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The BULGARIAN HELSINKI COMMITTEE (BHC) is an independent non-governmental organisation for the 
protection of human rights: civil, political, economic, social and cultural. In our work we place a special 
emphasis on protection of the rights of the most vulnerable groups in Bulgaria: ethnic minorities, 
underprivileged groups, persons deprived of their liberty, people in institutions, children, women. The BHC 
objectives are to promote respect and support the protection of human rights, to lobby for bringing 
Bulgarian legislation in line with international standards, to promote public debate on human rights issues 
and popularize the human rights cause among the public at large.  

 

It was established on 14 July 1992. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To support us, please visit: 

http://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/donate/   

 

 

Follow us on Facebook:  

www.facebook.com/bghelsinki 

 

 

Follow us on Twitter:  

https://twitter.com/bg_helsinki 

 

 

Contact us:  

Bulgarian Helsinki Committee  
7 Varbitsa Street, 1504 Sofia, Bulgaria  

Tel.: 3592 943 4876, 3592 944 0670, 3592 943 4405 

Cell: 359 884 152 641, 359 884 156 726, 359 884 149 354 

Fax: 359 2 483 6298 

Email: bhc@bghelsinki.org     

Internet: www.bghelsinki.org   
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In 2020, the Bulgarian Helsinki 

Committee (BHC) continued to monitor 

human rights in Bulgaria in a number of 

strategic areas. A special focus in the 

activities during the past year was 

monitoring the rights of Bulgarians in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

In 2020, we implemented our activities 

through our five permanent programmes - 

Monitoring and Research, Legal Defence 

Programme, Refugee’s and Migrants Legal 

Protection Programme, Campaigns and 

Communications, and Programming and 

Administration. During the year, we 

monitored the situation in a number of 

areas; this enables us to obtain first-hand 

information on the state of human rights in 

and to prepare specialized reports. We 

advocated publicly for human rights in 

Bulgaria and before international bodies. 

 

Our activities were complemented by 

communications work aimed at ensuring 

better visibility for our work and more 

support for human rights, including at the 

local level. We revamped our internet site, 

www.bghelsinki.org, and launched two new 

specialized sub-sites on prison reform and 

the bias crimes. 
 

In 2020, the BHC initiative for consolidation 

of public support for democracy and the 

rule of law - Bulgarians Organizing for 

Liberal Democracy (BOLD) - established 

itself as a sustainable community that 

initiated a number of key discussions on 

human rights issues.

 

 

MONITORING AND RESEARCH PROGRAMME 
 
The Monitoring and Research Programme 

monitors the human rights situation in 

Bulgaria in a number of key areas 

formulated in the 2018-2023 BHC Strategy. 

In 2020, these included excessive use of 

force by law enforcement officials, 

discrimination, the situation of the Roma, 

the rights of people with mental disorders, 

prisoners’ rights, rights of the child, 

minority rights, freedom of association. A 

special focus during the year was put on 

monitoring the rights of individuals in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

programme plays a key role in drafting the 

annual human rights report. 

 

In 2020, the Programme implemented four 

types of activities: 

 Monitoring the human rights 

situation in Bulgaria. 

 Work on projects funded by 

international donors in spheres 

prioritized in the BHC Strategy. 

 Public advocacy through the media, 

participation in public events, 

meetings and working groups. 

 Work on strategic cases before the 

European Court of Human Rights 

(ECtHR) and in the procedure for 

implementation of its judgments.

Monitoring of the human rights situation in Bulgaria 
 

The Programme monitored all materials 

related to human rights in Bulgaria from 

local and international observers. It also 

carried out focused monitoring in various 

areas to obtain first-hand information on 

the state of human rights in them. In early 

2020, researchers from the Programme 

visited prisons to interview detainees about 

http://www.bghelsinki.org/
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their rights in police detention. The 

information was used for the preparation of 

the 2020 Annual Report on Human Rights 

in Bulgaria, as well the alternative report 

of the BHC to the UN Committee against 

Torture on the list of issues related to the 

government report pending consideration. 

The Programme also prepared an 

alternative report to the European 

Committee against Racism and 

Intolerance of the Council of Europe in 

connection with the sixth periodic review of 

Bulgaria before this body. 
 

The programme drafted reports at the 

request of lawyers representing clients in 

extradition proceedings to Bulgaria. This 

activity further contributed to the 

monitoring of places of detention. Three 

reports were prepared on the prisons in 

Sliven, Belene and Varna. 
 

The Programme’s monitoring activity also 

covered the situation with the pandemic. In 

March 2020, the BHC sent an application to 

the Directorate General for the Execution of 

Sentences requesting an order for measures 

against the spread of COVID-19 in prisons 

and requested data on the incidence of 

coronavirus in the system. 

 
The BHC also carried out research in 

institutions under the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Health. Access of the BHC to the 

medical institutions for children from 0 to 3 

years of age has been terminated by the 

Ministry of Health. The BHC has not been 

allowed to monitor psychiatric hospitals for 

six years. In 2020, the BHC again sent 

several letters to the Ministry of Health 

requesting access to psychiatric hospitals 

for the purposes of independent human 

rights monitoring. By the end of the year, 

they remained unanswered. Field work in 

state psychiatric hospitals were not carried 

out.  

 

Systematic monitoring of the BHC in the 

institutions for children aged 0-3 was also 

not carried out. Thanks to the long-standing 

partnership and trust between the BHC and 

these institutions’ teams, however, the BHC 

received first-hand information through 

interviews with the directors of several 

such institutions.  

 
 

Work on projects in strategic spheres 
 

Assessment of the Reform in Places of 

Detention: Law and Practice After Neshkov and 

Others v. Bulgaria 

In January 2020, the BHC started work on 

the project “Assessment of the Reform in 

Places of Detention in Bulgaria: Law and 

Practice After the Pilot ECtHR Judgment 

Neshkov and Others v. Bulgaria“ funded by 

the Active Citizens Fund Bulgaria under the 

EEA Financial Mechanism. Its main goal is 

to improve the implementation of 

international human rights standards in 

penitentiaries. 

 

During the year the project team launched a  

new site www.prisonreform.bg, carried out 

16 monitoring visits to detention facilities, 

initiated two strategic cases related to 

prisoner rights; prepared submissions on 

the implementation of two ECtHR 

judgments; held meetings with the Minister 

of Justice, representatives of the General 

Directorate of Enforcement of Judgments 

and the Ombudsman; we started work on 

the analysis of international standards on 

the treatment of prisoners; conducted a 

review of the case-law and an analysis 

related to the appeal of the refusals to 

change life imprisonment sentences. 

 
 

Improving Judicial Cooperation in the EU 

through Harmonized Detention Standards 

– Strengthening the Role of the NPMs 

http://www.prisonreform.bg/
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In 2020, the BHC continued work on the 

project coordinated by the Ludwig 

Boltzmann Institute - Austria and 

implemented jointly with the Hungarian 

Helsinki Committee and the Italian 

organization Antigone. In January 2020, a 

second thematic seminar on the project was 

held in Rome, where the BHC made a 

presentation on solitary confinement in 

Bulgaria. The other project events were 

organized online. 
 

The programme prepared a handbook on 

prisoners in a situation of vulnerability for 

members of the National Preventive 

Mechanisms in Europe. It will be published 

in the spring of 2021 together with the 

other three handbooks prepared by the 

project partners. 

 

Hospital Care for Prisoners in Bulgaria 

In 2020, the BHC conducted a study on 

hospital care in places of detention funded 

by the Robert Carr Foundation. Its main 

goal was to determine whether hospital 

care in prisons met relevant national and 

international standards. In August 2020, a 

BHC researcher conducted a field study in 

the prison in Bobov Dol. Together with 

external experts, monitors made several 

visits to the prison hospital in Sofia, where 

they also carried out checks in connection 

with signals received from prisoners about 

violations of their rights. Several signals to 

the central penitentiary administration 

were prepared. The report will be published 

in 2021. 
 

For a Consolidated Response to 

Bias-Motivated Crimes in Bulgaria 

The project was launched in 2018 with the 

support of the EU and was implemented by 

a consortium with leading organization BHC 

and partners the Amalipe Centre for 

Interethnic Dialogue and Tolerance and 

Human Rights Defenders in Sweden. The 

project aimed to consolidate efforts to 

counter intolerance and hate crimes against 

vulnerable groups in Bulgarian society 

through greater visibility of discrimination 

and bias crimes; to review the relevant 

international recommendations to Bulgaria 

relating amendments in domestic 

legislation and practice; and to present 

Swedish good practices in combating hate 

crime. 

 

The final conference with participants from 

Bulgaria, Sweden and Belgium was held on 

February 14, 2020. We presented two 

analyses - Bias Crimes and Minorities in 

Bulgaria - Easy Target of Hatred, the 

artistic production of the documentary 

theatre of Vox Populi - "Entrance A", and the 

VR production dedicated to Voyvodinovo – 

the scene of mass evictions from only 

homes of the inhabitants of the Roma 

neighbourhood. Among the keynote 

speakers were the Director of the European 

Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Mr 

Michael O'Flaherty, the Ombudsman of the 

Republic of Bulgaria Diana Kovacheva, 

representatives of the OSCE ODIHR, the UN 

High Commissioner for Refugees in 

Bulgaria, state institutions, court, 

prosecution, bar associations and the police, 

civil sector experts and academia. 

 

Another key event during the same month 

took place at the Goethe Institute - a 

conference on hate speech attended by 

ambassadors, the Sofia mayor, a 

representative of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, NGOs. A Wikipaedian hate speech 

editing marathon was held at the event. 
 

Fighting Unconscious Bias and 

Discrimination of Roma in the Criminal 

Justice System in Bulgaria 

In 2020, the BHC completed work on this 

project funded by the EU coordinated by 

Fair Trials - Europe. The programme 

https://nohate.bghelsinki.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/bhc_nohatebg_web.pdf
https://nohate.bghelsinki.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/bhc_nohategraffiti_web.pdf
https://nohate.bghelsinki.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/bhc_nohategraffiti_web.pdf
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prepared a report on discrimination 

against Roma in the criminal justice 

system in Bulgaria that was presented at 

an online conference on December 16, 

2020. The study analysed legislation, 

observations of local and international 

bodies and the practice of protection 

against discrimination and integration of 

Roma. The project aims to inform the legal 

community about the unconscious 

prejudices against Roma who are 

overrepresented in criminal justice, to make 

recommendations and to identify good 

practices. 
 

Online Human Rights Guide  

In 2020, we implemented the joint project 

with the Baltic Human Rights Society to 

expand the online guide to human rights 

and develop a methodological manual for 

training civil servants on the same topic. 

The first version of the guide contained 

accessible information on the right to 

freedom of expression and the media, the 

right to access to justice and a fair trial, the 

rights during arrest and detention, the 

rights of prisoners in places of detention, 

the rights of individuals placed for 

compulsory and involuntary psychiatric 

treatment.  

In 2020, the handbook was supplemented 

with topics on protection against 

discrimination, protection against 

domestic violence and protection against 

hate crimes. The guide is available at: 

http://www.humanrightsguide.bg/bg/temi.  

 

Research on the Rights of People with 

Mental Disabilities 

In 2020, the BHC together with the Human 

European Consultancy carried out a 

research on the rights of people with 

disabilities for the European 

Commission. We prepared an analysis of 

the respect for the right to education, the 

right to employment, the right to 

independent living and the process of 

deinstitutionalization of children and adults 

in 2019-20. At the end of the year we 

conducted a study on the impact of the 

pandemic on key aspects of life of people 

with disabilities in Bulgaria.

 

Public advocacy through the media, meetings and working groups  
 

During the year, the media appearances of 

representatives of the Monitoring and 

Research Programme were concentrated 

around several key events. The programme 

director took part in the meeting of the 

monitoring group of the LIBE committee 

of the European Parliament in August 

2020. Several mainstream media (Free 

Europe, Deutsche Welle, BTV, Dnevnik, 

Sega, TV1, Defacto, Mediapool, Club Z 

among others) reported about the event.  

Another event that provoked media interest 

was the publication of the CPT report on 

psychiatric institutions in Bulgaria in 

December 2020.  

Serious materials in connection with the 

activities of the programme during the year 

were also made by Capital, Actualno, 

Offnews, Euractiv, Television Europe and 

other media. As in previous years, pro-

government media deliberately published 

defamatory and sensational materials about 

the BHC. 
 

Advocacy on deinstitutionalization of care 

for children and adults was implemented 

through participation in two key working 

groups at the MLSP - to draft the new Law 

on Social Services and its regulations and to 

reform long-term care. The Working Group 

for a new Social Assistance Act dealt with 

setting deadlines for the closure of all 

http://www.humanrightsguide.bg/bg/temi
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homes for children by 2021, and by 2035 - 

for all homes for adults with disabilities. 

The BHC has been actively involved in the 

broad consultative process for the 

preparation of the legislative proposal from 

the very beginning in 2019 and took part in 

the development of the by-laws. The 

Working Group for Long-Term Care 

Reform - In 2020 the BHC continued its 

participation in the work of the Permanent 

Expert Working Group for the development 

and coordination of the implementation of 

the action plans for implementation of the 

National Strategy for Long-Term Care at the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Policy. In 

2020, NGOs were given the opportunity to 

make proposals regarding the allocation of 

funds from the COVID-19 Epidemic 

Recovery Fund to social services for adults 

with disabilities. The BHC sent proposals in 

three main areas in which financial, human 

and expert resources are needed. 
 

Following the declaration of the state of 

emergency in March, the Programme 

engaged in advocating for the rights of 

prisoners in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Relevant initiatives included 

drafting opinions against the ban on visits 

of family members in prisons and in 

support of measures to reduce 

overcrowding in prisons and detention 

centres; requests to the Supreme Judicial 

Council to not suspend the work of the 

courts in cases of protection from torture, 

inhuman or degrading treatment of 

prisoners and cases against orders for 

isolation in prisons. We translated the 

standards of the Committee against Torture 

and the World Health Organization aimed at 

the prevention and protection of COVID-19 

in prisons and others were translated and 

disseminated. As a member of the JUSTICIA 

and Prison Litigation Network, the BHC also 

joined the international advocacy efforts for 

the rights of prisoners in the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. We provided expert 

assistance to Amnesty International to 

report on the situation in Bulgarian prisons 

during the pandemic. 

 
In 2020, the Programme prepared two 

opinions on draft laws amending the 

Criminal Procedure Code, the first 

introducing regulation of the participation 

of accused and convicted persons detained 

in court hearings by videoconference and 

the second transposing Directive (EU) 

2016/800 on procedural guarantees for 

children who are suspected or accused in 

criminal proceedings.

 

Work on strategic cases before the ECtHR and in the procedure 

for implementation of its judgments 
 

In 2020, the Programme filed several 

applications before the European Court of 

Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg. 

Some of them address violated rights of 

association and of peaceful assembly of 

Macedonians in Bulgaria. Another 

application concerns inadequate 

investigation of maternal death after birth 

in a Bulgarian hospital. The programme also 

submitted opinions on several ongoing 

cases. During the year, we submitted six 

opinions under Rule 9.2 of the Rules of 

Procedure of the Committee of Ministers 

to review the implementation of ECtHR 

judgments. Four of them were in cases of 

priority monitoring by the Committee 

related to the right to freedom of 

association, illegal use of force and firearms 

by law enforcement authorities and 

evictions from only homes of persons living 

in illegal buildings. The opinions were taken 

into account by the Committee of Ministers. 

The enhanced supervision of all judgements 

on which the programme submitted 

opinions was continued in 2020.
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LEGAL DEFENCE PROGRAMME

The BHC Legal Defence Programme (LDP) 

is engaged in strategic litigation and legal 

advocacy. The programme brings cases 

before the Bulgarian and international 

judicial and quasi-judicial bodies. Its legal 

work includes opinions on interpretative 

and constitutional cases at the invitation of 

the Supreme Courts and the Constitutional 

Court, opinions as third parties in cases 

before ECtHR, before the Committee of 

Ministers in connection with 

implementation of judgements. LDP 

produces reports and monitors the case-law 

and the practice of the Commission for 

Protection against Discrimination (CPD) 

under the Protection against Discrimination 

Act (PADA). Experts in the programme 

prepare legal studies and participate in 

conferences and seminars, including as 

lecturers. 
 

In 2020, the main activity of the LDP was to 

carry out strategic human rights litigation. 

LDP also engaged in advocacy activities - 

submission of opinions on draft regulations 

and participation in the process of 

implementation of ECtHR judgments by 

preparing information for the Committee of 

Ministers of the Council of Europe. The 

Programme also targeted its activities on 

those actions of the Prosecutor General that 

put the rule of law and democratic 

principles under threat. 

 

In 2020, the Legal Protection Programme 

worked on at least 60 legal cases: 

 16 proceedings before the Equality 

Body, of which three new; 

 44 proceedings before courts, of 

which 18 new; 

 Eight pre-trial proceedings, of which 

four new; 

 18 cases before the European Court of 

Human Rights, with 11 new 

applications; one new judgment was 

delivered in a case represented by the 

Programme.

 

Domestic litigation 
 

Protection against discrimination 

 

The organization uses both methods of 

protection under the Protection against 

Discrimination Act - proceedings before 

civil courts and before the equality body. 

The focus of our activities are cases of 

discrimination on the six main grounds 

listed in the EU anti-discrimination 

Directives. 

 

• Cases on the basis of ethnicity/race  
and religion 

The Programme continued to provide legal 

assistance to a Syrian family with 

humanitarian status in Bulgaria, which the 

mayor of the town of Elin Pelin had refused 

to register at a permanent address. In 2018, 

the equality body established 

discrimination in the statements of the 

mayor, but without ruling on the 

discriminatory nature of his refusal to 

provide administrative services to the 

Syrian family. LDP requested an 

amendment to the decision and the court 

returned the file to the Commission for 

Protection from Discrimination (CPD). 

 

In a case in which LDP provides legal 

assistance to a person of Romani origin in 

connection with a Facebook post from the 

profile of the 9th Primary School - 
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Blagoevgrad, according to which students of 

Roma origin are banned from enrolling in 

the school during the next academic year, 

the Blagoevgrad Administrative Court 

upheld the decision of the CPD establishing 

discrimination. The case is pending before 

the Supreme Administrative Court after the 

school principal appealed. 

 

In January, the CPD ruled and the Sofia City 

Administrative Court upheld that the 

statements of Deputy Prime Minister 

Krassimir Karakachanov in the village of 

Voyvodinovo from January 2019, did not 

constitute ethnic discrimination. Mr 

Karakachanov had stated: “Gypsies in 

Bulgaria have become extremely impudent. A 

police officer was beaten a few days ago. Two 

days ago they beat a soldier. This cannot go 

on any longer. And the tolerance of the 

Bulgarian society has run out". LDP has 

appealed. 
 

 Cases on the grounds of disability 

LDP provided representation in connection 

with a signal for inaccessible city 

environment in the area of the Queen 

Yoanna Hospital in Sofia. According to 

another LDP signal, the CPD did not find 

inaccessible environment at the office of the 

municipal tax service in Sofia, as the new 

repair of the sidewalks in the specified 

section was aimed at their maintenance, not 

at making them accessible. 
 

In 2020, the CPD ruled on the complaint of 

the parents of a young man with a 

permanent disability against the former 

Deputy Prime Minister Valeri Simeonov 

because of his statement from October 2018 

against the mothers of children with 

disabilities. The CPD did not uphold the 

appeal and LDP appealed the decision to the 

Administrative Court - Plovdiv. The ruling is 

pending. 

 

 Cases on the grounds of gender and 
sexual orientation  

In 2020, LDP continued to represent a girl 

born in 2000 who was barred from the 

Vidin football team as there was no youth 

team for girls and on account of the 

Ministry of Youth and Sports and the 

Bulgarian Football Union banning her from 

participating in the boy’s youth teams. The 

CPD did not find gender or age 

discrimination. The Sofia City 

Administrative Court overturned the CPD 

decision and returned the file for a new 

ruling. 

 

 Cases on other grounds 

LDP filed a complaint to the equality body 

alleging discrimination on the grounds of 

age of a 22-year-old girl awaiting a lung 

transplant, who was denied therapy under 

the Health Insurance Fund that is available 

only to persons under 18. 

 

LDP also provided legal representation to 

the Marginalia Association and the BHC on a 

complaint filed against them in the CPD in 

connection with their "Open letter to human 

rights defenders". The CPD rejected the 

complaint and found no violation of anti-

discrimination norms. 

 

Cases for protection of victims of 
discrimination 

In 2020, the LDP represented a victim of 

police violence during the anti-government 

protests in Sofia. The prosecution refused to 

initiate pre-trial proceedings and to provide 

access to the file. The refusals were 

appealed to the higher prosecutor's offices. 

The programme undertook to represent a 

young man who was harassed on social 

media for his publicly expressed support for 

the LGBTI community. A prosecutor's file 

was opened in the case and an inspection 

carried out. The ruling is pending. 
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In 2020, LDP continued to provide legal 

assistance to a young man of Roma origin 

who was the victim of a racist beating in 

Sofia. The indictment for a crime committed 

due to the victim’s ethnicity was filed in 

court in 2017, but the trial is still ongoing. 

LDP continued to assist two Romani men in 

the pre-trial proceedings before the 

Montana District Prosecutor's Office. The 

two were beaten on account of their 

ethnicity. Five people were charged with 

causing minor bodily harm. They were 

found guilty only of hooliganism, freed from 

criminal liability and fined 500 EUR each. 

Cases for protection from homelessness 

In 2020, LDP continued to provide legal 

assistance to 11 people evicted from their 

homes in 2019 in the village of Voyvodinovo 

along with many of their Roma neighbours, 

and the their only homes were demolished. 

All cases were finally decided before the 

Supreme Administrative Court, and the 

orders to remove the buildings were 

upheld. LDP represented the clients before 

the court in four more cases against orders 

banning access to the buildings.  

 

LDP continued to provide legal assistance to 

three applicants of Roma origin in 

registering them for municipal housing. In 

2019, the SAC finally upheld their 

complaints against their incorrect 

placement in the last priority group, while 

in reality they needed housing due to the 

pending danger of becoming homeless on 

account of evictions. The municipal 

commission re-examined the documents 

and rejected their applications. Following 

an appeal, the court ruled in favour of the 

applicants in two of the cases. 

 

Other cases 

LDP won a victory in two cases of a young 

man from Batalova Vodenitsa - heir of a 

deceased applicant in the case of Yordanova 

and Others v. Bulgaria - in connection with 

the refusal of the district mayor to register 

his permanent address in the 

neighbourhood and to issue a certificate for 

permanent address. 

 

The Sofia City Administrative Court upheld 

the claim of a prisoner suffering from a rare 

type of cancer who was deprived of 

effective therapy and the opportunity for 

family visits. The court found inaction by 

the prison administration and order it to 

pay damages to the wife of the deceased to 

the amount of 30,000 EUR. 

 

LDP undertook the representation of a 

Hungarian citizen who was raped by the so-

called ‘Valium rapist’. Photos of the victim’s 

injuries were leaked to the media. They had 

been shared only with the Bulgarian 

authorities in connection with the criminal 

proceedings against the perpetrator. 

 

LDP undertook the representation of a man 

who had been physically abused by the 

police while in detention, including being 

tortured with electricity. On appeal, the 

Burgas District Court overturned his 

detention order. 

 
The administrative appeal of an order of a 

school principal for expulsion from school 

of a child with special educational needs 

was also undertaken by the programme. 

The administrative proceedings ended with 

the revocation of the order. 

 

In 2020, the programme continued the legal 

representation of a newly-registered 

Macedonian NGO, against which a claim was 

filed by the Blagoevgrad Prosecutor’s Office 

for its closure. The Blagoevgrad District 

Court granted the prosecutor's request, and 

the proceedings are pending before the 

Sofia Court of Appeal. 



BHC| 2020 ACTIVITY REPORT                                                                                                                                      

12 |  

Cases for access to information 

During the year the programme filed 13 

proceedings under the Access to Public 

Information Act for public information that 

had not been provided to the organization. 

 

The court revoked the refusal of the 

Prosecutor General to provide the LDP with 

access to the full list of instructions he 

issued in the exercise of his constitutional 

powers to supervise the legality and 

methodological guidance of all prosecutors. 

The court awarded the BHC EUR 255 in 

costs. 

 

The court also revoked the Prosecutor 

General's refusal to provide the BHC with 

information about excessive use of force by 

the police, as well as an Instruction on the 

organization of the information activity of 

the prosecution. The court awarded the 

BHC 255 EUR in costs. 

 

The court terminated two proceedings 

against the refusal of the Prosecutor 

General and the Interior Minister to provide 

the BHC with information in connection 

with their joint actions against “petty 

crime”. The Supreme Administrative Court 

overturned the decision to terminate the 

proceedings on the appeal against the 

Prosecutor General. 

 

The programme appealed in court the 

Prosecutor General's refusal to provide 

information on the methodology used to 

extract and report 95% of convictions in all 

cases, the Bulgarian text of the letter to LIBE 

and the allegations of seized property of 

wealthy Bulgarian citizens. The case is 

pending. 

 

A complaint is also pending in connection 

with the refusal of the prosecution to 

provide the opinions, which served as a 

basis for preparing the Prosecutor's Office's 

proposal for amending the Criminal 

Procedure Code submitted to the National 

Assembly in October. 

 

The court revoked the refusal of the 

Minister of Regional Development inform 

the BHC of the number of persons without a 

permanent address. The received 

information reveals that 81 360 Bulgarians 

have no permanent address. LDP sent a 

proposal to the Minister with specific 

measures to solve the problem. In his 

answer, the Minister denied the existence of 

the problem. 

 

LDP requested information from the 

Supreme Judicial Council on the large 

number of invalid votes (102 out of 872) in 

the electronic voting for a new council 

member from the prosecutors' quota. The 

Council replied that the only reason was the 

lack of proper registration of candidate. 
 

LDP received a refusal from the Minister of 

Health to provide access to the personal 

data protection impact assessment in the 

development of the ViruSafe application. 
 

LDP submitted a request for information to 

the director of the Sofia police regarding the 

126 detained protesters during the anti-

government protests in July, but access was 

refused. The refusal was appealed before 

the court, where the case is pending. The 

director of the Sofia police refused to 

provide information about the disciplinary 

proceedings and the penalties imposed for 

violations during the detention of 

protesters during the rallies on 10 July 

2020. The case is pending before the court. 
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Applications before the ECtHR 
 

During the year, LDP worked on 18 

applications before the European Court 

of Human Rights, 11 of which were 

newly- filed complaints. 

 

In 2020, the ECtHR issued a judgment in the 

case of D.K. v. Bulgaria, finding a violation of 

Art. 5 § 4 of the Convention concerning the 

placement of the applicant in an institution 

for the temporary accommodation of 

minors for 44 days without the possibility 

of verifying the lawfulness of his detention. 

The applicant was represented by LDP. 

 

LDP filed a complaint on behalf of six Roma 

from the village of Voyvodinovo, who 

together with their families were evicted 

from their only homes in early 2019. 

 

The programme also filed an application 

before the ECtHR for a case of non-

recognition by the Bulgarian court and 

prosecutor's office of the racist motive in an 

attack on two Roma in the centre of Varna. 

The final decision of the Bulgarian court 

stated that the attack had been carried out 

on hooligan motives. 

 

Another application concerns the failure of 

the Bulgarian state to effectively investigate 

the rape of a minor girl from Botevgrad. 

During the initiation of the pre-trial 

proceedings in 2015, the investigating 

authorities showed a bias that the sexual 

acts were consentual. The criminal 

proceedings were suspended without 

motivation. 

 

LDP filed an application with the ECtHR 

over the Bulgarian court's refusal to find 

that anti-Roma hate speech - including calls 

for and justification of violence - was posted 

on an Internet publication entitled "3,000 

skinheads storm refugees and Roma" on the 

website Blitz constituted discrimination 

against the applicant, a Roma public figure. 

 

In 2020, LDP submitted an application in 

connection with the inefficient and slow 

investigation of the beating of a man of 

Roma origin who was detained by the police 

in 2013 and beaten both by the police and 

civilians. As a result of numerous refusals 

by the prosecution to investigate the case, 

the statute of limitations for the criminal 

prosecution of the act expired. 

 

LDP also filed an application on behalf of an 

LGBTI activist and BHC employee, whose 

right to privacy was violated after being the 

subject of a 20-minute broadcast by a 

popular TV presenter in connection with his 

signal to the Equality Body. In the show, the 

host, together with the guests in the studio, 

humiliated the applicant because of his 

human rights activities and because of his 

confession that he is gay. The rulings of two 

courts in favour of the applicant were 

overturned by the Supreme Court of 

Cassation, which found that the journalist 

had exercised his freedom of expression. 

 

LDP also lodged a complaint with the ECtHR 

on behalf of a Roma applicant, who had 

been evicted from her municipal housing 

after fight involving her two sons. The court 

issued interim measures due to complaints 

about the unlawful forcible removal of 

members of her household from the home, 

including minors and a baby, without 

alternative shelter. The appeal is pending. 

 

LDP provided an opinion on the 

government's opinion in the case of 

Palfreeman v. Bulgaria, the judgment in 

which is forthcoming. 
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At the end of 2020, the programme 

undertook the defence of a prisoner who 

received permission from the court to 

attend his mother's funeral, but prison 

authorities refused to comply with this 

order because there was no legal basis to 

escorted him to the cemetery. An 

application to the ECtHR is being prepared.

 

Legal advocacy 
 

International advocacy 

In October 2020, BHC provided information 

to the Committee of Ministers on the 

implementation of the group of cases 

Yordanova and Others v. Bulgaria and 

Ivanova and Cherkezov v. Bulgaria - both of 

which related to the demolition and/or 

eviction from illegal buildings and the lack 

of review of the proportionality of 

measures. 

 

In the group of cases Kolevi v. Bulgaria, 

concerning the lack of a mechanism for 

independent investigation in case of 

suspicion of a crime committed by the 

Prosecutor General, LDP provided 

information on the missing implementation 

of this group. The programme took part in 

an organized briefing for the Permanent 

Representatives of the Council of Europe on 

the implementation of the same case, and 

later in the year a program representative 

participated in the consultations organized 

by the European Commission for 

Democracy through Law (Venice 

Commission) on the draft new constitution. 

by the ruling coalition as fulfilling Kolevi's 

commitments against Bulgaria. 

 
Positions on draft legislation affecting human 

rights 

In 2020, LDP sent positions on a number of 

draft regulations - the Criminal Code (where 

LDP expressed a negative opinion on 2 

occasions); a bill amending the Law on 

Administrative Violations and Penalties 

(providing for the introduction of two new 

administrative penalties - "gratuitous work 

for the benefit of society" and "detention in 

the territorial structures of the Ministry of 

Interior" for a period up to 25 days, as 

contrary to the prohibition of forced labour 

in the constitution and legally binding 

norms of international law), but the changes 

were adopted and entered into force. 

 

In July, the LDP also expressed a negative 

opinion on the proposed amendments to 

the Law on Non-Profit Legal Entities, as 

they impair freedom of association 

following the Hungarian model and create 

an excessive administrative burden for non-

profit legal entities. 

 

In December 2020, the LDP expressed 

opinions on proposed amendments to the 

Child Protection Act, which shifted the focus 

of protection to families and the rights of 

biological parents, rather than to the 

children themselves. 

 

LDP expressed a negative opinion on the 

proposed amendments to the Code of 

Criminal Procedure and the Judiciary Act, 

which introduce the figure of “prosecutor in 

the investigation against the Prosecutor 

General” in order to implement the ECtHR 

decision in the case of Kolevi v. Bulgaria. 

Although this figure did not implement the 

decision, the bill was passed at first reading. 
 

Other positions 

BHC provided information on the European 

Commission's first Rule of Law Report, 

detailing developments in the areas of 

judicial independence, law-making, anti-

corruption, enforcement of ECtHR 
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judgments, government action against 

investigative journalists and others. 

 

LDP assisted the Bulgarian Lawyers for 

Human Rights in preparing an opinion on 

constitutional case no. 15/2019 on the 

scope of the powers of the Prosecutor 

General under the Constitution. 

 

In connection with the introduction of 

checkpoints in a number of segregated 

Roma neighbourhoods as an anti-epidemic 

measure, LDP submitted information about 

these events to a number of international 

institutions. 

 

At the invitation of the Constitutional Court, 

LDP prepared an opinion on a constitutional 

case related to restrictions on the right to 

privacy and secrecy of correspondence and 

other communications of citizens during the 

state of emergency. 

 

In six cases, LDP expressed a position on the 

actions and statements of the Prosecutor 

General, and in one case it sent a signal to 

the Inspectorate of the Supreme Judicial 

Council regarding the dissemination of 

recordings of telephone conversations 

obtained through special surveillance 

means. In any case, the LDP claims that 

there is a flawed exercise of power by the 

Prosecutor General, which, combined with 

the lack of control over his actions, 

threatens the legal and democratic order in 

the country. 

 

Seminars and trainings 
 

In July 2020, the legal director conducted a 

training on "Discrimination and Women's 

Rights" for the Bulgarian Women's Fund as 

part of the annual event of the organization 

for the training of young women and girls. 
 

BHC legal director conducted a training on 

filing complaints to the ECtHR. A BHC 

representative held a lecture at a seminar 

for lawyers organized by the National 

Network for Children on Aneva and Others v. 

Bulgaria - common measures. 
 

LDP joined a project of the international 

coalition Liberties (www.liberties.eu) in 

connection with the applications designed 

to monitor the symptoms of patients with 

Covid-19. The project collects information 

and assessment of the risk of personal data 

storage. 

 
 
REFUGEES AND MIGRANTS LEGAL PROTECTION PROGRAMME 
 

In 2020, the BHC legal programme for the 

protection of refugees and migrants 

continued its activities started 24 years ago 

in 1994 with the support of the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees. Since 2016, the 

BHC activities on legal protection of 

refugees and migrants have been supported 

by UNICEF with a focus on the protection of 

unaccompanied migrant children. 
 

The activities of the programme include 

monitoring and evaluation of the practice in 

conducting proceedings for granting 

international protection and status on the 

territory of Bulgaria, monitoring of borders 

and administrative centres for detention of 

foreigners regarding the provision of access 

to territory and procedure, including 

strategic cases before the national courts, as 

well as monitoring and advocacy for the 

protection of unaccompanied children and 
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their protection from unlawful detention. 

The goal of the programme activities are to 

set legal standards for the protection of 

refugees and respect for the fundamental 

rights of migrants, as well as advocacy and 

lobbying for the establishment of legal and 

practical guarantees for the protection of 

the fundamental human rights of foreigners 

in Bulgaria.  
 

The programme carries out its activities and 

tasks on several permanent institutional 

agreements with the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees (since 1994), 

with the State Agency for Refugees (since 

1998), with the General Directorate of 

Border Police at the Ministry of Interior 

(since 2005), with the Migration Directorate 

at the Ministry of Interior (since 2007), and 

with the National Legal Aid Bureau (since 

2017). 
 

The programme represents the BHC in the 

Bulgarian Refugee Council, established as 

an organization of the Red Cross, Caritas 

and the BHC in 2005 to coordinate, lobby 

and advocate for the strengthening of the 

national asylum and protection system.

 

Border monitoring, monitoring of the institutions  

for detention of foreigners 
 

The programme carried out its activity of 

providing legal consultations, interventions 

and representation before the 

administration through the permanent 

receptions in the offices of the program in 

Sofia and Svilengrad and through legal 

receptions in the registration and reception 

centres of the State Agency for Refugees in 

Sofia, Harmanli, Banya and Pastrogor. 

Border monitoring was carried out in the 

places of police detention at the main 

entrance border between Bulgaria and 

Turkey at the Kapitan Andreevo border 

checkpoint, Novo Selo border checkpoint, 

Elhovo border checkpoint, Bolyarovo 

border checkpoint, Sredets border 

checkpoint, Malko Tarnovo border 

checkpoint and Malko Tarnovo border 

checkpoint. The main exit borders with 

Serbia and Northern Macedonia were also 

monitored regularly and ad hoc. The 

Migration Directorate of the Ministry of the 

Interior also provided for appeals against 

administrative acts and access to the courts 

for asylum seekers and illegal migrants as 

legal aid for the exercise of their right to an 

effective remedy, as well as pro bono 

representation before regional 

administrative courts. Supreme 

Administrative Court in cases of serious 

violations of substantive or procedural 

rights. 

 

In 2020, in view of the observance of the 

principle of non-refoulement under Article 

33 of the Geneva Convention, the 

programme carried out 509 border visits 

and provided legal assistance for filing 

protection applications and access to 

territory to 1,056 asylum seekers at the 

border, of which - 296 persons at the entry 

border and 760 persons at the exit border. 

The programme also monitored the Dublin 

transfers from and to other EU Member 

States at Sofia International Airport with a 

view to returning applicants' right of access 

to proceedings to assess their application 

on the merits if they left the country for 

another EU Member State. During the year, 

the main difficulties in access to territory 

for asylum seekers arose from the 

widespread policy of closing the borders 

and restricting free travel in the context of 

the measures against COVID-19. During the 

year the programme identified 498 cases of 

indirect pushbacks affecting 3,403 
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individuals, as well as 569 cases of direct 

pushbacks affecting 11,770 individuals, or a 

total of 1,067 cases affecting 15,177 

individuals. 

 

The programme monitored compliance 

with the principle of access to procedure 

under Article 6 of the Procedural Directive 

on places of detention of illegal migrants, 

the so-called special institutions for 

temporary accommodation of foreigners in 

Busmantsi and Lyubimets. During the year, 

the programme made 108 visits to the 

special institutions for temporary 

accommodation and provided legal 

assistance for access to proceedings to a 

total of 2,781 asylum seekers in them, as 

well as 217 accompanied children and 294 

unaccompanied children assisted in filing 

an application for protection with the 

Immigration Police Administration. 

 

This year, the main difficulty in carrying out 

this activity stemmed from the mandatory 

14-day medical quarantine imposed on all 

detainees, which in practice extended the 

time between detention and the submission 

of the protection application. However, the 

programme was successful in providing a 

relatively short detention period of on 

average 8 calendar days with an average 

delay of zero days compared to the 

statutory period of 6 working days, as well 

as to ensure the release and access to 

proceedings in open refugee centres for 

55% of all foreigners seeking protection 

detained in the deportation centres of the 

Ministry of Interior. 

Despite the measures against COVID-19, the 

reception offices of both programmes in 

Sofia and Svilengrad continued to operate 

without interruption and to consult daily 

persons in need of legal assistance. In 2020, 

2,072 legal consultations were provided 

to 1,447 people, of which 487 

consultations for registration and access to 

procedure, 1106 consultations at a certain 

stage of the procedure for granting 

international protection, 237 consultations 

regarding the rights and obligations of 

asylum seekers and persons with 

protection, 115 consultations for family 

reunification, 12 consultations for 

acquisition of Bulgarian citizenship and 115 

consultations on voluntary return. 
 

The programme also monitored the 

proceedings at the State Agency for 

Refugees in order to comply with the basic 

minimum standards for the assessment of 

the protection applications. The 

proceedings for granting status in the Sofia, 

Banya, Harmanli and Pastrogor were 

monitored. The programme monitored 460 

procedural actions in international 

protection proceedings, including 22 

accompanied children and 45 

unaccompanied children. This year, for the 

first time, the programme managed to 

negotiate preliminary access to some of the 

SAR schedules for conducting proceedings 

in the procedure for granting international 

protection, which significantly improved 

the representativeness of monitoring. An 

Annual Report was drafted in 2020, which 

contains recommendations for improving 

the standards of refugee proceedings.

  

Cases before the administrative courts, strategic litigation   
 

In 2020, the programme filed 345 cases 

before the administrative courts against 

negative decisions of the State Agency for 

Refugees in proceedings for assessment of 

asylum applications, of which 13 cases were 

represented before the court. The main 

problems in this activity stemmed from the 

general decline of the independence and 

objectivity of the national judicial system 

and the deteriorating quality of judicial acts, 
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as well as a biased attitude to certain 

nationalities (Turkish, Afghani, Ukrainian).  

In 2020, the programme filed 86 strategic 

cases in the following problem areas - 

protection of the best interests of the child, 

protection of unaccompanied children, 

gender-based violence, exclusion on 

grounds of national security, unjustified 

termination of status, prolonged detention, 

placement in closed refugee centres, among 

others. 

 

In 2020, the programme provided legal 

assistance, representation and 

consultations to 4,853 beneficiaries, of 

which – 2,796 people for access to territory 

and procedure, in addition to 350 

unaccompanied children, 826 persons in 

proceedings for granting international 

protection, 460 asylum seekers with 

monitored production actions, 340 asylum 

seekers with a refusal to grant international 

protection, 88 definitively refused asylum 

seekers in a voluntary return procedure, 

132 asylum seekers in strategic cases and 

193 recognized refugees or persons with 

granted humanitarian status to the extent of 

realization of their social, health or other 

subjective rights recognized by law. 

 

Consulting unaccompanied migrant children for family reunification 
 

With the support of UNICEF, the 

programme developed and implemented 

standard operating procedures for 

informing and counselling 

unaccompanied children in a family 

reunification procedure. In 2020, 295 

unaccompanied children were consulted for 

reunification with their parents or other 

family members in various European 

countries as a way to prevent children from 

escaping and exposing them to the risks 

associated with illegal movement and 

human trafficking.  

 

A total of 91 unaccompanied children 

received assistance to start family 

reunification procedures, of which in 2020 

16 children received permission and 12 

children carried out reunification with their 

families in practice. 

 

Specialized reports, trainings 
 

In 2020, the programme prepared its 

traditional reports - the Annual Border 

Monitoring Report and the Annual Status 

Determination Monitoring Report, which 

contained recommendations to the 

government for specific measures and 

proposals for legislative amendments. The 

programme prepared the revision of the 

report for AIDA (Asylum Information 

Database) of the European Council on 

Refugees and Exiles. 

 

During the year the programme 

participated and conducted jointly with the 

UN High Commissioner for Refugees two 

trainings for employees of the General 

Directorate of Border Police and the 

Directorate of Migration and one training 

for the National Legal Aid Bureau. 

 

The programme operates through a staff of 

13 people, 10 of whom are qualified 

lawyers. 
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CAMPAIGNS AND COMMUNICATIONS PROGRAMME 
 

2020 was a difficult year that required 

changes in all areas, including 

communications. The main goal of the 

Campaigns and Communications 

Programme in 2020 was to respond to the 

new communications environment, which 

transformed overnight. The focus of our 

work was to successfully complete several 

projects and start the activities on others, 

and to develop the BHC digital 

communications with new forms and 

intensity. 

 

We published more than 100 press 

releases, opinions and news related to the 

activities of the organization or to human 

right. In 2020, the BHC official website, 

www.bghelsinki.org, had over 88,000 

unique visits. 
 

In recent years, the BHC began developing 

activities to generate individual 

donations. In 2020, we received 1,800 EUR 

from individual donations and from the sale 

of goods with a cause.

Online presence 
 

In 2020, the BHC website, 

www.bghelsinki.org, was redesigned. The 

new site has new features and pages, 

including a BHC case-law section and an 

updated multimedia section. The website of 

the Human of the Year awards was also 

redesigned. It has improved protection 

against malicious attacks and allows faster 

and more dynamic updates. 

 

In 2020, a new website was launched, 

www.prisonreform.bg, as part of the BHC 

project "Assessment of the Reform in 

Prisons in Bulgaria". The programme 

continues to support the sites for the READI 

and NoHate projects, as well as the site 

ubita.org. The BHC also maintains the site of 

the Sofia Pride, in which it is an 

organizational partner. 

 
The BHC has its own profiles on social 

networks: Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 

LinkedIn. Our presence on Facebook 

includes three pages: the organization in 

Bulgarian and in English, as well as the page 

of the annual awards Human of the Year. In 

2020, within the framework of two new 

projects, two new pages were created - No 

Hate and Prison reform. 
 

The 2020 Human of the Year awards 

reached over 46,500 people on Facebook. 

The video from the annual ceremony was 

watched live by more than 200 people on 

the day of its broadcast - International 

Human Rights Day, as well as more than 

10,000 times on social networks and on the 

BHC YouTube channel. 
 

Twitter continues to be a significantly less 

popular in Bulgaria. Nevertheless, the BHC 

profile shows an increase in followers. 

Their number in December 2020 reached 

nearly 2,000 people (compared to 1,813 in 

2019). 
 

e-newsletter 
 

BHC distributes a monthly newsletter with 

news about the organization's latest 

activities. As of December 2020, the 

number of subscribers was nearly 800; 

another 700 recipients from the media, the 

non-governmental sector, the state 

administration and the embassies in 

Bulgaria also receive it.

 

http://www.bghelsinki.org/
http://www.bghelsinki.org/
http://www.prisonreform.bg/
https://readi.bghelsinki.org/
https://nohate.bghelsinki.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/bhc_nohategraffiti_web.pdf
https://ubita.org/
https://sofiapride.org/
https://www.facebook.com/NoHatebhc
https://www.facebook.com/NoHatebhc
https://www.facebook.com/prisonreform.bg
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Communications work on projects 
 

Good practices for Roma integration 

The project for good practices for Roma 

integration in Bulgaria - READI - was 

completed in 2020. The Campaigns and 

Communications Programme conducted an 

active online advertising campaign for the 

final promotion of all project products: 

 Roma in Practice under the Law on 

Protection against Discrimination (2004-

2017),  

 Handbook on Anti-Discrimination Law,  

 and a collection of Good Practices for 

Combating Discrimination against Roma 

Bulgaria,  

 as well as a booklet for teenagers How to 

make portraits and friends. 

As part of the final advertising campaign, 

we disseminated a video course of 14 

webtutorials on anti-discrimination law, as 

well as four short video stories illustrating 

good examples of Roma integration in 

Bulgaria. The videos in the campaign 

garnered a total of over 231,000 views on 

social media, and the specialized editions 

were downloaded from the READI website 

hundreds of times. More information at 

http://readi.bghelsinki.org.  

 

Prison reform 

In 2020, we started the communication 

activities on one of BHC’s newest projects, 

“Assessment of the Reform in the Places of 

Detention: Law and Practice after the Pilot 

ECtHR judgment Neshkov and Others”.  

The www.prisonreform.bg site was created 

launched in the spring, and the programme 

created a comprehensive database of 

information resources for prisoners and 

lawyers in the field of criminal law in 

Bulgaria. At the end of May, the project 

Facebook page was set up. In just three 

months it gained over 500 followers. The 

site and the social media page provide 

useful content for prisoners and 

professionals in the penitentiary and 

criminal justice system. 

For a consolidated response to hate crimes – 

NoHATE-BG 

 

The NoHate project also finished in 2020. It 

included a series of communication 

activities on the prevention of hate crimes 

and awareness raising in connection with 

hate speech. The final activities included 

the conference with keynote speaker, Mr 

Michael O'Flaherty, Director of the 

European Union Fundamental Rights 

Agency. 

 

We created a video Homophobia kills, in 

which we talked about the tragic death of 

Mihail Stoyanov and the impossibility of 

adequate punishment of his killers in the 

https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/romite-v-praktikata-po-zakona-za-zashtita-ot-diskriminacija-2004-2017
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/romite-v-praktikata-po-zakona-za-zashtita-ot-diskriminacija-2004-2017
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/romite-v-praktikata-po-zakona-za-zashtita-ot-diskriminacija-2004-2017
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/narychnik-po-antidiskriminacionno-pravo
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/dobri-praktiki-za-borba-s-diskriminacijata-sreshtu-romite-bylgarija
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/dobri-praktiki-za-borba-s-diskriminacijata-sreshtu-romite-bylgarija
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/dobri-praktiki-za-borba-s-diskriminacijata-sreshtu-romite-bylgarija
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/kak-da-pravish-portreti-i-prijateli
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/reports/kak-da-pravish-portreti-i-prijateli
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLvpufqNzPPk3CtehFNwpXaJrD_tuJGaXd
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLvpufqNzPPk3CtehFNwpXaJrD_tuJGaXd
http://readi.bghelsinki.org/
http://www.prisonreform.bg/
https://www.facebook.com/prisonreform.bg
https://youtu.be/txMe4OpEzu4
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Bulgarian legal system. More information 

on the project is available online at: 

https://nohate.bghelsinki.org. 
 

 

Breaking the cycle of gender-based violence 
against women and children in Bulgaria 
 
At the end of 2020, the EU co-financed 

project on gender-based violence was 

launched. The project is coordinated by the 

Campaigns and Communications 

Programme and is implemented in 

partnership with the Alliance for Protection 

against Gender-Based Violence.  

The project has a large volume of 

communication activities that will unfold in 

2021. A large part of the project activities 

are implemented by the Monitoring and 

Research Programme. 

 

2020 Human of the Year awards 
 

 

On International Human Rights Day - 

December 10 - the BHC gave its annual 

human rights awards. Ten awards for 

individuals and organizations with 

significant contributions and activities 

toward the protection of human, animal and 

environmental rights were presented 

during an online ceremony. The 2020 

Human of the Year Award was presented 

to the front-line workers – doctors and 

volunteers - working in the COVID-19 

hospital units.  

The Human of the Year ceremony had to be 

adapted to the conditions of the 

coronavirus pandemic. The illustrator 

Vessela Kucheva created a rich palette of 

characters for the vision of the awards. The 

call for nominations was disseminated in 

more than 25 partner media and 

organizations. We received more than 70 

nominations, of which over 50 were 

eligible. The ceremony was filmed and 

broadcast online. For the first time we 

provided sign language interpreting. The 

video was watched by over 200 people live 

and a total of over 10,000 times on the BHC 

social and video channels. The ceremony 

received wide positive media coverage in 

the media and society. More about the 

Human of the Year is available here: 

http://www.humanoftheyear.org.

 

Other campaigns in 2020 
 

BHC for the people 

The BHC for People campaign started in the 

autumn of 2019 with the dissemination of a 

video created in collaboration with the 

Noble Graphics advertising agency. In 2020, 

the stories of people whom the BHC has 

assisted over the years were published on 

the BHC website. 

 

 

https://nohate.bghelsinki.org/
http://www.humanoftheyear.org/
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/bhk-za-horata
https://youtu.be/eXKAb23OM9c


BHC| 2020 ACTIVITY REPORT                                                                                                                                      

22 |  

 

Books for the prison library 

In early 2020, a prisoner from the 

Kremikovtzi prison hostel wrote to the BHC 

asking for a donation of literature and 

periodicals, which the prison had not 

received in years. The BHC donated legal 

literature, but turned to public in order to 

collect fiction. We disseminated the call for 

donations on our website and social 

networks, the TimeHeroes platform and the 

Information Portal for NGOs in Bulgaria. 

Dozens of people and organizations from all 

over the country responded. In just two 

weeks, the campaign gathered 738 books 

with fiction, textbooks, encyclopaedias, 

dictionaries, science magazines and a board 

game. More information is available here:  

https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns

/kampania-zatvornicite-v-kremikovci-si-

tyrsjat-knigi. 
 

Volunteer translators for documents on the 

human rights of prisoners 

This was the second campaign 

implemented in collaboration with Time 

Heroes in 2020. We searched for volunteer 

translators to make available in Bulgarian 

some of the most important 

recommendations of the Council of Europe 

on imprisonment. More than 30 people 

responded to the call. 

 
This time pick up the phone 

In the autumn of 2020, in partnership with 

the Association for the Protection against 

Gender-Based Violence and the McCann 

advertising agency, we launched a donation 

campaign to create a hotline for men 

perpetrators of domestic violence. The aim 

of the project was to fund an anonymous, 

telephone counselling service for male 

abusers who would seek advice and help to 

get out of the vicious circle of violence. 

 
Protect your RIGHTS 

"Protect your RIGHTS" is a long-term 

project for the development of individual 

donations in support of the BHC. At the end 

of 2020, the concept and vision of the 

campaign were developed, and days before 

Christmas, the campaign was published in 

partnership with the DMS platform. Our 

plans are to use this  tool to communicate in 

parallel with all the other committee 

activities.

 

Partnerships 
 

In 2020, wе worked together with various 

media to promote the activities of the BHC. 

Among the active media partnerships are 

those with Bulgarian National Radio and 

Dnevnik.bg. This year, the winners of the 

Human of the Year awards and the BHC 

received a lot of media attention. 

In 2020, the Programme team attracted 

volunteer resources in the implementation 

of the campaigns BHC for the People, Books 

For the Kremikovtzi Library hostel, 

Volunteer translators for the rights of 

prisoners, as well as in the project "Prison 

Reform".

 

Reports and publications 
 

In 2020, the programme assisted the 

publication of BHC reports and 

publications. The annual report on human 

rights in Bulgaria was published and 

distributed to institutions of the executive 

and judiciary, to representatives of the 

https://timeheroes.org/bg/bhc/dari-knigi-savremenna-literatura-zatvor-kremikovtsi
https://www.ngobg.info/bg/campaigns/425.html
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/kampania-zatvornicite-v-kremikovci-si-tyrsjat-knigi
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/kampania-zatvornicite-v-kremikovci-si-tyrsjat-knigi
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/kampania-zatvornicite-v-kremikovci-si-tyrsjat-knigi
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/kampania-zatvornicite-v-kremikovci-si-tyrsjat-knigi
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/kampania-zatvornicite-v-kremikovci-si-tyrsjat-knigi
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/telefonna-linija-za-myje-uprajnjavashti-domashno-nasilie
https://www.bghelsinki.org/bg/campaigns/telefonna-linija-za-myje-uprajnjavashti-domashno-nasilie
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media, academia and the bar associations. 

Representatives of the legislature received 

the electronic edition of the report. 
 

We assisted the publication of the report 

Guilty by default: Discrimination and 

prejudice against Roma in the criminal 

justice system in Bulgaria, as well as the 

publication of the sixth book in the BHC 

series Introduction to Human Rights with a 

translation of the ECtHR's case-law guide 

under Article 8 of the ECHR.

 
 

PROGRAMMING AND ADMINISTRATION PROGRAMME 
 

During the year, the Programming and 

Administration Programme’s main task was 

to ensure adequate fundraising for BHC 

activities (in particular, the work of the four 

permanent programmes based at the 

central office). The programme’s main goal 

is to ensure continuous funding for the 

implementation of the strategic activities of 

the BHC. 

 

During the year, the programme was 

responsible for financial reporting to the 

Bulgarian authorities and to our donors. 

The programme carries out this task on the 

basis of organizational rules for spending 

funds, which takes place under strict 

internal financial control, prevention of 

conflicts of interest and search for best 

value for money in the purchase of goods 

and of services. In 2020, the Rules against 

Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing 

were also updated. 

 

The programme also provides support and 

assistance for the implementation of all BHC 

projects, in terms of general coordination, 

budgeting, administrative and logistical 

assistance, support for publishing reports 

and other publications. Programme staff 

take part in organizing BHC public events, 

seminars and conferences.

 

Funding and expenditure in 2020 
 

The BHC announces its donors publicly on 

its website and in the Trade Register and 

the Register of Non-Profit Legal Entities. 

Every year since 1997 the BHC has certified 

its annual financial statements by an 

independent auditor. All annual reports and 

financial statements since 2000 are 

available on our website. 

 
In 2020, the BHC operating costs amount to 

EUR 692,521. This is a slight decrease of 5% 

compared to the previous year (EUR 

727,397), but an expected consequence of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

epidemiological measures introduced in 

March 2020 stopped regular monitoring 

visits around the country, planned public 

events, trainings, and field research. A 

number of projects, which were due to start 

in the autumn, were postponed for 2021. 

 

 
 

The effect of the pandemic had the greatest 

influence on the activities carried out under 

European Union projects, where the 

decrease was the largest - from EUR 

2020 2019 2018 2017 2016

692 521 727 397
789 701

732 874 709 025

BHC expenditure, in EUR, 2016-2020
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127,408 in 2019 to EUR 60,759 in 2020. In 

other projects, with reasonable adaptation 

and rescheduling we managed to fulfil a 

large part of the planned activities.

 

 
 

In 2020, we worked with the support of 11 

donors - public and private, who provided 

institutional and project support (the full 

list is available on the next page).  

 

Complementing the funding between public 

and private funds allows us to carry out the 

activities set out in the BHC Strategy and 

the annual plans. Donor diversification, in 

which the share of any donor does not 

exceed 1/3 of the total funding, ensures the 

stability of the organization. 

 

The main source of funding for the BHC in 

2020 remains the public international 

funds - the United Nations through UNHCR 

and UNICEF, the European Union, the 

Financial Mechanism of the European 

Economic Area and several smaller public 

donors. The support of these donors 

accounts for 53% of our spending in 2020. 

International private foundations have 

contributed 44% of our funding for the past 

year. A small share (2.83%) comes from 

own revenue. 

 

8,77%

38,53%

1,59%

2,83%

43,66%

4,62%

EUROPEAN UNION 8,77%

European Commission
8,77%     

BHC sources of funding (as share of the total expenditure), 2020 

United Nations   38,53% 
 

UNHCR 

29,03%   

UNICEF 

9,50%    FM of EEA  4,62% 
 

Active Citizens Fund 

4,62%    

PRIVATE FOUNDATIONS   43,66% 
 

Oak Foundation 

21,95%      

 

Open Society Foundations 

17,68%      
  

National Foundation for Democracy 

4,03%           
 

DIFFERENT DONORS   1,59%  

Black Sea Trust 

0,66%     
 

Robert Carr Foundation 

0,44%     
 

ECRE 

0,43%     

 

AIRЕ Centre 

0,06%     

OWN REVENUE   2,83% 

Income from trade activity 

2,83%    
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Donors  
 

Our largest public donor in 2020 was 

UNHCR (29%). The Oak Foundation 

provided us with the greatest support as a 

private foundation (21.95%). 

Over the past year, funding levels from 

UNHCR, UNICEF, and our institutional 

donors, the Oak Foundation and the Open 

Society Foundations, have remained 

relatively stable. Institutional support 

allows us to engage in strategic litigation 

and apply for public funds that require co-

financing, such as the European Union funds 

and the EEA Financial Mechanism (between 

10 and 20%). 

EU funding decreased in 2020, from 17.5% 

of the BHC's total expenditure in 2019 to 

8.77% in 2020. This is mainly due to the 

pandemic, which delayed the launch of two 

European projects and postponing activities 

of two other running projects to 2021. 

 

 
 

A new donor in 2020 was the Active 

Citizens of Bulgaria Fund under the 

Financial Mechanism of the European 

Economic Area (2014-2020), funded by 

Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway. With 

this support, the BHC started work on a 

major project for reform of places of 

detention, which will be implemented until 

mid-2023.  

In 2020, we also received support from the 

Black Sea Trust for Regional Cooperation 

for work in the field of media independence 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

In the spring of 2020, one of the three large 

proposals submitted to the EU – in the area 

of combating gender-based violence - was 

approved. Work on it began in October 

2020.  

53%

57%

64%

55%

50%

34%

34%

29%

38%
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In 2020, we submitted 12 project proposals 

(10 from the central office), alone or in 

partnership with other NGOs. Seven of them 

were approved, a decision on one is 

pending.  

 
 

Project administration and reporting 
 

During the year the programme was 

engaged with administering 13 projects: 

 6 EU projects to the EU under the 

Justice, Rights, Equality and Citizenship 

and Erasmus programs), and 

 7 other projects from institutional or 

smaller donors. 

 

The programme is responsible for 

administering the work of BHC Consulting 

Ltd., the revenues from whose activities go 

100% to support the human rights work of 

the organization. The BHC's own revenue 

covers between 1 and 2% of the 

organization's expenditures each year. 

 

 

Project work 

Parallel with its main work, the programme 

staff takes part in the implementation of 

certain project activities. In 2020, the work 

on the two-year READI project, which we 

had coordinated since its start in 2018, was 

completed. In January, the project activities 

ended with the translation of the five videos 

on good stories of Roma integration. They 

are available on the Youtube channel of the 

BHC - "The Miracle Tundzha", "Together 

over a cup of coffee", "Learning to dream", 

"Desegregation in Bulgaria" (produced by 

the Association Drom - Vidin) and 

"INSTAFOTO with Vera Gotseva". 

 

In 2020, the programme assisted the other 

programmes with data collection and 

summarizing of gathered information in 

connection with various BHC surveys. 

 

 

 

29,03%

9,50%

8,77%
4,62%

21,95%

17,68%

4,03%
2,83% UNHCR (29,03%)

UNICEF (9,50%)

European Union (8,77%)

Active Citizens Fund Bulgaria (4,62%)

Oak Fundation (21,95%)

Open Society Foundations (17,68%)

National Endowment for Democracy
(4,03%)
Black Sea Trust (0,66%)

Robert Carr Foundation (0,44%)

ECRE (0,43%)

AIRE Centre (0,06%)

https://youtu.be/20SWupiqoeU
https://youtu.be/y3o1sm-eNJg
https://youtu.be/y3o1sm-eNJg
https://youtu.be/f9PThzoj46Q
https://youtu.be/RRju6be1c5I
https://youtu.be/0uG2E9It8gA
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Donors and expenditure per project  
 

The BHC is financed by public donors, 

private foundations and income generated 

by its own activities. The sources of funding 

as a share of the general expenditure in the 

period 1 January – 31 December 2020 are 

given in the table below: 
 

Donor Activity  
Expenditure in  

2020 in EUR 

UNHCR  
Border monitoring, advocacy and strategic 
litigation for asylum seekers  

201 028 € 

Oak Foundation General support BHC (co-funding) 152 018 € 

Open Society Foundations 
General support BHC (co-funding) 85 976 € 

‘Changing the human rights narrative’  36 431 € 

UNICEF 
‘Strengthening the protection of unaccompanied 
migrant children’ 

65 760 € 

European Union Projects, as follows: 60 759 € 

Rights, Equality and Citizenship 
Programme  

‘For a consolidated response of minorities to bias 
motivated crimes’  

15 693 € 

‘Fighting unconscious bias and discrimination of 
Roma people in the criminal justice system’ 

9 127 € 

‘Strengthening the capacity for anti-
discrimination and integration of Roma’  

6 856 € 

‘Breaking the cycle of gender based violence’ 5 300 € 

Justice Programme ‘Harmonized detention standards in the EU'  9 541 € 

Erasmus+ Programme Online human rights guide 14 242 € 

Active Citizens Bulgaria Fund 

‘Assessment of the reform in places of detention 
after the pilot Neshkov v. Bulgaria’ 

28 159 € 

‘Capacity building of the BHC’ 3 855 € 

National Endowment for Democracy 
‘Consolidating the liberal democratic community 
in Bulgaria’ 

27 875 € 

Black Sea Trust for Regional 
Cooperation  

‘Media independence and access to information 
during the Covid-19 pandemic in Bulgaria’ 

4 590 € 

Robert Carr Foundation ‘Healthcare in prisons in Bulgaria’ 3 049 € 

European Council on Refugees and 
Migrants 

AIDA information data base update 2 991 € 

AIRE Centre Research for the UK National Fund for Support 422 € 

Unrestricted funds not linked to 
project funding  

Purchase of a motor vehicle 
Contingencies  

12 297 € 
7 311 €  

TOTAL ORGANIZATIONAL EXPENDITURE IN 2020:  692 522 € 

Note: The amounts above give outgoing cash flows. 
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BULGARIANS ORGANIZING FOR LIBERAL DEMOCRACY   
 

The Bulgarian community for liberal 

democracy – Bulgarians Organizing for 

Liberal Democracy (BOLD) - is an initiative 

of the BHC launched in the summer of 2019. 

Its goal is to consolidate public support for 

democracy, human rights and the rule of 

law. In its first year of existence, the 

community formed a sustainable core of 

members who initiated discussions on 

human rights issues, drafted positions and 

communicated them to the public via 

various communication campaigns and 

strategies. An important goal of the 

community was to seek dialogue and 

common ground with people of different 

ideological positions. 

 

In 2020, BOLD continued working on a joint 

project with the Macedonian Helsinki 

Committee aimed at consolidating the 

liberal democratic and human rights 

community in Bulgaria and the Republic of 

Macedonia. The project was supported by 

the National Endowment for Democracy. At 

the end of the project in the autumn of 

2020, the communications and other 

activities of BOLD were carried out with the 

engagement and support mainly of the 

community members themselves. 

Volunteers organized in thematic working 

groups laid the foundation for future 

positions and communication campaigns to 

designed to reach different target groups 

and the general public. 

 

In July, BOLD started implementing a one-

year project entitled "Capacity Building of 

the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee" funded 

by the Active Citizens Bulgaria Fund under 

the EEA Financial Mechanism 2014-2021. 

The main goal of the project is to increase 

the capacity of the BHC in terms of its 

institutional and financial sustainability by 

creating a registered community of 

individual supporters to participate in 

various forms of work focused on the 

organization’s causes and by developing 

individual donations. The base of 

supporters increased significantly after in-

person meetings in cities nationwide, and 

numerous online meetings with people 

interested in human rights. 

 

In the autumn, we launched the one-year 

project "Media Independence and Access to 

Information in Relation to the COVID-19 

Pandemic in Bulgaria". The project is 

implemented jointly with the Marginalia 

Human Rights Association. The project 

focuses on the lack of timely, accurate and 

reliable information from free and 

independent media related to the pandemic, 

and the right to information of some of the 

most vulnerable groups about the pandemic 

and its socio-economic consequences. The 

surveys are conducted through personal 

interviews and focus groups with 

representatives of residents of segregated 

Roma neighbourhoods; persons with 

disabilities; and persons in closed 

institutions. The final analysis, conclusions 

and recommendations will be presented at 

round tables with public stakeholders and 

at an event in Brussels. 

 

In early 2020, BOLD started an 

unprecedented dialogue between different 

communities during a panel discussion on 

the family in a democratic society. The 

event was attended by human rights 

activists and representatives of the 

organizers of the protests against the 

Strategy for the Child and the Social 

Services Act. This meeting started an 

extraordinary dialogue, which 

demonstrated that it is not impossible for 

people of opposite ideological positions to 

find common ground when it comes to 
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children and state social policies. Some of 

the main highlights of the panel discussions 

were presented in a short video, which was 

screened on Facebook in May. 
 

BOLD produced several key positions, 

which were disseminated through 

communication campaigns, television 

appearances, radio interviews, online 

publications, and civil society events. 

Among the topics covered, in addition to the 

position on "Protection and Support of the 

Family and Children in a Democratic 

Society", we issued positions on "Hate 

Speech"; "Democracy and Human Rights in 

the State of Emergency during the COVID-

19 Pandemic"; "The Protests in the Summer 

of 2020 and the Future Afterwards"; "Hate 

Speech in Academia"; as well as an Open 

Letter in Support of the EU Accession 

Negotiations Republic of Northern 

Macedonia, initiated by BOLD and 

supported by individuals and experts that 

calls for major changes in the priorities, 

approaches, means and activities for the 

implementation of the Treaty of Friendship, 

Good Neighbourliness and Cooperation so 

that it achieves its mission. 

 
BOLD monitored the political situation in 

the country throughout 2020, as members 

initiated and actively participated in 

developing positions and influence toward 

improving public support for human rights 

and other liberal democratic values.

STAFF 
 

Monitoring and Research Programme: 
Antoaneta Nenkova (researcher) 
Dilyana Angelova (researcher) 
Krassimir Kanev (programme director) 
Slavka Kukova (researcher) 
Stanimir Petrov (researcher) 
 

Legal Defence Programme:  
Adela Kachaunova (legal director) 
Diana Dragieva (attorney-at-law) 
Iveta Savova (attorney-at-law)  
Radoslav Stoyanov (legal assistant/communications expert) 
Rilka Gergichinova (legal assistant) 
 

Campaigns and Communications Programme: 
Angelina Genova (communications expert) 

Bosilena Melteva (communications expert) 
Nadezda Tsekulova (communications director) 
Radoslav Stoyanov (communications expert) 
 

Programmeming and Administration: 
Desislava Simeonova (programme director) 
Severina Petkova (accountant clerk) 
Stamen Zdravkov (technical assistant – until September) 
Teodora Veselinova (technical assistant) 
Vera Naydenova (accountant) 
Ziya Rihaui (technical assistant – from September) 
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The Accounting Firm "Zhelkova, Staneva and Georgiev" supervises BHC accounting 
 

Refugees and Migrants Legal Protection: 
 
Antoaneta Dedikova (Legal Consultant) 
Valentina Nielsen (attorney-at-law) 
Georgi Voynov (attorney-at-law) 
Desislava Tianeva (Legal Advisor) 
Dimitar Slavov (attorney-at-law) 
Elitsa Sekulova (accountant) 
Zornitsa Chakarova (legal consultant) 
Iliana Savova (Programme Director, attorney-at-law) 
Katya Dimitrova (Legal Advisor) 
Mariana Ivanova-Nikolova (attorney-at-law) 
Martin Hristov (attorney-at-law) 
Plamen Zhelev (attorney-at-law) 
Plamen Bozhilov (attorney-at-law) 
In 2020 we worked with the translators Badran Jarus, Vladimir Panov, Emilia Mihailova, Ibrahim 
Jaradat and Salahuddin Paktiaval                                       
 

Bulgarians Organizing for Liberal Democracy:  
 
Alexandra Tzankova (communication coordinator) 
Dimitrina Petrova (project manager) 
Vladimir Kolev (project coordinator) 
 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE, BOARD 
 

BOARD 

The activities of the BHC are directed by a Board. Its members in 2020 were:  
 
Antoaneta Nenkova, Georgi Bankov, Georgi Toshev, Desislava Simeonova, Dimitrina Petrova, 

Donka Panayotova, lliana Savova, Kalina Bozeva, Kiril Ivanov, Krassimir Kanev, Ramadan 

Kehajov, Rossitsa Atanassova, Stana Iliev, Vassil Chaprazov, Victor Lilov, Vulko Stanev, and Yana 

Buhrer-Tavanier. 

 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE  

The BHC Executive Committee is entrusted with the organisation’s operative management. Its 

members are elected by and from among the Board members with a two-year mandate. 

 

The members of the Executive Committee (with a mandate 2020-2022) are: Krassimir Kanev, 

chair, Victor Lilov, deputy chair, Vulko Stanev, Dimitrina Petrova and Stana Iliev. 
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FINANCIAL STATEMENT, INDEPENDENT AUDITOR’S REPORT 
 

OF THE BULGARIAN HELSINKI COMMITTEE 

AS AT 31 DECEMBER 2020 

 

(The documents are annexed below)  
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