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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

 

 

What is an institution?  

An institution is any facility that segregates people with disabilities from their communities. 

Institutions do not allow residents control over their lives or their daily decisions. An institution 

may hold thousands of residents, or only a few, and compels them to live together.  

 

How many people are confined to institutions in Europe?  

An estimated 1.2 million Europeans with disabilities live in institutions of 30 people or more. The 

majority of residents are people who have mental health problems or intellectual disabilities.  

 

What’s wrong with institutions? 

Most of us take for granted that we may choose when to wake up and go to bed, what to eat, 

and with whom share our lives. Most of us are free to see family and friends, get an education, 

and a hold a job. But institutions control all aspects of residents’ daily lives. They are places of 

confinement. 

 

Beyond the denial of personal liberties, institutionalization often results in other human rights 

violations. Malnutrition, inadequate clothing, unhygienic facilities, physical and sexual abuse, 

and lack of privacy characterize life for many residents. 
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Why are people still confined to institutions? 

Many countries in Central and Eastern Europe lack local resources and services that would 

properly support people with disabilities to live in their communities. As a result, many 

governments rely on institutions to fill this void. 

 

What are alternatives to institutionalization? 

Community-based services respond better than institutions to the individual needs of people 

with disabilities and are not inherently more costly than institutionalization. These services offer 

people freedom and choice. Examples include community-based housing, where people live and 

receive the support they need in their daily lives; mobile teams that provide family-based 

support; inclusive education, where children with disabilities are supported to learn together 

with their non-disabled peers in mainstream schools; supported employment on the open 

market, where job coaches assist people with disabilities to obtain and maintain their jobs; and 

mainstream community resources such as health care. 

 

Does investing Structural Funds in institutions violate EU law?  

Yes—EU Member States are obligated to the EU Charter on Fundamental Rights and the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Both obligations prohibit the segregation 

that defines institutionalization. And both require the availability of community-based services 

so that all individuals are given equal opportunity. 

 

Beyond these obligations, EU funding for institutions subsidizes human rights violations like 

malnutrition, neglect, and physical abuse. 

 

What Member States use Structural Funds to support institutions?  

Although the Structural Funds process lacks transparency, we know that Romania, the Slovak 

Republic, Bulgaria, and Hungary have used Structural Funds to renovate or build new 

institutions. While institutions are not unique to Central and Eastern Europe, these countries are 

of particular concern because poor conditions and abuse have been documented in them.   
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What can the European Parliament do?  

The European Parliament can call upon the European Commission to approve legislation that 

sets out clear rules for the use of Structural Funds. The Parliament may call on the Commission 

to provide assurances that it will use appropriate sanctions for violations of these rules. And the 

Parliament can call on the Commission to make data about the use of Structural Funds both 

accessible and transparent, so that the Monitoring Committee members and independent 

monitors can easily use it.  

 

Further information: 

Open Society Foundation’s petition to the Parliament is available at: 

www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/petition-eu-parliament-20121018.pdf  

 

For questions, please contact: 

Judith Klein 

Director, Mental Health Initiative at Open Society Foundations 

judith.klein@opensocietyfoundations.org 
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