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B U LG A R I A

The Bulgarian economy and Bulgarian society continue to face important 
social challenges as the result of a weak labour market, poor access to and 
quality of health and social services, and low quality education. Bulgarian 
citizens contending with these challenges face the highest risk of poverty or 
social exclusion in the EU, while vulnerable groups such as NEETs (defined 
below), the Roma population, children, and the elderly are even worse off. 
The government is preparing a range of ‘action plans’ and comprehensive 
reforms. While these are often developed in cooperation with civil society 
organisations and other stakeholders, concerns remain over the potentially 
negative effects of the cost-effective mindset that underlies some of these 
reforms.
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The Bulgarian economy and Bulgarian society 
continue to face important social challenges as the 
result of a weak labour market, poor access to and 
quality of health and social services, and low quality 
education. Bulgarian citizens contending with these 
challenges face the highest risk of poverty or social 
exclusion in the EU, while vulnerable groups such as 
NEETs (defined below), the Roma population, children, 
and the elderly are even worse off. The government is 
preparing a range of ‘action plans’ and comprehensive 
reforms. While these are often developed in 
cooperation with civil society organisations and other 
stakeholders, concerns remain over the potentially 
negative effects of the cost-effective mindset that 
underlies some of these reforms.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. High unemployment rate and the overall 

weakness of the Bulgarian labour market.
2. Limitations in access to, and quality of, the health 

and social services.
3. The overall quality and efficiency of the education 

system remains a challenge.
4. Active citizenship and volunteering are held back 

by the lack of a legal framework.
5. The highest overall risk of poverty or social 

exclusion in the EU, while vulnerable groups such 
as the Roma population, children, and the elderly 
even worse off.

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Implement effective labour market policies 

to counter structural unemployment, notably 
targeting vulnerable groups such as NEETs and 
families in danger of ‘generational unemployment’’

2. While cost-effective reforms of the  health system 
and social services are necessary, the government 
should ensure that these reforms do not further 
strain the access to and quality of these services’

3. Develop and implement a comprehensive 
government vision and strategy to improve the 
quality and efficiency of the education system’

4. Develop and implement an effective legal 
framework for volunteering in cooperation with 
civil society organisations’

5. Both public institutions and civil society 
organisations need to improve their effectiveness 
in fighting discrimination and social exclusion, 
specifically for the most vulnerable groups in 
society.

- - -
B U LG A R I A
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission (‘the Commission’) 
reported that the Bulgarian labour market ‘[…] is 
facing the challenge of high unemployment and 
persistent overall weakness of its labour market, 
characterised by structural unemployment, 
mismatches between labour supply and demand 
(in terms of both the quality and quantity), and 
labour market polarisation.’ 1Among the vulnerable 
groups that find themselves challenged by the 
underperforming labour market, young people Not 
in Education, Employment or Training (NEETs) are 
regularly mentioned. At a troubling 24% in 2014, 
Bulgaria’s share of NEETs is indeed well above the EU 
28 average of 15.3%. Against this background, the 
Council of the European Union ( ‘the Council’) and 
the Commission recommended a variety of measures 
to help Bulgaria reduce unemployment, notably 
improving the efficiency of the Employment Agency, 
extending the coverage and effectiveness of active 
labour market policies, and improving the effective 
coverage of unemployment benefits and social 
assistance as they are linked to activation measures.2

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Bulgaria, SWD 
(2014) 403 final, 2 June 2014, pp. 13-14. Retrieved 21 May 2015, from 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_bulgaria_en.pdf.
2 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Bulgaria and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Bulgaria, 2014, 
2014/C 247/02, 8 July 2014, pp. 10-11. Retrieved 21 May 2015, from http://
ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_bulgaria_en.pdf. 
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The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Bulgaria highlights 
recent steps taken by the government to overhaul 
healthcare. For example, in February 2015, ‘Objectives 
for Health 2020’ was approved by the Council of 
Ministers, which will serve as the guideline for the 
Ministry of Health as it works towards reaching a set 
of national health objectives by 2020. In line with the 
country-specific recommendations for Bulgaria, these 
plans include an efficient allocation of funds as the 
cornerstone of future reforms. However, SOLIDAR’s 
Bulgarian Strategy Group reports on the healthcare 
sector’s concerns that this will further strain the access 
to, and the quality, of services. As the government 
moves forward with an overhaul of healthcare 
in Bulgaria, the debate on how to balance cost-
effectiveness with access to, and quality of, services 
remains ongoing.

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Commission reports that improving the overall 
quality and efficiency of the education system 
remains a challenge for the Bulgarian government.5 
Limited progress has been made in reforming and 
strengthening various parts of this system, notably 
vocational education and training and higher 
education, resulting in lacklustre outcomes in 
European and international rankings of reading, maths, 
and science. The School Education Act would provide 
a framework for implementing a comprehensive 
reform of the education system, but has not yet been 
adopted. Against this background, the Council and 
the Commission urge Bulgaria to adopt the School 
Education Act, and continue with the implementation 
of other national education strategies. 6

5 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Bulgaria, SWD 
(2014) 403 final, 2 June 2014, p. 16.
6 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Bulgaria and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Bulgaria, 2014, 
2014/C 247/02, 8 July 2014, p. 11.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Bulgaria agrees 
with the bleak state of play that is being reported by 
the Commission, highlighting additional challenges 
that illustrate the pressing need for the Bulgarian 
government to follow-up on the country-specific 
recommendations from the European Institutions. 
For example, the phenomenon of ‘generational 
unemployment’ (i.e. where parents, children, and 
grandchildren are all either unemployed or likely 
to be unemployed) shows just how entrenched 
unemployment is in danger of becoming. Our 
Bulgarian Strategy Group urges the government to 
implement effective labour market policies and focus 
its attention on the most vulnerable groups on the 
labour market.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
Taking stock of the Bulgarian state of play in terms of 
health and social services, the Commission reported 
that the country is in need of comprehensive 
healthcare reform. Significantly, it highlighted that 
Bulgaria so far ‘[…] has made limited progress in 
ensuring effective access to healthcare and improving 
the pricing of healthcare services by linking hospital 
financing to outcomes and developing out-patient 
care.’3 While the National Healthcare Strategy for the 
period 2014-2020 was welcomed as ‘a step in the right 
direction’, the strategy lacked a detailed forward plan 
of all that is required to comprehensively reform the 
healthcare system. Given this situation, the Council 
and the Commission first and foremost recommended 
that the Bulgarian government should focus its 
attention on ensuring a cost-effective provision of 
healthcare.4 

3 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Bulgaria, SWD 
(2014) 403 final, 2 June 2014, p. 17.
4 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Bulgaria and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Bulgaria, 2014, 
2014/C 247/02, 8 July 2014, p. 10.



B U LG A R I AS O C I A L  P R O G R E S S I V E  WATC H  2015

TO G E T H E R  F O R  S O C I A L  E U R O P E CO U N T R Y  S T U DY N O V E M B E R  2015

Country Study 4

of poverty or social exclusion in the EU (48% in 
2013, compared to the EU average of 24.5%), while 
vulnerable groups like the Roma, children, and the 
elderly are even worse off. The Bulgarian government 
is taking steps to tackle this situation, but more needs 
to be done. For example, the implementation of the 
2014 National Roma Integration Strategy, according to 
the Commission, lacks ambition and a commitment to 
clear targets. Against this background, the Council and 
the Commission recommend that Bulgaria continues 
to invest in improving the situation, specifically 
targeting the situation of the most vulnerable groups.8 

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Bulgaria reports 
that the most vulnerable groups in Bulgarian society 
suffered in 2014, which was a year full of sharp social 
strife, political tensions, and even natural disasters. 
Troublesome political and societal attitudes towards 
minorities were amplified by these events. Moreover, 
the vulnerable groups did not receive sufficient 
support from either civil society organisations or 
public institutions. Our Bulgarian Strategy Group 
reports that there is lack of efficiency in the NGO sector 
regarding the provision of comprehensive support for 
human rights and protection from discrimination of 
social groups. For example, the most widely advocated 
issue is people with disabilities, but the activities of 
these organisations are largely isolated and ineffective. 
From the perspective of the ethnic minorities there are 
also numerous organisations, but most of them lack 
the capacity and skills to form a skilful public defence 
of the ethnic groups. In the field of LGBT groups, the 
authentic protection of interests of this community 
is highly marginalised and reduced to a single 
organisation, which barely can fill the vacuum created 
in this area. Furthermore, our Bulgarian Strategy Group 
reports that the work of key public authorities, who are 
directly responsible for the protection of human rights 
and anti-discrimination, is insufficient.

reform programme and convergence programme for Bulgaria, SWD 
(2014) 403 final, 2 June 2014, p. 17.
8 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Bulgaria and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Bulgaria, 2014, 
2014/C 247/02, 8 July 2014, p. 10-11.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Bulgaria gives 
an overview of some of the national strategies that 
are underway, but it is critical of the fact that the 
government has so far not managed to develop 
and adopt an overall vision and strategy to improve 
the quality and efficiency of the education system. 
On lifelong learning, our Bulgarian Strategy Group 
reports on the adoption of the National Strategy 
for Lifelong Learning for the period 2014-2020, in 
which universities are given a central role. However, 
challenges remain in the promotion of access to, and 
participation in, lifelong learning, notably providing 
sufficient opportunities, increasing the link with the 
needs of the labour market, and developing electronic 
forms of distance learning.

STRENGTHING ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP AND 
VOLUNTEERING FOR SOCIAL COHESION
In lieu of specific reporting or recommendations 
from the European Institutions on active citizenship 
and volunteering, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group 
in Bulgaria points out that the country finds itself 
among only a few EU Member States that does not 
have a legal framework for volunteering. While the 
government and its agencies make use of the work 
of volunteers, the lack of a legal framework makes 
it unclear who can be called a volunteer, what his or 
her rights and obligations are, etc. As such, recent 
years have seen attempts to amend this situation and 
introduce a legal footing for volunteers in Bulgaria, 
notably leading to the presentation of a draft in 
December 2014. Our Strategy Group in Bulgaria 
reports that this draft has since been heavily discussed 
and amended in response to concerns by civil society 
organisations, who thought the original text would 
lead to a suffocation, rather than promotion of 
volunteering. Discussion on the most recent draft is 
still ongoing.

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The Commission reports that ‘Bulgaria faces a 
considerable challenge with regard to poverty and 
social exclusion.’7 Its citizens face the highest risk 
7 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
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PROMOTING, REINFORCING, AND SUPPORTING THE 
SOCIAL ECONOMY
In lieu of specific reporting or recommendations from 
the European Institutions on the social economy, the 
SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Bulgaria highlights 
the government’s Action Plan on Social Economy 
for the period 2014-2015. The first of its kind in 
Bulgaria, this action plan includes a wide variety of 
activities that promote, develop and raise awareness 
on social entrepreneurship and how it can make a 
valuable contribution to society. In addition, a multi-
institutional working group was formed as part of 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, whose aim 
is to implement coordination, cooperation, and 
consultation in the development, implementation, and 
the evaluation of public policy activities regarding the 
social economy. The Ministry is currently discussing a 
draft law on social entrepreneurship in Bulgaria.

Overall, the Bulgarian government is a long way 
from implementing the recommendations of the EU 
Institutions.
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