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The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC) is an independent non-governmental organisation 
for the protection of human rights: political, civil, cultural, and social. In its work the committee 
places a special priority to the protection of the rights of the most vulnerable groups living in 
Bulgaria: ethnic minorities, underprivileged groups, persons deprived of their liberty, children 
and women. The goals of the BHC are to promote respect and protection of human rights, to 
lobby for legislative changes aimed at bringing Bulgarian legislation in line with international 
human rights standards, to encourage public debate on human rights problems and to 
popularize the concept of human rights among the general public. 
 
 
BHC GENERAL ASSEMBLY 
 
The members of the General Assembly in 2013 were:  
 
Antoaneta Nenkova, Daniela Furtunova, Desislava Simeonova, Dimitrina Petrova, Georgi Bankov, 
Georgi Toshev, Iliana Savova, Kalina Bozeva, Kiril Ivanov, Krassimir Kanev, Margarita Ilieva, 
Marta Metodieva, Ramadan KehajovValko Stanev, Vassil Chaprazov, Yana Buhrer Tavanier, 
Yuliana Metodieva. 

 
 
 

 
 
The BHC is a non-governmental organization established in 1992 and registered at the Central 
Register of NGOs in the Public Benefit (certificate № 001/12.07.2001). 
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In 2013 the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC) implemented its activities in the 

framework of its five programs: Monitoring and Research, Legal Defence Programme, 
Refugees’ and Migrants’ Legal Protection Programme, Campaigns and Communications and 
the Programming and Administration.      

 
The activities in 2013 on the different projects are outlined below.   
 

 
1. MONITORING AND RESEARCH PROGRAMME 
 

In 2013 the programme activities were funded by the Open Society Institute – Budapest, 
the Oak Foundation, the European Commission and the EU Fundamental Rights Agency.   
 
1.1. Monitoring, research and advocacy in closed institutions 

 
1.1.1 Closed institutions monitoring  
 

In 2013 the programme carried out monitoring in prisons, in different places for 
detention of minors and social care institutions for adults with mental disabilities.  

 
In January, we carried out the traditional annual survey among 138 inmates in the 

prisons in Vratsa, Pazardjik, Lovech and Stara Zagora. The survey traditionally gathers 
information on the use of force by the police during pre-trial detention. The survey indicated 
a reduction of the number of complaints if use of force during detention, but a significant 
increase in the use of force inside the police stations (from 18% in 2012 to 23.3% in 2013).  

 
Problems in the implementation of the new Detention under Remand Act were discussed 

with prison governors and the minister of justice. The most significant of these was the 
violation of the provision allowing for attorney visits in prison non-working hours; after 
months of meetings, the practice was finally changed and brought in line with the new 
legislative amendments.  

 
Researchers visited four social care institutions for adults with mental disorders to 

monitor the current state of these institutions; the last comprehensive monitoring in them 
was carried out in 2004. 

 
In January-March BHC visited two correctional boarding schools for juveniles, with 

which the monitoring of these types of closed reformatory institutions for juveniles came to 
an end. In addition to general institutional monitoring, researchers conducted ad hoc checks 
in connection with a report of abuse against a child in one of these establishments. After 
BHC intervention the child was removed from his institution and placed in a crisis centre.  

 
Throughout the year we made monitoring visits in the 14 crisis centres for children, 

after it was established that for the last 2,5 years this specific social service for children did 
not undergo any of the needed reforms. The study of the system of these schools established 
arbitrary and/or prolonged placements, including placement for the maximum period 
allowed by law without a court order, placement of children with special needs (mental 
disability) without the provision of appropriate care. BHC produced a comprehensive report 
on the situation in these institutions; the working copy was discussed with all stakeholders 
prior to publication (State Agency for Child Protection, Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, 
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Social Assistance Agency and its district departments, district courts, directors of crisis 
centres). The report’s main conclusions focus on the placement procedure, the 
unnecessarily long stay in the institutions and the mixing of different profiles of children 
(e.g. children victims of trafficking and violence are placed together with juvenile 
delinquents), the need to resort to placement in such a centre only as a last resort for 
children in need of psychosocial intervention.   

 
In June-August 2013 researchers conducted intensive monitoring of other types of 

institutions for deprivation of liberty of minors. Visits were carried out in investigation 
detention centres, police stations, the reformatory institution for boys in Boychinovtsi.              
 
1.1.2. Training seminars for journalists, NGO activists and municipal monitoring 

commissions on penitentiary standards 
 

In April and June 2013 BHC organized two regional training workshops (in Varna and 
Burgas) for journalists, municipal monitoring commissions and NGOs in penitentiary 
standards. The latest in the series of trainings were carried out in partnership with experts 
from the National Preventive Mechanism and the Central Penitentiary Administration. As 
part of the trainings, study visits were carried out in the prisons in Burgas, Sliven and Varna. 
After the visit to the Burgas prison BHC sent a second alert to the minister of justice on 
account of the inhuman and degrading material conditions in it.       

 
1.1.3. Advocacy  

 
In May 2013 upon the invitation of the minister of justice BHC participated in a working 

meeting on civil participation in the process of resocialisation of inmates and delivered a 
presentation on the topic. 

   
Upon the invitation of the minister of justice in June 2013 BHC prepared a position on 

the draft Regulations for Application of the Detention under Remand Act and put forward a 
number of significant proposals for amendments and additions. We will follow the 
discussions of the draft in parliament.         

 
Three months after the appointment of the new minister of justice, BHC put forward for 

the third time the proposal to amend article 253 of the Detention under Remand Act that 
currently prohibits access to non-convicted inmates for NGOs. The minister of justice 
refused to initiate legislative reform motivating the refusal with negative positions from the 
Supreme Court of Cassation and Supreme Prosecution of Cassation.   

  
Closed institutions researchers made a number of ad hoc visits to investigate 

allegations of human rights abuses in closed institutions. The most drastic of these was a 
case of violence by prison guards over inmates in Sofia prison in October 2013.  
Disproportionate use of force and illegal use of auxiliary means was used against 11 foreign 
national inmates sleeping in the same dormitory. In the following months BHC researchers 
met with the victims of many occasions and assisted them in filing complaints before the 
prosecution. The prosecution inquiry is still ongoing. 

 
Throughout the year researchers maintained active communication with the National 

Preventive Mechanism at the Office of the Ombudsman on signals of abuse in closed 
institutions.     
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In September 2013 on the request of the Varna Administrative Court the programme 
prepared a detailed information sheet on the conditions in the cells in Varna prison. The 
request was sent in response to a complaint from an inmate.    

 
In early 2013 a researcher from the program was invited to tke part in two 

documentaries – for TV7 about violence in Bulgarian prisons and a second one produced by 
the Initiative for Health Foundation on the available treatment for inmates drug addicts in 
prisons.   
 
 
1.2. Activities in institutions for children deprived of liberty  

1.2.1.     Monitoring activities in institutions for children deprived of liberty  
  

In 2013 BHC started work on a new project “Children deprived of liberty in Central and 
Eastern Europe: between legacy and reform”. The project is implemented with four partner 
NGOs from Hungary, Romania and Poland, with BHC being lead applicant. The project is of 
two years’ duration and aims to collect data to assist the European institutions and the 
authorities in the member states to get a better understanding of the relevant standards and 
the implementation in closed institutions for children nationally.  

      
The project focuses on monitoring all types of closed institutions for children, including 

the institutions for children deprived of parental care, institutions for asylum seeking 
children, including unaccompanied minors and psychiatric hospitals. The research phase 
started in August 2013 with monitoring visits to institutions for temporary 
accommodation of minors and juveniles, specialized institutions for accommodation 
of foreigners, one clinic for child psychiatry and several reformatory institutions.        
 
1.2.2. Advocacy activities 
 

In connection with violations established during the monitoring, BHC undertook a 
number of follow up advocacy activities. We prepared an application to the European Court 
of Human Rights (ECtHR) on behalf of a girl, D.S., on account of violation of Article 5 (right to 
liberty and security) of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and a complaint 
to the prosecution on account of unlawful placement of D.S. in a psychiatric institution.  

 
In connection with the health situation of two girls in a reformatory institution, BHC 

alerted the local juvenile delinquency commissions, the State Agency on Child Protection 
and the Ministry of Education. As a result, the girls’ stay was terminated by a court in early 
2014. 

 
The NPM at the Ombudsman was alerted to the inhuman and degrading conditions in 

some of the visited reformatory institutions. In December we alerted the State Agency on 
Child Protection about the need to terminate the placement of a boy, victim of sexual abuse, 
in his institution and relocate him to an appropriate setting.  

   
1.3. Monitoring of ‘baby institutions’ 
 

In 2013 BHC continued its monitoring started in the autumn of 2012 of the institutions 
for medical and social care of children aged 0-3 also known as ‘baby institutions’ with a 
focus on the processes of deinstitutionalisation. Ad hoc visits were also carried out in 
several institutions for children deprived of parental care and institutions for children with 
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mental disabilities, as well as several community alternatives (small group homes, foster 
families).   

    
We visited 20 out of the 29 baby institutions in the country (with a total of 1,332 

children in them). Visits were carried out together with medical experts (paediatrician, 
psychiatrist, psychologist and physical therapist).  

 
The findings of the monitoring in 2013 concluded that the care to the children in these 

establishments lacks of holistic approach and a varied socialization work, in other words 
there is a lack of adequate “human care”. The experts established that children in these 
institutions demonstrate a significant lag in their development, chiefly on account of badly 
implemented rehabilitation. Most of the children with severe special needs placed in 
institutions since birth had severe joint contractures, muscle hypothrophy and spent 24 
hours a day in their cribs. The individual care plans were developed in a stereotypical 
manner and were implemented without coordination between the different care staff. In the 
institution in Gomotarzi for children with mental disabilities, the BHC staff and experts met 
serious resistance from the institution staff in obtaining documentary data about the 
conditions of the children therein; dangerous methods of feeding that could lead to fatal 
choking – e.g. bottle feeding of special needs children lying in bed – were witnessed.     

      
A report on the findings is to be published in 2014.  
 
 

1.4. Data collection on fundamental rights issues for the EU Fundamental Rights 
Agency  

 
BHC has been cooperating with the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) since 2008 in 

providing data and research on fundamental rights issues. This cooperation was especially 
intensive in 2013 with 15 researches carried out during the year. 
 

In March-July we performed two researches on children victims of violence and abuse – 
an ad hoc information studying the law and political documents and a filed research 
involving in-depth interviews with stakeholders.  

 
In April BHC drafted a comprehensive study on education, healthcare and housing of 

Roma in Bulgaria, and a ad hoc information sheet on legislation and political documents on 
the severe forms of labour exploitation of migrants.  

     
In May we conducted a study on the rights of victims of crime and domestic violence 

and the practice of providing social services.  
 
In July-August we conducted a study of the legislation and practice on granting custody 

over children, victims of trafficking, a follow up study on the practice of protection of 
women victims of domestic violence and a study on the political participation of people with 
disabilities.  

 
In the autumn BHC conducted a data mapping field research on data sources for Roma. 

An online questionnaire was sent out to 140 stakeholders. The results were analysed in a 
special report.    
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In March-August BHC conducted another filed research on LGBT rights in Bulgaria. We 
carried out 53 in-depth interviews with stakeholders on the policies and practices for 
protection of LGBT people. The gathered evidence was analyzed in a report.  

 
From April to September we carried out a preparatory field research on the rights of 

children taking part as witnesses or victims in court proceedings in cases of divorce, custody 
or abuse. The filed research itself will take place in 2014. 

 
In September we started filed work on the severe forms of labour exploitation of 

migrants. During the same month we finalized a research on the legislation and 
criminalization of illegal immigrants.     

  
In October and November we prepared a research on bias crimes that involved 

legislative analysis and interviews with stakeholders.  
 
At the end of the year, BHC wrote the country chapter on Bulgaria for the FRA annual 

report.  
 

  
1.5. Advocacy in the centres for accommodation of foreign nationals  
  

During the second half of the year, the monitoring and research programme and the 
legal defense programme carried out regular visits to the newly-established refugee camps 
in Sofia. The camps were set up in September 2013 in connection with the increased flow of 
asylum seekers fleeing the Syrian civil war. We visited the three refugee centres in Sofia – 
Voenna rampa, Vrazdebna, Ovcha Kupel. Interviews with those accommodated in some of 
the centres revealed that staff of the State Refugee Agency were threatening asylum seekers 
with indeterminate prolongation of their asylum procedures unless they stopped protesting 
against substandard living conditions in the camps.1  

 
After establishing lack of medical care for the asylum seekers in Vrazdebna camp, BHC 

organized a group of volunteer doctors to carry out examinations on the most vulnerable 
group of children in the camp. Twenty children were examined and a special urgent alert 
was sent to the healthcare and sanitary authorities to undertake measures to provide 
adequate healthcare facilities for asylum seekers. The authorities reacted by improving 
living conditions and making provisions for health providers to visit the camps.     

 
A number of media advocacy activities were undertaken, including with a journalist 

from the French Le Figaro and L’Express. 
 

                                                 
1 See BHC press release on the issue, BHC: Government should take responsibility for illegal acts of State 
Refugee Agency by resigning, 11 October 2013, available online at: 
http://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/novini/press/single/bhk-ministerskiyat-svet-tryabva-da-poeme-otgovornost-za-
bezchinstvata-na-drzhavnata-agenciya-za-bezhancite-kato-podade-ostavka/  

http://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/novini/press/single/bhk-ministerskiyat-svet-tryabva-da-poeme-otgovornost-za-bezchinstvata-na-drzhavnata-agenciya-za-bezhancite-kato-podade-ostavka/
http://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/novini/press/single/bhk-ministerskiyat-svet-tryabva-da-poeme-otgovornost-za-bezchinstvata-na-drzhavnata-agenciya-za-bezhancite-kato-podade-ostavka/
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BHC documented the daily life and living conditions in the Vrazhdebna refugee camp. The footage was 
used by all national Bulgarian media. Photo: Svetla Baeva, BHC.  

 
The programme activities are carried out under the supervision of Krassimir Kanev. Other staff 
are: Stanimir Petrov, coordinator, Elitza Gerginova, researcher – closed institutions 
monitoring; Svetla Baeva, coordinator, Ljubomira Marinova (until August 2013), Gabriela 
Galabova (until May 2013), Diliana Angelova, Zhenya Ivanova, Kaloyan Stanev, researchers, 
and Daniela Furtunova, legal adviser (all of them from September 2013) – children in 
detention project, general human rights monitoring; Antoaneta Nenkova, coordinator, and 
Desislava Simeonova, researcher – children’s rights monitoring; Slavka Kukova, coordinator – 
FRA data collection project.     
 
 
2. LEGAL DEFENCE PROGRAMME  
 

In 2013 the Legal Defence Programme (LDP) continued to provide legal representation 
before the domestic and international courts, to lobby for change in the law and practice on 
human rights issues, to monitor the developments in the 2010 inspections in the childcare 
institutions for children with mental disabilities.  

   
The work of the programme is funded by the Open Society Institute, the Oak Foundation 

and the Leon Levy Foundation.  
 

2.1. Developments in the joint inspections of the BHC and the prosecution in the 
childcare institutions for children with mental disabilities  

 
In 2013 LDP continued to monitor the actions of the prosecution on the investigations 

into the abuse against children with mental disabilities from institutions established in 2010 
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during the joint inspections with the prosecution. In one of the cases of death of an 
institutionalised child the Supreme Prosecution of Cassation acknowledged that the lack of 
proper nutrition, rehabilitation and adequate care in general that lead to the child’s death 
occurred on account of lack of financial resources and this has a direct causal relationship 
with inactions of the responsible Ministry of Labour and Social Policy. The case was 
returned to the lower ranking prosecution for further investigation. 

 
Until October 2013 the prosecution provided the BHC with access to the materials on 

the terminated proceedings; these were analysed by LDP for filing of applications before the 
ECtHR. At the end of October however access to the case files was stopped without any 
motives. BHC sent a complaint to the prosecutor general requiring that operational access to 
the case files is renewed. The decision is pending. 

2.2. Strategic domestic litigation 
 

LDP engaged in strategic litigation before the Bulgarian courts addressing systemic 
problems with respect to discrimination on the main grounds of gender, ethnicity, religion 
and others. 

  
2.2.1.   Cases on the ground of ethnicity and religion 
 

In May 2013 LDP undertook the case of victims of an anti-Roma article entitled “Scum” 
and other anti-Roma publications containing derogatory language against the entire Roma 
ethnic group. The case against the termination of the preliminary proceedings – performed 
not by a prosecutor, but by the National Police Directorate General – is pending before the 
Sofia District Prosecution.  

 
In October 2013 LDP started representing a group of Syrian asylum seekers before the 

equality body on account of the numerous xenophobic public statements of an Ataka MP, 
Magdalena Tasheva inciting hatred to the whole group of refugees.  

 
In early 2014 on a signal from the LDP the prosecution started pre-trial proceedings on 

account of xenophobic anti-refugee banners during a soccer game.   
 
In November 2013 LDP started representing a man of Roma origin who was beaten up 

on account of his ethnic belonging. The attack was carried out by skinheads and is part of 
the increasing number of attacks against foreigners and non-ethnic Bulgarians that started 
in the autumn of 2013.   

 
In 2013 LDP continued representation of a Muslim man whpo had become the victim of 

an act of religious intolerance in front of the central Sofia mosque in 2011. The case brought 
before the ECtHR in June 2013 and prioritized later that year.2 
 
2.2.2.   Cases on the ground of sexual orientation and gender  
 

LDP addressed the equality body in connection with a number of publications that were 
homophobic and misogynic.  

 

                                                 
2 See 2.3. Litigation before the European Court of Human Rights. 
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In October 2013 LDP started representation against a priest who had publicly called for 
physically attacking and killing participants in the Sofia gay pride. The Sofia prosecution 
terminated the investigation. The case will be taken to the European Court in May 2014.    

  
In December 2013 LDP filed a case before the equality body on account of Islamophobic 

and xenophobic statements of the journalist Albena Vuleva made on Evrokom TV against 
Muslims and foreigners of African, Arabic descent or Roma.  

  
2.2.3.   Cases on behalf of people with mental disorders 
 

In June 2013 Sofia District Court established that the Ministry of Justice had committed 
direct discrimination against an inmate with a mental disability. The court established that 
the man had been subjected to degrading treatment by the staff of the Burgas prison while 
serving his sentence in violation of Article 3 ECHR. The case is currently pending before the 
final instance Supreme Court of Cassation.    
 
2.2.4.   Other domestic cases  
 

Among other cases undertaken in 2013, one of the most important was that of a 
politician who had been imposed an administrative fine for using his mother tongue during 
a pre-election campaign.  
 

2.3. Litigation before the European Court of Human Rights 
 

In February 2013 LDP submitted an application before the ECtHR on behalf of a child 
with a mental disability which died aged 14 after having his entire life in a childcsre 
institution in the village of Petrovo, near Blagoevgrad. The boy died in September 2006 in 
hospital from dysentery that broke out as a result of the substandard hygiene in the 
institution. He spent 8 days in the institution without a diagnosis and treatment. The boy 
had been systematically deprived of adequate and timely medical care from the institution 
personnel that lead to his extreme malnutrition and fatal immune deficit. BHC is 
representing the child. We are hoping to achieve a breakthrough in the case law of the 
ECtHR that would allow NGOs to file applications in the public interest without ‘victim 
status’. 

 
Throughout the year we continued filing other strategic anti-discrimination cases, e.g. 

the cases against the right-wing politician Volen Siderov on account of his anti-minority hate 
speech. In early 2013 LDP addressed the ECtHR with an application alleging discrimination 
against the Roma minority, and later in the year – also against the Jewish minority in the 
country. The systematic political propaganda committed by Volen Siderov against Roma, 
Jews and other communities in Bulgaria exploits and breeds public intolerance toward any 
communities different from the majority. The politician uses the political gatherings of the 
Ataka party, the media and the Bulgarian parliament to out forward his discriminatory 
speeches.       

    
In July 2013 LDP sent a complaint to ECtHR on behalf of a Muslimwho had become the 

victim of Islamophobic aggression through hate speech and threats of physical violence by 
Ataka supporters and Ataka leader Volen Siderov during traditional Friday prayer. The 
incident occurred in front of the central Sofia mosque, Banya Bashi, where 150-200 Ataka 
supporters and memnbers had gathered to protest against the prayer calls. Their protest 
turned violent and the applicant became the victim of anti-Muslim aggression. In December 
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2013 ECtHR prioritized the application. The government has to provide a memorial by 
March 2014.   

 
A judgment of the application of a Sudanese national who had become the victim of 

racist attack in Sofia is expected soon. The attack was ineffectively investigated by the 
Bulgarian prosecution. 

 

2.4. Legal advocacy  
 

In February 2013 the application filed by LDP, Yordanova and Others v. Bulgaria, was 
voted Best ECtHR Judgment for 2012 in The Strasbourg Observers poll, the blog of the 
Human Rights Centre at the University of Ghent, Belgium. The judgment is a precedent in the 
case law of the Court.  
 

In February LDP started a contest for human rights essay for university students. The 
initiative aims to popularize human rights discourse among law students.  

  
In June 2013 the American New-Media filmed a documentary about the applications on 

behalf of the child victims of neglect in institutions for children with mental disabilities.  
 
On 14 June 2013, after parliament voted in a highly-compromised procedure former 

businessman and media tycoon Delyan Peevski as head of the State Agency for National 
Security, BHC issued a press statement requiring the resignation of prime minister Plamen 
Oresharski who nominated Peevski for the post. Later on, the resignation request became 
the key issue in the mass civil protests that followed the nomination. LDP prepared two 
briefs to the Constitutional Court on the cases regarding the incompatibility of Delyan 
Peevski and Ivan Ivanov as MPs. In June LDP took part in meetings with NGOs on the 
creation a new electoral code. In September LDP produced a position for the Ministry of 
Interior on the new draft Interior Ministry Act.  

 
LDP is the logistical coordinator of a signal of 112 Bulgarian citizens to the Prosecutor 

General against the creation of a new populist and ultranationalist party. The party 
registration will be heard by the courts in 2014; BHC will scrutinize the procedure. 

 
In November LDP sent to the prosecution a signal against members of the nationalist 

party VMRO-BND and several civil organisations that had organized xenophobic 
demonstrations calling for aggression against immigrants earlier that month. After the 
signal the prosecution started pre-trial proceedings against the deputy chair of the party for 
incitement against discrimination, violence and hatred on the grounds of race and ethnicity.    

 
In 2013 BHC started a joint radio antidiscrimination programme with the national Darik 

radio entitled “Give me the right!”. BHC staff regularly participates in the weekly 
programme.  

2.5.  Seminars, working meetings and trainings 
 

In 2013 LDP took part in trainings, working group meetings and seminars. We used this 
activity to build the capacity of legal staff and to assist human rights organisations 
domestically and abroad.  The programme director made a presentation upon the invitation 
of the Norwegian Foreign Ministry on right-wing extremism and bias crime in Oslo; a lecture 
on the rights of children in institutions before students from the European Association of 
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Law Student; a lecture at the Bulgarian New University on hate speech; she took part in a 
debate on the draft Ministry of Interior Act; held meetings with university students on 
human rights issues including police brutality and extreme nationalism. LDP took part in a 
conference of the Union of Judges on judicial reform.   

  
 
The activities of the LDP were implemented by: Margarita Ilieva, attorney-at-law, programme 
director, the lawyers Adela Kachaunova, Blagovesta Lambreva, Deyan Draganov, Elena 
Krasteva, Zhivka Georgieva (until May 2013), Mirela Zarichinova, Radoslav Stoyanov, 
communications expert, and the volunteers Biliana Ivanovska, Elena Kaneva, Maya Vachkova, 
Nikolay Terziev, Pavel Pavlov, Simoneta Bozhinova, Tatiana Mitkova. 
    
 
3. REFUGEES’ AND MIGRANTS’ LEGAL PROTECTION PROGRAMME  
 

In 2013 the legal programme for assistance of refugees and migrants worked with the 
main assistance of the UNHCR. The programme activities include monitoring and 
assessment of the practice in refugee determination procedures, border monitoring and 
monitoring of the centres for detention of foreigners, and strategic litigation before the 
national courts. The programme carries out its activities on the basis of the several 
institutional agreements - with the UNHCR, the State Agency for Refugees, Border Police and 
Migration Directorates at the Ministry of Interior.    

 
The programme implements its activities through a permanent reception office and 

reception offices in the registration offices of the State Agency for Refugees in Sofia, Banya 
and Pastrogor. From September 2013 the programme expanded its activities in the newly 
opened centres of the State Agency for Refugees in the town of Harmalni, in Kovatchevtsi, 
and the two new centres in Sofia – in Vrazdebna and Voenna Rampa. Regular monitoring 
was carried out in the places for police detention at the three border check points and the 
special institutions for temporary placement of foreigners in Sofia and Ljubimets, as well as 
the newly-opened transit centre in Elhovo, from October 2013.    

 
The programme was engaged in appealing administrative acts and ensuring access to 

court for asylum seekers and illegal immigrants, as well as pro bono representation before 
the administrative courts and the Supreme Administrative Court in cases of serious 
violations of material or procedural rights. 

 
 In 2013 the programme carried out 269 border monitoring visits and monitored access 

to territory of 3,519 asylum seekers (2,943 adults, 473 children and 103 unaccompanied 
minors, all of them boys aged between 14 and 18). The programme also monitored Dublin 
return proceedings, mainly at Sofia airport; the programme monitored a total of 101 Dublic 
transfers.  

  
BHC also monitored the places for temporary detention of illegal immigrants – 

Busmatsi, Ljubimets and Elhovo. We carried out a total of 195 visits to such centres as a 
result of which we consulted and provided legal aid to 5,464 asylum seekers (173 of which 
unaccompanied children). Of all 5,464 asylum applications, 5,353 or 98%, were submitted 
by asylum seekers transferred to these centres from the borders. The programme 
monitored the proceedings of these individuals and established that 5,022, or 92% of all 
individuals detained in the temporary institutions were set free from them, only 8% (or 442 
people) remained in them, and were liberated in the beginning of 2014. 
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In September 2013 the programme launched a campaign against the position of the 
prosecution to criminalize illegal entry of asylum seekers. We supported the initiative of the 
Union of Judges in Bulgaria and the National Association of Prosecutors for common 
standards for application of art. 279, para. 5 of the Penal Code in connection with art. 31 of 
the Convention on the Status of Refugees – the so called rule for depenalizationof illegal 
entry of asylum seekers. As a result of the advocacy activities, at the end of 2013 the 
programme established a dramatic drop in the convicting sentences for illegal entry against 
asylum seekers.   

 
In 2013, the programme monitored proceedings carried out by the State Agency for 

Refugees in the reception centres in Sofia, Banya, Pastrogor and Harmanli. The programme 
carried out monitoring of 563 procedural acts of the State Agency for Refugees.  

  
We filed a total of 309 cases before the administrative courts, 16 cases against refusals 

in accelerated procedure and 353 cases on appeals against decisions in general proceedings. 
The programme ensured representation of asylum seekers in 78 cases before the courts and 
managed to overturn 36 of them.      

 
In 2013 the programme filed several strategic cases before the State Agency for 

Refugees on account of prolonged registration of registration of asylum seekers detained in 
centres for temporary detention. A total of 104 cases of this type were filed; 
pronouncements were made in 66 of them – half of them were decided in favor of the 
applicants, the other half – were not. Pronouncements in the other cases will be made in 
2014. 

 
In 2013 the programme provided legal aid and consultations to a total of 10,061 

beneficiaries, of which 3,416 individuals at the border, 5,291 individuals in the centres for 
temporary detention, 322 unaccompanied minors, 229 individuals in asylum proceedings, 
594 individuals with refused humanitarian status and 209 individuals with refused asylum 
claim.  
 

During the year we also produced the traditional specialized reports – the Annual 
Border Monitoring Report and the Annual Report for Refugee Granting Procedures. As part 
of the pan-European project AIDA (Asylum Information Database), the programme drafted a 
special report on the norms, procedures and standards of the refugee system in Bulgaria.  

 
The programme carried out two trainings in refugee law for ex officio attorneys from 

the Sofia Bar Association and two trainings for staff of the Border Police Directorate general 
in cooperation with the UNHCR.  

 
The programme activities were implemented by: Iliana Savova – programme director, 
Antoaneta Dedikova – legal consultant, Valentina Nielsen, Georgi Toshev, Dimitar Slavov, 
Mariana Andreeva, Mariana Nikolova, Plamen Zhelev, Plamen Bozhilov, Radostina Stefanova,  
attorneys, Yordan Bozhinov and Katia Dimitrova – legal consultants, Elitsa Sekulova – 
accountant.  
  
A National Attorneys Legal Network with 17 attorneys supports the programme work across 
the country.  
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4. CAMPAIGNS AND COMMUNICATIONS PROGRAMME 

4.1.  Visibility activities in connection with BHC work   
 

The programme is responsible for the communications of the BHC and the design, 
impact and visibility of all BHC campaigns. The programme is funded by the Open Society 
Institute – Sofia and the Oak Foundation.  

 
The programme produces the monthly magazine Obektiv and the monthly e-bulletin, it 

maintains the main BHC site and the special sites, as well as the profilesin the social 
networks (Facebook and Twitter). As at February 2014 the BHC Facebook profile had 4,400 
friends, the followers in Twitter were over 600.    

 
The programme organizes all BHC press conferences and special events and is 

responsible for work with the media. The programme director produces the official 
positions, declarations, open letters, press releases. In 2013, BHC published 100 press 
releases, declarations, positions and open letters. In 2013 we organized 2 press conferences 
and several special events.  

 
The sixth edition of the Sofia Pride was supported by BHC; we also organized a 

workshop for journalists on coverage of LGBT issues.  
 
BHC and the Bulgarian Red Cross co-organized the first Bulgarian edition of the 

international initiative “Walk a Mile in Her Shoes” against violence against women.  
 
The programme was responsible for the organization of the Human of the Year Annual 

Award.  
 
In 2013, we popularised three petitions: on the rights of people with epidermolisis 

bullosa, on the rights of refugees, against hate speech in the media; they collected 17,000 
signatures. 

 
During the year we continued the campaign on the right of parents of still born babies 

to bury them, “Our children are not biological waste”. We also further developed the 
campaign on equal healthcare rights of people with EB, we started a petition that collected 
11,000 signatures and continued the story with a photo essay that went viral online, “The 
Day of Little Buttefly Yana”. The campaign was successful and in February 2013 the health 
authorities announced that it was going to cover the treatment of this disease. 

 
During the year the program closely monitored the mass anti-governmental protests 

that were marred by police violence. The programme was the main source of information of 
Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International and Reporters Sans Frontiers on the events.         

 
In July the programme organized the presentation of the book The Deportation of the 

Jews from Vardar Macedonia, Thrace and Pirot, March 1943.   
 
In August the programme prepared the presentation of the country report of ECRE, “Not 

there yet.” 
 

In November the programme coordinated the international annual letter-writing 
campaign Write for Rights of Amnesty International. Between 3-16 December 2013 over 
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600 students from the across the country wrote letters of support to people whose rights 
had been violated. Over 15 schools marked international human rights day in this way.  
 

 
Photo: Personal archive of students from 105 Secondary School Atanas Dalchev, Sofia. 

 
A special focus during the year were LGBT rights. Apart from the Sofia pride, BHC 

together with Amnesty International continued the international campaign for justice for 
Mihail Stoyanov, killed by homophobes in a Sofia park in 2008.  

  
 
During the year we also worked on the international popularization of the application 

Campeanu v. Romania as well as the cases that BHC is litigating on behalf of children victims 
of fatal neglect in institutions. The programme director delivered a presentation on the 
rights of children and adults with disabilities at the TEDGlobal 2013 (TEDUniversity) 
conference and at TEDxBucharest.  

 
During the year, the programme produced nine videos.3  
 

4.2. Publishing of the monthly magazine Obektiv  
 
BHC published 10 issues of the Obektiv magazine. The magazine 
continued its traditional headings – Minority Rights, Integration of 
Roma, ECtHR cases, Publicity for LGBT. A large volume of publications 
was dedicated to the Syrian refugee crisis.   

                                                 
3 All videos can be accessed in the multimedia section of the BHC site, http://www.bghelsinki.org.  

http://www.bghelsinki.org/
http://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/publikacii/obektiv/issn-1310-3911/2013-10/broj-214/
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The most ambitious heading is the Obektiv discussion club. Designed 10 years ago as a 
debative format of human rights activists and representatives of the authorities, 
intellectuals, journalists. The club provides the floor for a comparative discussion on issues 
of strategic importance to the BHC.     
     

4.3. Other activities  
 

BHC supported the publication of a large volume of documents on the deportation of the 
Jews from Vardar Macedonia, Thrace and Shtip on 1943.  

   
In the beginning of 2014 we supported the Media Democracy Foundation in the 

conduction of the media study “Pluralism and non-freedom in the Bulgarian media”.   
 
As a result of the systematic work with in connection with uncovering the archives of 

the State Security, the BHC received an award from the Commission on Uncovering the Files 
of the Former State Security.  

 
In 2013 BHC continued monitoring the court hearings in the trial against the 13 imams 

in the Pazardjik Regional Court.  
 
 

The activities within the programme were implemented by: Yana Buhrer Tavanier – 
programme director, Svetla Baeva, communications expert, Andrei Getov – multimedia 
producer, Radoslav Stoyanov – media analyst, and Niya Kiriakova – intern.  
 
The Obektiv magazine was produced by Yuliana Metodieva, editor-in-chief,  and Jana Nikolova, 
editor.  
 
 
5. HUMAN OF THE YEAR ANNUAL HUMAN RIGHTS AWARD  
 

For the sixth consecutive year on 10 December BHC gave out its annual ward for 
contribution to human rights, Human of the Year award. This year we had a record number 
of nominations (42) and a record number of votes (over 20,000 compared to 7,500 in 2012).  

 
The refugees and the civil group Friends of the Refugees received the 1st prize.  

All nominee profiles and nominated practices are available online at 
http://humanoftheyear.org. 
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The winners of the 2013 Human of the Year award. Photo: Boyan Hristov. 

 
 
6. PROGRAMMING AND ADMINISTRATION PROGRAMME 
 

The programme provides support for the activities of the BHC connected with 
administration and general coordination, organisation of human resources, technical and 
logistical support, accounting and bookkeeping, organisation of public events, conferences, 
etc.   

 
The programme has the primary responsibility for fundraising for new projects. During 

the year we submitted 8 projects, three of which were approved (for a total amount of 
375,000 Euro), one – is in the process of conclusion of a donor contract (for a total of 
125,000 Euro), three were not approved and one is in the process of evaluation.   

BHC introduced a two-tier system of financial control and accountability. Everyday 
financial operations are entrusted to an external accounting firm. Annual financial checks 
are carried out by an independent auditing company - RSM BX Ltd. (ISO 9001:2008 certified 
by DEKRA Certification GmbH, Germany). BHC has carried our annual checks on its finances 
for 18 years voluntarily.  

 
The programme is staffed by: Desislava Simeonova – programme director, Sibila Borissova – 
administrative manager, Assya Koleva, Iva Raynova and Krassimir Gegov – technical 
assistants. Accounting services are performed by Zhelkova, Staneva and Georgiev accounting 
company.   
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6.1. Financing in 2013 
 

Among the largest BHC donors in 2013 were the Open Society Institute – Budapest, the 
Oak Foundation, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the European 
Commission and the EU Fundamental Rights Agency.  

 
Among the other traditional donors of the organization in 2013 was the Leon Levy 

Foundation, a US-based foundation that started its support for the organization in 2006 
after seeking a film about BHC advocacy in connection with evictions of Bulgarian Roma 
from their only homes. This support continues to this day and is used to support the 
activities of the LDP.  

  
The share of financing of each project in 2013 is provided in the table below:  
 

Donor Project Project 
period 

2013 expenditures 
on project in EUR 

Open Society 
Institute – Budapest  

Project for institutional support, 
strategic legal advocacy and media 
advocacy 

03/2011 – 
02/2014 

139 851,56 
 

UNHCR Border monitoring, legal aid and 
representation of asylum seekers 
in Bulgaria and stateless persons 

01/2013 –  
12/2013 

133 103,07 
 
 
 

EU Fundamental 
Rights Agency  

Data collection and research on 
fundamental rights  

07/2011 – 
06/2015 

139 851,56 
 

Oak Foundation  Core support of BHC    05/2013 – 
04/2016 

73 265,33 
 

Open Society 
Institute – Budapest  

Closed institutions project   03/2012 – 
02/2014 

45 472,59 
 

European 
Commission  

Children deprived of liberty: 
between legacy and reform 

01/2013 – 
12/2014 

30 672,41 
 

Open Society 
Institute – Budapest  

Campaign for equal healthcare 
rights for people with EB and 
monitoring of baby institutions 

10/2012 – 
10/2013 

22 664,60 
 

University of 
Konstanza  

Children with disabilities   02/2012 – 
04/2015 

17 822,03 
 

Leon Levy 
Foundation  
 

Support for the work of the Legal 
Defence Programme 

05/2013-  
07/2014 

11 554,95 
 

Human European 
Consultancy  

Organisation of anti-
discrimination training seminars 

01/2013 – 
10/2014 

3 499,38 
 

Open Society 
Institute – 
Internship 
Programme 

OSI Internship Programme  09/2013 – 
09/2014 

2 317,69 
 

Other petty 
donations  

Other petty donations, including 
membership fee   

01/2013 – 
12/2013 

10 461,38 
 

Total expenditure in EUR: 
 

595 591,15 
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7. AUDITOR’S REPORT, FINANCIAL REPORT 
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