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Abstract

The number of children under the care of relatives has been increasing due to various social factors, including inter alias labour migration. Despite this, family-based child care remains largely unstudied in Georgia. The state, meanwhile, does little in terms of providing for the actual daily needs of children under kinship care. On the basis of a qualitative study of 18 guardianships and 14 informal kinship care arrangements, the author has tried to highlight the precarious situation such children, and indeed carers, live under. He has also drawn up recommendations for child welfare policy-makers and future researchers.
DOES KINSHIP MATTER? STUDY OF FAMILY-BASED CARE PATTERNS IN GEORGIA
Grand-parenting
Kinship care, defined as the full-time care and nurturing of children by the relatives and family members of the child’s biological parents, has a long history in Georgia. The primary kin caregivers are grandparents. Without them, the state would be forced to pump millions into the Child Welfare System (CWS) of Georgia. Grandmothers in particular shoulder the greatest burden. Often they have little choice. One grandmother interviewed said: “I was the last resort for my grandson facing the danger of being institutionalized. So I had to accept him.” 
Indeed, most kin care-givers have no choice but to accept the responsibility of raising a relative’s child. The same poverty that often sees children institutionalized often affects them, too, but they nonetheless feel a moral imperative to foster the child. Sometimes, their level of poverty is greater than that of those who place children in residential centers. Thirty one percent of children institutionalized in Georgia are there because of poverty (Chanturia, 2006). 
Deinstitutionalization Policy 

Policy makers in this area are confronted by a Soviet-era practice that results in flawed data on institutionalized children (UNICEF, 2006). To maximize state funding, residential centers inflate the number of children in their care.
Foster care

Foster care has been in practice in Georgia since 1999. Most people, however, see it as a temporary, pre-adoption, measure, failing to see its long term importance and use. So far only 756 children have been placed in formal foster homes. 
The government has been responding. They increased funding for alternative child care from GEL1.3 million in 2006 to GEL4.4 million in 2008. They have also tried to take on board longstanding UNICEF recommendations to incorporate the informal kinship care system. A recent Law on Foster Care, allowing siblings and grandparents to become formal foster parents, is the result. 

Guardianship institute 
There are around 700 guardianship applications processed annually in Georgia. There are, however, no accurate figures available on the total number of current guardians, but it’s estimated there are approximately 10,000 nationwide.
There are two types of formal (legal) caregivers of minors: custodians and guardians**. Custodians take care of children up to six years of age, while guardians from seven to 17. The Civil Code (Articles 12.4. and 14.1) draws a distinction between the two age categories, defining those seven and over as having limited legal capacity, meaning they are allowed to participate in daily transactions like buying food for instance. Those under seven (infants) are deemed completely legally incapable of engaging in such transactions. Guardianship expires when the child turns 18, or if s/he gets married at 16. 

The Civil Code of Georgia (Article 1275) outlines the circumstances in which a guardian is to be assigned to a child. The first and most common condition is the death of both parents or of a single parent. The second is when the courts declare both parents (or a single parent) lost or assume them to be dead; or, deem them legally incapable. Thirdly, when a court terminates, ceases or restricts the parental rights of both parents (or a single parent) and deems it necessary for the child to have a guardian. The fourth is where an acting guardian relinquishes responsibility or has his or her responsibilities removed. The last cause is when a child is deemed to have been “abandoned,” meaning, for example, that s/he is found on the streets and the parents cannot be identified. The first and third causes are discussed in detail below. 

Result of Death 
Almost all of the respondent guardians became such after the death of parents (a single parent). It seems that many of them formally became guardians because otherwise the children in their care would not have been eligible for state assistance. Interviewers were often given the following response: “They told me in the Department of Social Security to formalize the guardianship in order to receive social assistance on behalf of my grandchild.”
Parental rights termination

Cases of parental rights termination occur rarely in Georgia despite the high rate of substance abuse and other forms of neglect among biological parents. Only 31 cases have been reported in the last three years. Although the provisions protecting children from parental mistreatment and neglect were introduced in 2003 (Civil Code, article 1198¹), it has only been since December 2007 that the parental rights of drug and alcohol abusers can be terminated (Civil Code, article 1206.2). However, because of poor implementation, due to little prior history of placing children in state custody or of monitoring them, the number of guardianship cases involving children whose biological parents are alive is low. 

Problems leading to kinship care for children

Children are placed under kinship care for many reasons, besides the death of a parent or parents. These include: unemployment, forced (including illegal) labour migration, substance abuse and incarceration. Informal kinship care is the usual outcome in such cases.  
Incarceration

Currently, there are 757 women incarcerated. The total prison population is around 18,000. Among them are seven mothers whose infants are with them in prison. There are no available statistics on how many children are left without maternal care outside prison because of their mothers’ imprisonment. This lack of information is due to weak social services. No appropriate fostering services are in place for the children of convicted parents. 
Substance abuse 

Substance abuse is a major problem in Georgia. Experts believe there are around 240,000 drug addicts in the country, of whom at least 1% are women (Otiashvili et al. 2008). As mentioned above, there are few administrative instruments for revealing or assessing the situations of children of drug addicts or alcoholics.
Labour migration 

Almost half a million women have emigrated from Georgia
 since opening of borders in early 90’s. Thirty seven percent of them have left children behind (Jashi, 2003). This obviously means that a significant number of children are or have been reared by relatives, mostly by grandparents.
The author has calculated the number of children placed under informal kinship care in Georgia, using the following method: Assuming that the percentage of school age children cared for by relatives is 3% (ranging from 0.5% to 5%) of the total number of pupils in the country (totaling 640,000), the approximate number of school age children under informal kinship arrangements would be 20,000. We can also assume that the percentage in the countryside is higher than the national average given internal migration. Such a projected figure of course does not take into account children in pre-school centres, those too young to attend such centres and indeed those who fail to attend any educational establishment. The figure, we can assume, is thus even higher 
Such a method of calculation has its limitations, but the experience of Moldova goes some way towards backing it. Moldova’s population is close to Georgia’s, although emigration is easier given its geographical location. Experts estimate that between 150,000 and 270,000 children (Svintradze&Ubiria, 2008) are under the care of relatives or are in state custody. 
Major findings 

After identifying 18 guardian families and 14 informal kinship families in Tbilisi, none of which were formal foster arrangements, semi-structured interviews were held with them. The median age of respondents was 52 years, with 73 the eldest informal carer and 19 the youngest guardian sibling. The median age of the children was 11.5 years with the youngest three and the eldest 17. The majority of interviewed caregivers were grandparents (18 out of 32), eight of whom were singles managing the situation alone.

The initial purpose of choosing formal versus informal arrangements was to compare care patterns in terms of child care quality and placement stability. Assumptions that guardianships provided a more stable placement environment than informal kinship arrangements proved ungrounded. 
Other induced hypotheses

The principal outcome of the study is that it enabled us to formulate several hypotheses and to suggest directions for more in depth research.
For instance, we argue that children cared for by relatives could be at risk of poverty, malnutrition and neglect, particularly in cases where care arrangements and eventual placement had little prior planning, or where the child concerned had been living in the same household beforehand.
Further quantitative and qualitative studies are required if this argument is to be consolidated. Below, other hypotheses, in support of the one presented above, are put forth. 
Guardianship arrangements – an indicator of poverty or near poverty

As mentioned above, the immediate reason for formalizing guardianship arrangements is usually the need to access state financial support. Such support was recently increased to GEL55 and GEL77. Such financial support ends once the child turns 18. “My nephew had four more months before finishing school, but on turning18 the assistance was cut off. They could have let him finish school at least,” one guardian aunt complained.
Extended families with solid income sources rarely bother with guardianship formularization, given the small financial benefits involved. Guardianships as a result have gained a certain stigma, with only those in financial need opting for it. 
The vast majority of guardians, and informal care providers to a lesser extent, are unemployed. For many of them, often old and with little chance of competing in the labour market, their role as child carer is a form of employment, with the state and / or the biological parents providing much needed financial assistance.  Finally, with guardian households rarely receiving remittances from emigrant relatives, such households are usually in extreme poverty.   

Below is a particularly dire guardianship arrangement in which a grandmother takes care of four children. The grandmother herself refused to be interviewed. Mzia, a friend of the deceased biological mother, who died in a car accident, agreed to be interviewed in her place. Two of the children were injured in the same car accident. The father of Osman, 11, and Isabella, 12, is foreign, while the father of Nino, 17, and Nukri, 18, is Georgian. Neither of them participate in the upbringing of their children. Mzia tells the story: “When the children needed blood after the car accident, the father did not even appear at the hospital. The total income of the household is GEL 200 a month. The family suffers malnutrition regularly. The house they live in is a real danger, too. The younger children receive no state assistance as their father refuses to allow the grandmother become their guardian.” 

Impact of formal guardianship on the quality of child care

To become a guardian, the Civil Code of Georgia insists only that a person be legally capable and have no child-related convictions. The authorities shall also take into consideration the relationship between the child and the caregiver. There are no other criteria.
In the absolute majority of researched cases, the children concerned had been living with the person who subsequently became their caregiver. Effectively, placement options are predetermined by the domestic circumstances prior to the event that trigger the need for guardianship. 
Where parents die, one can expect the quality of childcare to worsen. Even where guardianship is formalized, this is often the case. Guardians failing in their responsibilities are rarely replaced, even though the authorities have the legal right to do so. 
Here we look at a particular case where guardianship was granted in dubious circumstances.  Nestan, 19, has been made legal guardian of her half-brother, David, 15, despite her age, her health condition and economic insecurity. Their parents died from tuberculosis and Nestan also has the disease. It seems she only consented to the role as guardian because of her brother’s state benefits. Their living space is not suitable for normal human needs. They frequently quarrel. David does not attend school and he often spends nights away from home. "We do not have many relatives, apart from a few living in the countryside. Although poor themselves, they sometimes give us food," Nestan said. 

Individual responsibility of informal kin caregivers

In contrast, biological parents who arrange informal kinship care for their children usually take into consideration the capability of the prospective caregiver to support the child’s basic developmental needs. Thus, as a rule, such arrangements are far more productive in terms of good child outcomes.

In such cases, informal kin caregivers feel a level of responsibility towards the biological parents. The parents often also provide financial assistance, often from abroad. The caregiver is thus usually in a more solid financial position.  
An example of such an arrangement is given below.  
Snejana, 39, takes care of her nephew, Beqa, who is 14. The child’s mother left for Greece six years ago. The mother’s second husband is a foreigner who wants to adopt Beqa. The couple is preparing the necessary documents. “My sister left the country because of unemployment. Since then the child has lived with us. My parents also live with us. They look after the child at home, while I deal with other things, like school. The mother supports us economically from abroad. Beqa has his own space where he can study. He likes sewing and is a very calm boy. He is most happy when his mother is here, though he knows he can not go with her for now. The couple is doing their best to maintain contact with him and is working hard in order to be settled together one day. He’s good at school and he has attended English classes for four years,” Snejana explained. 
This arrangement sees the burden of child care shared and pre-planned. It seems to work well. 
Health status of caregivers
The majority of interviewed carers reported having good health. However, the real picture is quite different. Caregivers are reluctant to reveal their health status, fearing the authorities might intervene. Many are also often ignorant of their own health condition.
As mentioned earlier, there is a social stigma associated with guardianships and informal care arrangements. This often results in mental health problems among care givers, especially when they face the burden alone. One woman’s plight is typical of many “The father of the child gave her a family name just to avoid the army. The mother never touched her after the birth. So I had to take her. I wish someone else would take care of her,” one desperate informal caregiver said. The woman, 49, cares for the grandson of her sister. The family had a small bakery, but due to medical reasons, this income source has been cut off. No medical insurance or financial support has ever been provided to the family.

Low education outcomes of children
Despite claims by guardians and informal kin carers that children under their care are doing well at school, the reality is usually the opposite. Many care-givers are advanced in age, leaving them less comfortable with or less capable of advocating for a child within a school setting. They are also less capable of addressing a child’s educational needs (Buehler et al, 2006). This generation gap is particularly pronounced in Georgia given the new social and economic realities following the Soviet era in which most care givers spent most of their lives. There is little intergenerational continuity or consensus between the generations, with different generations having sharply contrasting historical experiences (Badurashvili, 2008). Grandparents caring for children therefore often fail to meet the educational needs of those in their care. One grandparent, for instance, said: “No one studies nowadays; God knows how my children managed to finish school.” She added: “The teachers told me they could not do anything with this naughty boy of mine.” Intergenerational misunderstanding is evident in the following remark of a guardian: “My grandson wants to watch ‘bad’ movies. He asked me to buy him ‘King-Kong’; this is a horror movie compared to nice Georgian cartoons.” 

Conclusions
This article has raised more questions than it has provided answers. The number of children under the care of relatives and guardians still needs to be ascertained.
 Though children under family-based care remain outside of the state care structures, their plight needs to be addressed by the state. The ultimate purpose of any child welfare policy is after all quality child care, regardless of the formal placement status. 
Attention must be given to grandparents caring for grandchildren, especially in guardianship cases, as the caregivers have lost their sons or daughters, and the children, their biological parents. 

It is clear that children who remain in the same household or those whose living conditions change dramatically following new care arrangements are more vulnerable to maltreatment compared to children who were placed after deliberate planning by their parents. 
Where biological parents fail to act or are incapable of doing so, the state needs to play a more active role when placement decisions are being made. Future studies will determine the state’s exact role, but at this stage some points can be made. State involvement would greatly alleviate the burden placed on older care-givers, as well as providing better child care. The state could, for instance, provide respite care and training for care-givers. Providing financial support and acknowledgement is also required, if only to reduce social prejudice and encourage public readiness to foster relatives. 
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** We use the term guardian in the text describing also custodian relations for ease reference.
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