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It is evident that young people in the region are not sufficiently integrated into the decision-
making system, that they are in a difficult socio-economic situation, that they live in countries 
where rule of law is not fully established, therefore, face an increased risk of social exclusion. 
This is supported by data on the high unemployment rate, low rate of youth activities in 
the labor market, non-compliance of education with labor market needs, inadequate social 
protection, low social activism and participation, as well as general uncertainty due to lack of 
rule of law.

The category of “young people” includes categories that are at particular risk of social exclusion, 
which, in addition to challenging factors of the environment faced by the general population 
of young people, are marked by additional obstructionist circumstances related to a specific 
group, which increases the probability of long-term social exclusion. These factors may have 
a source in discriminatory patterns of the community in which they live, dysfunctional family 
environment, living below poverty line, being in an environment that is not encouraging or 
supporting, experience of drug abuse or conflict with the law.

The group of non-governmental organizations which have years of experience in supporting 
young people at risk of social exclusion, gathered around a project which aims to improve the 
policies and practices of governmental and non-governmental organizations, in relation to 
different groups of young people. One of joint activities is the regional study on the conditions 
young people at risk of social exclusion in the Western Balkans live in. In the framework of the 
project, the term “youth at risk” includes the following target groups: youth and children in 
conflict with the law, youth and children who use drugs, young people living in families with 
a history of conflict with the law and/or drug use, children and youth with street experience, 
young Roma and youth leaving formal care.

This document is the brief of the study which had the aim to:

1. To examine the social position of youth at risk through system of social protection, health 
protection, education, employment and participation, identifying thereby the problems of 
target groups and their possible cause.

2. To examine which services of support are provided to youth at risk, with the aim of resolving 
problems and end social exclusion;

3. To create practical policies with recommendations with the aim of suppressing social 
exclusion of youth at risk.

This brief is a part of the project “At-Risk Youth Social Empowerment” which is supported by 
the European Union, and implemented in Western Balkans for the period of 45 months, from 
January 2016 to October 2019. 

The project is coordinated by CSO Juventas, and project partners are ARSIS (Albania), 
Association Margina (Bosnia and Herzegovina), HOPS (Macedonia), CSO Labyrinth (Kosovo), 
Prevent (Serbia) and SHL Foundation from Germany. The network of the organizations 
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mentioned will implement activities with the aim of contributing to active participation in 
social processes of youth at greatest risk of social exclusion in the Western Balkans.

All of the findings and recommendations presented in this brief were developed after a 
conducted research, and they can be used to promote the rights of young people at risk, 
but also as a basis for the development of improved policies, new services, standards in the 
provision of existing services offered by non-governmental organizations, networking of active 
institutions and organizations, and strengthening state institutional capacities.

Western Balkan Countries, belonging to a World Bank group of Middle Income countries, are 
facing limited resources. Reforms of systems of social protection, health protection, inclusive 
education, criminal proceeding for minors and execution of criminal sanctions are ongoing 
in all six countries. Obligations of enabling support for targeted groups are arising from 
constitutions, laws, international standards and conventions. Investments in services for these 
groups are cost-benefiting for these countries in the long run, and most of all, necessary.

Current resources are not properly used. Children and young people at risk of social exclusion 
are lacking needed support. There are few identified reasons for that. There is no adequate 
surveillance of the situation, no data on the populations’ size, their needs and challenges. 
In the vast absent of data and its analyzing, interventions are not always tailored to the real 
circumstances and needs. This situation is particularly visible in the population of children 
and youth with street experience and children and youth who use drugs. Lack of additional 
support in education, lack of affirmative measures in employment and lack of psycho-social 
support for families are common determinates for all groups at risk of social exclusion.

In almost all areas there is no adequate and transparent mechanism of social contracting 
between CSOs and the governments, but also in many countries in Western Balkan, there are 
no protocols of cooperation between CSOs and GOs in areas relevant to youth at risk. There is 
also a visible problem of lacking networking between state actors.

The project team has developed a set of recommendations for improvement of quality of 
support to each group at risk of social exclusion. This set is only representing main and 
joint recommendations drawn from the process of preparation of this study. References to 
international standards were added after recommendations were developed. Bellow you 
may find main findings from all of the project participating countries, followed by concrete 
recommendations. 
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Youth in conflict with the law
»» There is insufficient system of data collection and analytical reports on children and 

youth in conflict with law. This population is rather invisible to policy makers. The lack 
of data causes for flawed services for this population, and those services are crucial in 
the process of planning interventions.  

»» There is limited support for psycho-social and legal problems management, as well 
as behavioral problems management during police detention, court investigation and 
penalization. These problems lead to the higher rate of recidivism, lower trust in system 
institutions and higher level of social exclusion and marginalization.

»» There is lack of programs for rehabilitation and social integration or inadequate existing 
programs which also leads to higher level of recidivism and social exclusion, as well as 
higher rates of drop outs from school.  

Children and youth who use drugs
»» There is insufficient system of data collection on minors who use drugs. This is one of 

the problems that needs to be solved first because it is the root of all other problems. 
Invisibility of the population leads to the lack of adequate policies and planned 
interventions which causes for the systematic absence of the quality services for the 
population. 

»» There is lack of treatment and supportive services in public sector for minors who use 
drugs. This problem has resulted with low rates of successfully treated minors and 
higher rate of minors who use drugs. 

»» There is lack of support programs (harm reduction, psycho-social support, rehabilitation, 
social integration) for minors, as well as inadequate programmes for youth in both 
public and CSO sector. This leads not only to higher rate of minors using drugs, but also 
to the higher risk of endangering individual and public health.

»» There is evident lack of political will for addressing needs of children and youth who use 
drugs. Lack of political will is one of the main limitations in the process of development 
of quality policies as well as limited funding for service providers which means limited 
service provision. 
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Children and youth from disadvantaged families
»» There is insufficient system of data collection. This population is invisible which leads 

to the lack of policies, planned interventions and implemented activities, which further 
causes a reduced access to services and, finally, not meeting the specific needs of the 
population. 

»» This category of children and youth is not recognized by laws, and these families are 
not supported by public institutions. That fact causes for the lower acess to social care 
and therefore increased risk of drug use, criminal behavior, homelessness, etc.  

»» There is lack of supportive programs (psycho-social support, rehabilitation, social 
integration) in both CSO and public sector which, besides other mentioned things, also 
lead to the higher rate of school drop outs.

»» There is obvious lack of expertise among service providers from CSO and public sector 
which results in poor quality of service provision. There is also low level of trainings 
provided for the service providers in this field.  

Children and youth with street experience
»» There is insufficient system of data collection. Population is invisible which leads to 

the lack of policies, planned interventions and implemented activities, which further 
causes a reduced access to services and, finally, not meeting the specific needs of the 
population.

»» Legal and institutional framework regulating this are not sufficiently developed. This 
population is in most cases not recognized by the low and there are no institutions 
designated for dealing with them, with the exception of Albania.  In addition, there 
are no strategic documents tackling this issue. This leads to the exposure of children 
and youth to immediate risks and harmful situations, long term social exclusion and 
extremely unfavorable living conditions.

»» There is lack of services such as shelters, psychosocial support, education, social 
integration, etc. This leads not only to the social exclusion, but also to the higher risk of 
human and sexual trafficking, violence and other forms of abuse, exploitation, neglect, 
drug use, etc.

»» There is lack of sustainable solutions for services provided for homeless youth. 

Children and young Roma
»» The system of data collection is not sufficiently developed which causes for difficulties 

in further planning of the improvement of the social programs for Roma youth. 

»» There is only limited success of programs which aim to prevent early marriages. This 
leads to higher rates of teenage pregnancy and chool drop–out. Lack of parental 
responsibility or competencies may lead to street situation or abuse of their children. 

»» There is limited access to services for this population: health, employment, social 
protection, etc. Deprivation of basic services leads to the lack of opportunities for 
personal development, education, VET, employment housing, more prevalent health 
problems, more prevalent early marriages, drug use, poverty, unemployment, lack of 
formal education, etc. 

»» There is lack of preventive programs related to drug use and promotion of healthy 
lifestyles among this population which leads to the increasing numbers of drug-users 
and STD prevalence among young Roma. 
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Youth leaving formal care
»» There is lack of data, especially in two post-conflict societies (Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and Kosovo). The lack of data leads to the lack of supportive services and policies, 
exposure to immediate risks and harmful situations. 

»» There are insufficient support programs tailored to the needs of youth who were 
children without parental care and limited allocation of resources. After leaving formal 
care, youth are without support services or with very limited support services. That 
leads to the higher risk of abuse, street situation, conflict with law, discrimination, etc.

»» There are limited alternatives to institutional care. 

»» There is higher demand for support after leaving institutional care in situation of limited 
capacities for social services. 

»» There is protective environment within the formal care that doesn`t prepare enough 
young people  for independent life after reaching maturity. That causes for the 
higher demand for support after leaving institutional care and further to the risk of 
unemployment and social exclusion. 
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Children and youth in conflict with the law
»» Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should create a unique or linked 

national electronic database(s) which will include data on social records, personal records, 
criminal records, treatment and re-socialization measures, including those provided by 
probation services and through other alternative sanctions.

»» Ministry of Justice/Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare/National statistical agency in all 
Western Balkans countries should create statistical and analytical reports from this/these 
database(s) and publish them at least on an annual basis, when possible.

»» Research among children and young people in conflict with law should be implemented in 
order to ensure monitoring and evaluation of the policies and practices of the institutions in 
relation to the needs of children and youth in conflict with the law. 

»» Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, Ministry of Education, Ministry of 
Interior should develop more comprehensive support mechanism for minors and their 
parents/care givers during and after detention, investigation, treatment, sanctions, probation 
and other alternative measures (psycho-social  support, free legal aid, behavioral problem 
management, health protection  and treatment of addictions if relevant , parenting skills , 
etc.) 

»» Ministry of Justice should strengthen more comprehensive support mechanism for young 
adults and members of their families during and after detention, investigation, treatment, 
sanctions, probation and other alternative measures (psycho-social support, free legal aid, 
behavioral problem management, etc.).

»» Governments and CSOs should ensure that the voice of these children and youth is heard 
and that they are participating in decision making processes with the full respect of their 
dignity and integrity.

»» Ministry of Education and Ministry of Justice in cooperation with other relevant public 
institutions should secure compulsory education and full access to variety of secondary 
education for all children and youth in conflict with the law. 

»» Ministry of Education, Centre for Vocational Education and Training and Ministry of Justice 
and/or other relevant public institutions should ensure the provision of vocational trainings 
as a part of rehabilitation and re-socialization of all children  and youth in conflict with the 
law where CSOs, art, sports and other originations are encouraged to take part, following 
the best interest of a child.

»» Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure implementation 
of adequate rehabilitation programs for children and young people in conflict with the law;

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure implementation of programs for social 
integration.

»» Every child, regardless of their religion, nationality, race, language, disability, health conditions, 
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sexual orientation, gender identity, family background, or other personal characteristics, 
should be treated equally and without discrimination when in conflict or contact with the 
law. 

»» In work with children, the best interest of child and highest national and international 
standards should be respected.

»» Relevant ministries should ensure enough trained professionals from different institutions 
on rights and needs of children and young people in conflict with the law.

»» Relevant ministries should develop policies on prevention of juvenile delinquency, at least 
following UN Guidelines for the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency: the ‘Riyadh Guidelines’

Children and youth who use drugs
»» Ministry of Health and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should create unique or 

linked national electronic database(s) which will include data on social records, personal 
records, health records, criminal records and treatment.

»» Ministry of Health/Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare/National statistical agency in 
all Western Balkans countries should create statistical and analytical reports from this/
these database(s) and publish them on an annual basis, at least. When possible, research 
among children and young people who use drugs should be implemented in order to 
ensure monitoring and evaluation of the policies and practice of the institutions in 
relation to the need of children and youth who use drugs.

»» Ministry of Health should improve legal framework in order to allow needed medical 
treatment and psycho-social support for minors who use drugs following the interest 
of a child. 

»» Ministry of Health should introduce adequate medical treatment of minors, including 
Opioid Substitution Therapy (OST) when needed.

»» Ministry of Health in partnership with Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should 
introduce adequate treatment, first of all psycho-social support for minors who use 
drugs and their families, in accordance with international standards. (such as UNODC-
WHO International Standards for the Treatment of Drug Use Disorders).

»» Ministry of Health and other relevant institutions should ensure proper infrastructure 
and capacities for implementation of above mention measures, including human 
resources and annual budget for implementation of policies. 

»» Institutions should be better networked; role of primary health institutions, including 
pediatrics, centers for social work, institutions for education and CSOs should be 
strengthened.

»» Ministry of Health and other relevant institutions should strengthen capacities for early 
interventions.

»» Governments should ensure implementation of prevention measures in accordance 
with International Standards on Drug Use Prevention published by UNODC 2015.

»» CSOs and other interested actors should raise awareness about problems and needs of 
children and youth who use drugs.

»» CSOs and other interested actors should support affected population in becoming 
more visible. 

»» Governments and CSOs should ensure that the voice of these children and youth is 
heard and that they are participating in decision making processes with the full respect 
of their dignity and integrity.

»» CSOs and other interested actors should raise capacities (study visits, trainings, etc.) of 
key-decision makers in order to achieve sensitization. 

»» Line Ministries should increase financial support to service provision, including both 
GOs and CSOs service providers.
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Children and youth from disadvantaged families (drug use and/or 
conflict with the law)

»» Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should create unique or 
linked national electronic database(s) which will include data on social records and 
other records following the highest privacy and ethical standards.

»» Research among children and youth from disadvantaged families should be 
implemented in order to ensure monitoring and evaluation of the policies and practices 
of the institutions in relation to the needs of these children and youth.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should assess problems and needs of this population.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should plan and implement interventions and 
activities in order to increase social care and support of this population.

»» Ministry of Education, with support of Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Labor and Social 
Welfare and Ministry of Health, should develop preventive mechanism in order to 
prevent risks of drug use, criminal behavior, homelessness, etc.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should embrace approach of supporting these 
families rather than punishing them (such as automatic forced separation of family).

»» Ministry of Education should provide incentives for continuing education and mentoring 
programmes for primary and secondary educational level.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare in cooperation with Ministry of Education should 
secure social inclusion by developing curriculum and implement programs of psycho-
social support, rehabilitation, social integration.

»» Ministry of Education and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure proper 
capacity building of current and future professionals in their fields of work;

»» Ministry of Education and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure 
development of contemporary curricula for the training of service providers in line 
with best practices and local environment.

»» Ministry of Education and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare in collaboration with 
CSOs should ensure development of quality tailored programs.

»» Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should create unique or 
linked national electronic database(s) that would ensure data collection and analyzing 
for all categories of children and youth with street experience. 

»» Research among children and youth with street experience should be implemented in 
order to ensure monitoring and evaluation of the policies and practice of the institutions 
in relation to the need of these children and youth.

»» In process of data collection and analyzing, findings and recommendations of UNHCR 
Protection and promotion of the rights of children working and/or living on the street, 
should be followed.

»» Relevant ministries in cooperation with CSOs should implement social and other 
services mapping and evaluation of current state capacities in supporting children and 
youth with street experience. 

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should develop and implement strategies which 
address the issue of children and youth with street experience and guarantee a budget 
for its implementation.

»» Legal framework should be improved so as to ensure decriminalization of street situation 
and envisage the coordination and division of responsibilities of public institutions 
working with the children and youth with street experience.

»» A comprehensive program of support should be set, including the following supporting 
services: 

»» Educational programmes: literacy and reinforcement classes provided by Ministry of 
Education in coordination with social services;

»» Social incentives and social housing provided by the social services at local level in 
cooperation with the related local actors; 
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»» Drop-in services provided by the civil sector;

»» Employment programmes, vocational training provided by Ministry of Labor and Social 

»» Welfare, Regional Employment Offices and local public institutions.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure data collection from all services.

»» Public and CSO services should be linked.

»» Public and CSO sector should conduct a survey on needs assessment.

»» Governments and CSOs should ensure that the voice of these children and youth is 
heard and that they are participating in decision making processes with the full respect 
of their dignity and integrity.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should develop and implement social policies 
aimed at reducing homelessness.

»» Shelters for homeless that provide free meals should be opened in countries where 
they don’t exist.

»» Data on homelessness should be collected and published annually.

Children and young Roma
»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare in cooperation with other responsible ministries 

should ensure data collection on health protection, education, employment and social 
protection of children and young Roma.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should conduct surveys on the needs assessment 
of this category, in cooperation with CSOs.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education should 
conduct awareness-raising and capacity-building campaigns for social workers, health 
and education professionals. 

»» Clear coordination and division of responsibilities of public institutions should be set 
in place.

»» Local and national budget should plan costs of outreach and community work to 
prevent early marriages.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should carry out a continuous monitoring and 
evaluation of the implementation of the programs aimed at provision of the necessary 
services.

»» Budget should be allocated for implementation of National Roma Strategies.

»» Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education and Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare 
should carry out awareness-raising and capacity building campaigns for health and 
education professionals.

»» Programs should be implemented in cooperation of Ministry of Education, Ministry of 
Labor and Social Welfare, Ministry of Justice, Prosecution, Police department and CSOs.

Youth leaving formal care
»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare from all Western Balkans counters should ensure 

data collection and surveys on needs assessment, in cooperation with CSOs.

»» Cooperation of national and local government authorities should be improved.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare in cooperation with related national agencies 
should develop a program for support of youth who were children without parental 
care and transpose it on the local level.

»» Cooperation among national and local public institutions should be improved. 

»» Government should ensure that youth who were children without parental care have 
access to adequate and free education (including the university level), support in 
education, health including oral and mental health protection, employment, student’s 
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dormitories, housing programs, other types of psycho-social support including access 
to psychotherapy when needed and social subsidies when needed.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure capacity building for professionals 
working with children and youth in centers for social work.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should allocate budget to support implementation 
of programs aimed at social inclusion of young people who left formal care.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should continuously monitor and carry our 
evaluation of the process of strengthening human resources’ capacities.

»» Family support programs and mechanism, including financial support, should be 
continuously improved and developed, with the aim of preventing separation of 
children from their families. 

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should support the strengthening of capacities of 
professionals working with children and youth in formal care.  

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should continue to put efforts in improvement 
and implementation of policies related to deinstitutionalization (such as foster care) 
and transformation of residential care facilities (institutions)   (e.g. small group homes).

»» Monitoring and evaluation of the formal care and its impact on child’s development 
should be improved.

»» Children/young people should be more included in decision-making process in the 
matters of their concern, in accordance with their age and maturity.

»» Programs which are aimed at acquiring skills and knowledge necessary for a self-reliant 
life should be developed, accredited and implemented. 

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure involvement of private sector, 
CSOs, peer educators, sports clubs, education system and other relevant institutions in 
supporting transition of children living in residential care facilities to adulthood.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should ensure extension of transition plans to 
the period after leaving residential care facilities, with the participation of a child in its 
creation.

»» Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare should increase number of professionals in formal 
care for children without parental support and in providing direct assistance or social 
support for young people after leaving institutional care.
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