Consumer ProtectiofCCP) Stoil Alipiev regarding the indexation of the monthly fees for
mobile sevices. The reasowas thathe three mobile operatorscreasedheir monthly tariffs
by 15.3%, which accomg to the Ombudsman's opinion svaxtremely unacceptable. Prof
Kovachevalertedthat consumers of mobile servidesd not beeprotected by theupervisory
authority under the Consumer Protection Act and recometkravising the opinion of the
CCPonthe absence of unfair clauses and unfair commercial practices by wydnétors. The
Ombudsman recallgtiat at a meeting with the Minister of Eammy and Industry shiead been
assured that the materials in the case would be carefully examined and a meeting between the
institutions would be held, but thikd not happen.

30 March 1 Nearly 74,500 citizens and representatives of organisations sought
assistance, protection or help from the Ombudsman institution last year, of whom 31,900
addressed collective petitions and complaints on specific CHsissis clear from the Annual
Report on the Activities of the National Public Defender Diana Kovacloe\20P2 which was
submitted to the National Assembliyhe data from the report also show that 25,523 citizens
were heard in the receptiwnons organied by the Ombudsman and the Deputy Ombudsman
in the capital and throughout the countiynd the number focomplaints received in 2022 was
over 15,000which isan absolute record in the-y@ar history of the institution

31 March 1T Ombudsman Diana Kovacheva referred to the Chairman of the Financial
Supervision Commission (FSC) Boyko Atanasov complaintsitafeas against Elgrohold
Sales EADThe reason is that, without their knowledge and consent, when paying the monthly
bill for electricity consumed through the EasyPay or FastPay cash registers, they are charged a
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