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Report summary  
June 4, 2009 
 
The increase in resources has not averted the saturation of 
the childhood protection system. 
 
The special report presented to Parliament identifies various 
shortcomings and impairments in the workings of the system. 
 
Today, the Catalan Ombudsman has presented the special report, “Protection 
of children at high social risk in Catalonia” to Parliament.  
 
President of Parliament Ernest Benach has received this report from the 
Catalan Ombudsman Rafael Ribó, in the company of the Deputy Ombudsman 
for the Defence of Children’s Rights, Xavier Bonal. The report offers an 
overarching diagnosis of the protection system and reveals indicators of its 
saturation and several shortcomings.  
 
Analysis of the figures points to a significant increase in the resources 
allocated to the protection system. They have risen by 28% in the 2003-2007 
period. This is in line with the increase in the number of children under 
protection (27%). That notwithstanding, the increased number of 
professionals on EAIAs (Children and Adolescent Affairs Units - CAAU) and 
greater residential capacity have not kept the centres from reaching, and 
sometimes exceeding, their capacity limit. Many children are unable to access 
the resource best suited to their needs. The report highlights, among a wealth 
of other details, the overcrowding of certain facilities, some of which are near 
150% occupancy of their capacity. Also notable is the fact that there are 190 
children awaiting admission to a residential centre and a dire lack of family 
care givers, which has caused this resource to lose ground before residential 
centres. 
 
The report also discusses the lack of space at intensive-education residential 
centres, and a worrisome deficit of facilities capable o handling children with 
mental health problems. 
 
The analysis of the child’s situation and the resource allocation processes are 
often too prolonged. Likewise, the report highlights the fact that 5% of 
children at high risk have CAAU analyses pending. This lack of appropriate 
protection resources also translates into professionals believing that in 20% of 
cases their protection proposals are not the ones eventually assigned, or the 
23% of protected minors under two who are in residential shelters due to a 
shortage of emergency family care givers and diagnosis. 
The Catalan Ombudsman’s report also reveals regulatory insufficiencies in the 
guarantee of protected children’s basic rights. The real time frames for 
evaluation and analysis processes, the waiting periods for resource 
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assignment, children’s rights inside facilities or family care are a few 
examples of insufficiently regulated areas.  
The Catalan Ombudsman is presenting this report at a time when the draft 
bill of the Children’s Opportunities Act is about to begin its parliamentary 
process. The Catalan Ombudsman made timely observations on the draft bill, 
some of which have been included in the report, in meetings with the 
Secretary for Children’s Affairs.  
 
Furthermore, the recommendations of this report include other regulatory 
changes that would contribute to providing greater guarantees of compliance 
with children’s rights in the protection system. Among the recommendations 
that the Catalan Ombudsman is making to the administrations are the 
possible introduction of organizational changes, the increase of resources 
allocated to the system, the need to decidedly support family care, or the 
improvements in the training of professionals who work from different areas 
with children in situations of social risk.  
 
 

Significant findings from the report 
 
 
Various sources of information were accessed to write this report: 
  

1. A study commissioned by the Catalan Ombudsman especially for this 
report. It was conducted by Àgueda Quiroga, lecturer of Pompeu Fabra 
University, and is entitled: “The situation of protection of children at 
high social risk in Catalonia”. 

2. A survey carried out by the Catalan Ombudsman’s Office of various 
protection services (shelters, CRAEs [educational activity residential 
centres or EARCs], CAAU and ICIF [Family Integration Collaborating 
Institutions or FICI]). 

3. Analysis of complaints and ex-officio actions handled by the institution 
over the last three years. 

4. Numerous visits to centres and interviews with teams and 
professionals of the children’s protection system. 

 
Children in centres 
 
Recent years have seen an increase in the number of children residing in 
centres (703 children more than in 2002) and in their share of the entire 
population of protected children (from 30% to 34% in this period). The positive 
assessment deserved by the administration’s efforts to create residential 
capacity, especially significant in 2005 and 2006, stands in contrast, from the 
standpoint of a child’s right to develop in a family setting, to the evaluation to 
be given a protection system with increasingly significant weight of the 
residential sector. 
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Table 1. Evolution of children residing in institutional centres in Catalonia 
2002-2008 

Year Protected children  
Children protected in 
residential settings 

% children protected 
in residential 

settings 
2002 5,881 1,813 30.8 
2003 6,119 1,822 29.8 
2004 6,130 1,840 30.0 
2005 6,503 2,107 32.4 
2006 7,018 2,396 34.1 
2007 7,313 2,456 33.6 
2008 7,450 2,516 33.8 

Source: internal development of DGAIA (Directorate General for Childhood and 
Adolescence Services or DGCAS) data 
 
On average, and according to data provided by the EARCs themselves, the 
average stay at a centre lasts 2.2 years (with 30% of the children staying for 
over 3 years, and 8.6% staying over 6 years). These figures disguise a broad 
dispersion depending on the children, their age, and conditions of physical or 
mental health. On occasion, for certain children protection translates into a 
long institutionalization process that is distant from the protection system’s 
goal of providing well-being for the children in a family environment (see 
table 2.4, p. 28). 
 
The figures confirm an upward trend in the number of centres with capacity 
for more than 20 children. While standing for only 40.0% of the total number 
of EARCs in 2002, in 2008 they made up 46.4%. This means that the increased 
capacity in the system is achieved by increasing the size of the centres, which 
makes the care provided all the more different from the tangible conditions of 
a family context. Further, it should be remembered that the information 
provided by the EARCs themselves confirms the idea that a large centre size 
negatively conditions the quality of their professionals’ working conditions 
and the care given the children: the larger centres have higher children-
professional ratios, higher children-per-CAAU-coordinator ratios, higher 
employee turnover (which affects the experience of centre professionals), etc.  
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Table 2. Evolution of the structure of educational activity residential centres 
in Catalonia, 2002-2008 

Year 

Number 
of 

centres 
(**) 

Capacity 
(**) 

Capacity 
occupied 

(%) (**) 

Number 
of 

EARCs 
(***) 

Total 
EARC 

capacity 
(***) 

Centres 
with 

capacity 
under 

20  
(***) 

Centres 
with 

capacity 
of 20 or 
more 
(***) 

Centres 
with 

capacity 
of 20 or 
more 
(%)(***) 

2002 93 1,609 69.4 85 1,504 51 34 40.0 
2003 89 1,596 63.5 83 1,575 49 34 41.0 
2004 88 1,613 65.3 83 1,586 48 35 42.2 
2005 86 1,594 65.6 81 1,567 47 34 42.0 
2006 89 1,686 69.0 84 1,649 48 36 42.9 
2007 93 1,769 70.5 84 1,683 45 39 46.4 
2008* 95 1,778 - - - - - - 
Source: internal development of DGCAS data 
* The 2008 data are from the month of August. 
** The information on centres includes data from EARC, CRAE-I (Intensive Educational 
Activity Residential Centre or IEARC) and the ICASS centres, and does not count the 
data from CA. 
*** The EARC information includes the data from EARC and IEARC, and does not 
include data from ICASS centres. 
 
The data show that the administration has made a concerted effort to respond 
to the growing need for more capacity (although this effort has not translated 
into a diversification of resources that are alternatives to families). Yet they 
also show that this effort is as yet insufficient to avoid the progressive 
saturation of the system. In other words, the increased capacity that has come 
in recent years, and has been relevant, has been less salient than the increase 
in the number of children residing in EARCs over the same period. Therefore, 
there are centres that are occupied beyond their capacities. On another note, 
it must be considered that 26% of the EARCs are overcrowded and that the 
overcrowded capacity stands for 2.6% of the system’s total capacity. There are 
also EARCs with unoccupied capacity. Underoccupation affects 4% of the 
centres, with the percentage diminishing over the period analyzed. In 2007, 
the system only had 9 free beds (in addition to 37 beds that were not occupied 
but were reserved for proposals). This quantity is insufficient to respond to 
urgent or unplanned needs. This is proof of the protection system’s saturation 
in the residential realm.  
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Table 3. Number of EARCs* with overcrowding and average percentage of 
overcrowdedness, 2002-2007 

Year Overcrowded 
centres 

Percentage 
of total 
centres 

Average 
overcrowded 
capacity (over 

normal capacity of 
the centres) 

Average 
overcrowded 
capacity (over 

total capacity in 
all EARCs) 

2002 18 22% 12% 1.4% 
2003 8 10% 13% 0.6% 
2004 12 15% 11% 1.5% 
2005 5 6% 13% 0.7% 
2006 19 23% 9% 2.6% 
2007 21 26% 9% 2.6% 

Source: internally developed from DGCAS data 
* The EARC information does not include data from IEARC or ICASS centres. 
 
According to the information provided by the CAAU, 3% of the children cared 
for by these teams (at least 190 children) have a proposal for admission into a 
residential centre pending execution, due to the lack of capacity that impedes 
application of the measure, among other reasons. On occasion, these children 
remain in the same family unit they are meant to be protected from. 
Tarragona is the province with the most negative results for this indicator. 
The percentage of children under care of an CAAU pending admission into a 
centre reached 6.3%, more than twice the average for all Catalonia, and the 
average stay in a centre is also higher. It is also the province with the highest 
proportion of children cared for by CAAUs in EARCs in comparison to the 
available residential capacity (see table 2.14, p. 41). 
The patterns observed by the EARCs tend to be reproduced in shelters (CA). 
Recent years have been marked by an increase in the available capacity, and 
also in the number of centres, although this has meant increasing their size 
(i.e., a higher proportion of centres with capacity for more than 20 children). 
Further, this effort has been insufficient to avoid overcrowding, which has 
been a reality since 2002. 61% of the shelters are overcrowded, with a growing 
trend in recent years. The highest levels of overcrowding can be found, once 
again, in Tarragona province. 
 
 
Table 4. Number of shelters with overcrowding and average percentage of 
overcrowdedness, 2002-2007 
Year Number of 

overcrowded 
centres 

Percentage 
of total 
shelters 

Average 
overcrowdedness (over 
normal capacity of the 

centres) 

Average 
overcrowded 
capacity (over 

total capacity in 
all shelters) 

2002 6 54% 35% 13% 
2003 6 54% 39% 12% 
2004 4 36% 23% 8% 
2005 5 42% 33% 12% 
2006 7 58% 36% 14% 
2007 8 61% 43% 15% 
Source: internally developed from DGCAS data 
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Family care 
 
The number of children cared for in family settings has increased by 855 since 
2002. All types of protection measures in the family setting (in the child’s own, 
extended, foster or pre-adoptive family) have undergone growth in absolute 
values. Despite this growth, and in relative numbers, the proportion of 
children cared for in family settings has diminished over this period from 
69.2% to 65.7% in 2008. Family care, therefore, has not been able to 
proportionally absorb the increase in children cared for throughout the entire 
protection system.  
 
Table 5. Children protected by the DGCAS according to the type of protection 
measure in family settings in Catalonia. 2002-2008 
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2002 805 13.7 2,264 38.5 467 7.9 532 9.0 4,068 69.2 5,881 

2003 866 14.2 2,392 39.1 514 8.4 525 8.6 4,297 70.2 6,119 

2004 865 14.1 2,322 37.9 538 8.8 535 8.7 4,260 69.5 6,128 

2005 947 14.6 2,307 35.5 589 9.1 554 8.5 4,397 67.7 6,498 

2006 1,057 15.1 2,355 33.6 635 9.0 575 8.2 4,622 65.9 7,018 

2007 1,097 15.0 2,482 33.9 669 9.1 609 8.3 4,857 66.4 7,313 

2008** 1,132 15.1 2,517 33.6 676 9.0 598 8.0 4,923 65.7 7,492 
Source: internally developed from DGCAS and ICAA data. 
 
 
Table 6 shows the ratio between the number of families providing care and 
the number of children admitted to residential centres, some of whom are 
awaiting an available family for family care. As shown, for every family 
providing family care (with one or more children under care), there are five 
children living in a residential centre, with a ratio kept practically unchanged 
over the years. The same effect exists with the ratio of children in family care 
to children in residential centres, which has hardly changed since 2002: for 
every child cared for by a foster family there are three in residential centres. 
This means that, despite the increase in families providing family care, the 
protection system can not proportionally offer more opportunities to children 
cared for in the residential settings to develop in a family setting. 
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Table 6. Evolution in the number of families providing family care (simple 
care) in Catalonia 2002-2007 

Year 

Number of 
families 

providing family 
care 

Ratio of children 
cared for / 
families 

providing care 

Ratio of families 
providing care / 

children in 
residential 

centres 

Ratio of children 
in residential 

centres / 
children cared 

for in foster 
families 

2002 306 19.2 6.0 3.2 
2003 344 17.8 5.3 3.3 
2004 363 16.9 5.1 3.3 
2005 396 16.4 5.3 3.1 
2006 442 15.9 5.4 2.9 
2007 466 15.7 5.3 3.0 

Source: internally developed with data from the 2002 Annual Report of the Catalan 
Autonomous Ministry of Justice, and 2003, 2004, 2005 and 2006 Annual Reports from 
the Catalan Autonomous Ministry of Social and Citizen Activity, the 2007 data update 
of the map of social services from the same Ministry, and the ICAA press release of 
2007. 
 
 
Children and Adolescent Affairs Units (CAAUs)  
 
The administration has devoted more resources to the CAAUs in recent years. 
From the year 2002 to 2008, the number of professionals grew from 245 to 345, 
which has made it possible to reduce the ratios of children cared for per 
professional from 36.5 to 32.4. Despite this, there are still 5% of children cared 
for by CAAUs who are pending study. Although there is a direct relationship 
between the ratio of children cared for per professional and the waiting list 
(the more children cared for, the more cases pending study), there is a broad 
heterogeneity in the CAAU working conditions.  
 
 
Table 7. Evolution of basic indicators of CAAUs in Catalonia 2002-2007. 

Year CAAU Professionals 

Children 
cared 
for / 

Profes. 

Children 
cared 

for 

No 
measure 
proposed 

% of 
total 

Referred 
for 

study or 
under 
study 

Containment 
within 
family 

Measure 
proposed  

% of 
total 

2002 43 - - 10,021 4,200 41.9 2,590 1,610 5,821 58.1 
2003 43 - - 9,722 3,939 40.5 2,451 1,488 5,783 59.5 
2004 44 - - 9,232 3,432 37.2 2,272 1,160 5,800 62.8 
2005 45 245 36.5 8,946 3,070 34.3 2,002 1,068 5,876 65.7 
2006 45 273 35.8 9,777 3,510 35.9 2,489 1,021 6,267 64.1 
2007 47 321 32.4 10,404 3,864 37.1 2,805 1,059 6,540 62.9 
2008 47 345 - - - - - - - - 
Source: internally developed from DGCAS data 
 
The saturation of residential settings and the lack of family caregivers often 
lead to the CAAUs’ proposed measures being less than ideal. It also means 
that the proposed measure does not always match the measure ultimately 
implemented. Along these lines, it is known that 94.7% of the proposals 
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carried out by the CAAUs are considered ideal, and that only 80% of the 
measures coincide with the proposal formulated by the CAAU. This means 
that many children receive a type of protection measure that does not meet 
their needs. In fact, according to the CAAU, 17% of the children cared for by 
CAAUs who are in an EARC have a proposal for family care. According to the 
EARC, 24% of the resident children are waiting for alternative resources. 
According to data provided by the CAAU, nearly 12% of the children with 
measures do not have the right resource for their needs: they are either in a 
centre waiting for another resource, or they are waiting to have a protection 
resource that has not been established yet. The shortage of family caregivers 
and the difficulties encountered by the CAAU in assigning resources are 
readily visible in the average waiting times. The average waiting time for 
EARC assignation is 4.3 months. The average waiting time for a foster family is 
19.7 months. During this period, the child is in a situation that can not be 
considered ideal. (see table 4.2, p. 65). 
 
 
Table 8. Children and adolescents cared for in CAAUs in Catalonia 2007 
Situation Total % % 
Total 9,671 100.0 - 
No protection measure proposed 3,435 35.5 100.0 
Pending study 463 4.8 13.5 
Under study 1,979 20.5 57.6 

Average study time (months) 6.4 - - 
Containment within family 993 10.3 28.9 
Protection measure proposed 6,236 64.5 100.0 

Proposal coincides with measure (%) 80.4  - 
Proposals considered ideal (%) 94.7  - 

Own family 1,049 10.8 16.8 
EARC 1,827 18.9 29.3 
EARC with proposed care in family (321) (3.3) (5.1) 
Simple care 2,880 29.8 46.2 

Extended family (2,337) (24.2) (37.5) 
Foster family (543) (5.6) (8.7) 

Pre-adoption care 480 5.0 7.7 
Pending admission to EARC (190) (2.0) (3.0) 

Average waiting time (months) 4.3 - - 
Pending assignment to a foster family (232) (2.4) (3.7) 

Average waiting time (months) 19.7 - - 
Source: internally developed based on data from the Survey of Protection Resources 
for Children at High Social Risk, 2007 (see technical specifications in the introduction 
to Part I). 
 
Investment in protection of children 
 
The expenditure in residential care by the DGCAS in 2006 was estimated to be 
more than 63 million euros. This outlay, which stands for 57.7% of the DGCAS 
total, has undergone an increase of 14% since 2003. (below the 27% increase in 
the DGCAS’s budget over the same period, going from 85,865,556 € in 2003 to 
110,126,746 € in 2006, constant 2006 € value). 
 
The annual unit expense per child in an EARC is 30,185.85 € (2006). The unit 
expense has only increased by 4.1% since 2003, which indicates that the 
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increase in the EARC expenditure has been absorbed by the higher number of 
children receiving this type of protection (which has undergone an increase of 
10% in this period). The annual unit expense per child in a shelter is higher, at 
37,793.46 €. This expenditure has diminished over the period, as the growth in 
the number of children in a shelter (13.6%) has been higher than the increased 
shelter expenditure (10.8%).  
 
The weight of the DGCAS’s outlay for residential as well as family care within 
the entirety of its spending has fallen in the years studied (although the 
expense for these concepts has increased in absolute terms). This means that 
other expense areas have grown more. The amount spent by the DGCAS on 
family care was estimated at over 7 million euros in 2006 (74.6% of which are 
devoted to extended family care). This expenditure has also increased 
significantly, by 17.2%, since 2003 (still below the increase in the DGCAS 
budget). The annual unit expense per child with care measures in their own 
families is 1,275.10 € (2006). In cases of care within the extended family, the 
annual unit expense per child with this measure is 2,597.20 € (2006). These 
expenses have also risen notably in recent years.  
(see tables 5.2 to 5.6., p. 79 to 88). 
 
For every euro spent on care in the child’s own family in 2006, two went to 
care in the extended family, two and a half to foster family and pre-adoptive 
care, 24 to the EARC/IEARC and 30 to residential centres. Looking to the 
estimates for 2007, which include the increase in family benefits (an annual 
average of 4,116 € per protected child), seven times more money would have 
been spent on the educational activity residential centres and nine times 
more on shelters, than on all the family protection formats combined. 
Therefore, this major inequality in the investment made in residential care 
and family care is surprising, especially in light of the fact that the protection 
system for children and adolescents at risk in Catalonia aims to decidedly 
support protection in a family setting. The increased investment in family 
care must allow, among other improvements, an increase in the pool of care-
giving families. The increase in family care givers would, in turn, bring about a 
significant improvement in the system’s economic efficiency. 
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Graph 1 Estimate of the annual expense per protected child in the Catalan 
at-risk child and adolescent protection system, by protection format, 2006 

 

Source: internally developed based on information from the 2006 budgets of the 
Autonomous Government of Catalonia, from the 2006 Annual Report of the Catalan 
Autonomous Ministry of Social and Citizen Activity, and from IDESCAT. 
Note: foster care and pre-adoption care figures are for 2007, and are expressed in 
2006-based constant euros. 
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Selected recommendations 
Regulations 

 Implement a specific catalogue of children’s rights in the protection 
system within the future law of children’s rights and opportunities, and 
regulate the intervention processes and resources. 

 
Information management 

 Conduct a complete study on the social profiles and needs of 
vulnerable children in Catalonia. 

 Create mechanisms for regular internal and external evaluation of the 
protection system. 

 
Preventive work 

 Accurately define the competencies for prevention of child 
vulnerability situations. 

 Establish child-rearing support services and programs. 
 
Territorial planning 

 Have a system of population indicators for children at risk and high risk 
in Catalonia that would make it possible to correctly calculate the 
resources needed. 

 Adjust the child protection system’s resource and services map to 
territorial needs. 

 
Resource sufficiency 

 Progressively increase the investment in the child protection system to 
bring the public outlay closer to the European average. 

 Increase the number of educational activity residential centres to 
reduce their size. Increase the number of care-giving families. 

 
Resource suitability  

 Create more intensive educational activity residential centres. 
 Adjust the residential capacity offering to the existing child profiles. 

 
Networking coordination  

 Promote bilateral action protocols in cases of child abuse, and territorial 
protocols in the different areas. 

 
Training of professionals  

 Offer specialized training on situations of child abuse and vulnerability, 
and on the rights of children to the teams and professionals of primary 
social care, basic health, educational and recreational services. 

 
Organization of child protection 

 Complete the division of roles between the ICAA and the DGCAS in 
management of simple foster family care.  

 Revise emergency care mechanisms to ensure a suitable response. 
 Introduce mechanisms of technical support for professionals, and 

supervision of the processes and interventions. 


