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Chapter  1  

2ÕÍÁÎÉÁȭÓ Labour Migration Orphans  
 

 
1.1 ȰAloneȱ due to migration 
 
In recent years, Rumania has 
been affected by  
numerous economic and so-
cial changes. Despite  
recording sustained growth, 
the Country  
continues to be plagued by 
numerous economic and so-
cial fractures that, in  
addition to hampering its 
development, also favour 
the perpetuation of serious 
inequalities. Thus, in recent 
years, an ever increasing 
number of people from the 

modest to poor segments of 
the population has chosen ɀ 
and continues to choose ɀ to 
emigrate abroad in an at-
tempt to ensure a better life 
for their families.  
It would appear that  
almost 4 million  
Rumanians ɀ a full one-fifth 
of the total population  have 
emigrated to Europe, above 
all to Italy and Spain. The 
parents leave and they, the 
children, are left  
behind: the departing  

parents often leave their 
children at home in the care 
of grandparents or even 
neighbours. While  
expecting to return home as 
soon as possible, these par-
ents send back money and 
parcels thereby hoping to 
bridge the enforced gap and 
make their children happy. 
The reality is  
indeed far more complex. 
 
Emigration for reasons of 
work continues for days, 
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months and years, leaving 
the littlest ones alone for far 
too long. Within the  
Country they speak ÏÆ Ȱmi-
gration orphansȱ: an entire 
generation left in the care of 
others, sometimes with se-
rious consequences. This 
phenomenon of  
Ȱtemporary abandonmentȱ 
has increased massively in 
the past 3 years, coinciding 
×ÉÔÈ 2ÕÍÁÎÉÁȬÓ ÅÎÔÒÙ ÉÎÔÏ 
the European Union. 
Similarly to other  
Countries experiencing mas-
sive emigration ɀ such as the 
Philippines, Mexico and Sri 
Lanka - in the new Rumania, 
now a member of the EU, 
this phenomenon has bal-
looned out of  
control and there appears to 
be no way to stop it. It has 
almost become a plague, one 
with profound implications 
both in terms of individual 
psychological equilibrium 
and in terms of social struc-
ture. Indeed, it is sufficient 

to consider the effects on 
society of the generous re-
mittances in highly valued 
currency that the Rumani-
ans working abroad bring to 
the  
Country: large numbers of 
banks and currency ex-
change agencies line the 
roads of the towns.  
However, the short term 
economic benefits brought 
by the flow of migrants can-
not in any way justify the 
long term effects.  
According to a famous Ru-
manian economist, it is truly 
a Ȭnational tragedyȭ.  
 
According to UNICEF-
Alternative Sociale (AAS) 
estimates, Rumania has 
some 350,000 so-called  
Labour Migration Orphans, a 
figure that is well above the 
official number  
admitted by the Rumanian 
National Authority for Child 
Protection, which stands at 
82,464. The  
number of left behind  
minors amounts to 7% of 
the total Rumanian  
population between the ages 
of 0 and 18 years. 157,000 
children have only fathers 
working abroad, while 
67,000 have only mothers 

working abroad. More than 
one third,  
however, or some 126,000 
children, have been  
deprived of both parents. 
Some 400,000 children have 
experienced that particular 
form of solitude for at least 
part of their lives.  
In other words, out of a  
total of 5 million Rumanian 
children, some 750,000 of 
them have been affected to a 
greater or lesser extent by 
the departure of their  
parents.  
 
52% of these so-called  
Labour Migration Orphans, 
in other words 180,000  
children, live in rural areas 
where it is more common 
for mothers to go away, 
unlike in the larger cities 
where it is more common 
for fathers to leave.  
Half of the left behind  
children are younger than 10 
years of age. Of these, more 
than half are between 2 and 
6 years of age and 4% of 
them are less than one year 
old.  
16% of these children have 
spent more than one year of 
their young lives far away 
from their parents. Indeed, 
3% of them have been left 
for more than four years. 

 

According to UN-
ICEF-AAS  esti-
mates, Rumania 
has some 350,000  
Labour Migration 
Orphans 
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1.2 At the root of the phenomenon 
 

Rumania is the seventh most 
populous of the 27 EU mem-
ber Countries. 4ÈÅ #ÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ 
economy is in a post-
transitional phase, with an 
unemployment rate of 5% 
and an economically active  
population of 9,900,000 
people. The ratio of  
migrants to total  
population is extremely high 
at around 10%  
(CARITAS). The reasons 
given by those that  
emigrate are poverty and 
the hope of finding better 
working conditions in other 
countries: currently,  mini-
mum wages in Rumania are 

around 150 Euro and the 
average salary is around 250 
ɀ 350 Euro. The extremely 
low purchasing power of 
their money further aggra-
vates this situation. 
  
Prior to 1989, movement 
was extremely limited in 
Rumania and indeed,  
during the communist era, 
Rumanian citizens did not 
have any right to own any 
document that would  
permit them to go beyond 
ÔÈÅ #ÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÂÏÒÄÅÒÓ.  
After the fall of the  
communist regime, the new 
Constitution  
introduced the right to free-
dom of movement. The pe-
riod between 1997 and 
2000 saw the start of a mi-
gratory flow, both internal, 
namely from urban areas to 
rural areas where the cost of  
living was lower, and exter-
nal, in search of better job 
opportunities in other coun-

tries.  
 
The Rumanian migratory 
flows have changed over 
time. )Î ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ȬωπÓȟ  
Israel and Turkey were the 
main destinations for  
Rumanians in search of 
work , but these were later 
overtaken by Italy,  
Germany and Hungary. 
From 1996 to 2002, Italy 
and Spain were the main 
draw cards for Rumanians 
seeking work abroad.  
In order to realise the full 
extent of this phenomenon, 
it is sufficient to consider 
the fact that 15% of all Ru-
manian families have at least 
one member abroad: while 
the 2005 estimates show 
that there are 1,244,052 liv-
ing and  
working abroad, equivalent 
to 0.9 million families, it ap-
pears that the number of 
emigrants has reached  
almost 4 million, an  
estimate that is made  
extremely difficult  to  
quantify by the fact that this 
phenomenon is  
constantly increasing.  
 Of these, ȰOnly a small  
minority are actually  
better-off while the others 
work abroad without any  
employment contract and 
working at piecemeal jobs. 
4ÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÈÏÍÅ  
simply because the situation 
is ever worse hereȱ (social 
worker ). 

It appears that the 
number of  
Rumanian  
migrants has 
reached almost 
four million 
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The links between Italy and 
Rumania are very strong: as 
the latest entrants into the 
European Union, the Ruma-
nians are the biggest foreign 
ethnic group in our Country 
with a population of 
796,477 individu als (Source 
ISTAT 2009). Since January 
2007, many  
Rumanian workers have re-
signed from their j obs back 
home in order to  
emigrate to Italy, where they 
can earn more.  
ȰAs a builder, I earn 150 Euro 
in Rumania while in Italy I 
ÃÁÎ ÅÁÒÎ υτ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈȱ 
says one of the many  
family men that have  
chosen to make full use of 
the opportunities for free 
movement between EU 
countries in order to  

pro-
vide a 
bet-
ter 
fu-
ture 
for 
his 
four 
chil-
dren.  
Not-
wit h-

standing the job opportun i-
ties, whose  
excellence and security are 
in no way guaranteed, the 
migrant often faces serious 
disadvantages in the 
 chosen country , like Italy. 
Notwit hstanding the fact 
that they contribute 1,2% 
ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÉÓ #ÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ '$0ȟ 
the largest foreign commu-
nity in Italy does not enjoy 
equal  opportunity and often 
has to bear the brunt of  
intim idation and  
discrimination . 11% of all 
Rumanians between the 
ages of 18 and 59 years 
would like to leave their 
country to go and seek work 
abroad: more than one mil-
lion of these people 
(1,400,000) would like to 
emigrate temporarily . 

 
The composition of these 
migrants has changed over 
time. Initially th e migratory 
flow consisted mainly of 
married men with high 
school education or  
professional qualifications 
and originating from urban 
areas. Subsequently the 
wave of migration became 
more diverse and now the 
migratory flows consist 
mainly of women, namely 
wives and mothers,  
originating mainly from the  
rural areas. Women now 
represent some 69,79% of 
all migrants. The reason for 
the increase in the number 
of woman migrants from 
Rumania is linked  
specifically to the increased 
demand for personal care-
givers and nurses for the 
elderly. ȰGiven the economic 
crisis in Ital y and Spain, it is 
no longer the fathers that 
leave to go and work on the 
construction sites. Now it is 
the mothers that leave,  
because the demand for 
caregivers and babysitters 
has not declined at allȱ (so-
cial worker).  
 
Notwithstanding the strong 
opposition to this phenome-
non in other parts of the 
world, the Rumanian migra-
tion flow does not seem to 
be destined to slow down.  
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1.3 The effects of migration on families 
 

The effects that the  
emigration or immigration 
processes can have on the 
features and the dynamics of 
family structure are 
 numerous and directly 
inter-related: it is within the 
family unit that the decision 
to leave the Country is con-
sidered and developed, us-

ing different and often con-
flicting methods. 
However, individual  
decisions to migrate are not 
always the result of a  
mutual decision taken 
within the family un it.. 
Situations differ greatly. The 
departure may be the result 
of a mutual decision or a de-
cision taken by an individual 
who puts the interests of the 
group above his own inter-
ests. Sometimes it is family 
pressure that causes the in-
dividual to make an  
independent decision,  
perhaps even going against 
the wishes of the unit. In 
such cases the departure 

may even become source of 
more or less intense  
disagreement and conflict. 
Whatever the reasons  
behind it, migration is  
nevertheless an unplanned  
critical event, one that 
would not normally occur 
within the confines of  
family life and one that de-
mands additional resources 
of strength from all the par-
ties involved, both from the 
party that has left and the 
party that has remained be-
hind, in order to face the re-
sulting changes. It involves 
the break-up and regrouping 
of the family unit, which 
causes significant structural 

There have been 
cases where the 
parents are not 
heard from for 
months at a time 
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changes in the way in which 
the family unit  
operates, particularly in 
cases where the person  
departing is the head of the 
family. First of all the  

ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ 
means that the family unit 
shrinks numerically and 
consequently that the  
reÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓȭ 
duties have to be  
reassigned according to the 
roles and responsibilities 
carried out within the  
family prior to the  
departure (man or woman, 
head of the family, young 
single, firstborn ).  
Above all, it is a very  
specific cultural  approach to 
migration that causes this 

phenomenon of Labour Mi-
gration Orphans when the 
migration occurs for reasons 
of employment. The most 
telling indicator is the deci-
sion regarding who the child 

will be left with . The person 
to whom these children are 
entrusted while the parents 
are abroad only appears to 
be a significant factor for  
one-fifth of the migrant par-
ents: they seem to be picked 
randomly from amongst the 
members of the extended 
family.  
 
In 2007, the SOROS  
Foundation conducted a 
study to determine the  
ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ 
emigration had on the  

children left behind For this 
study, the organisation  
interviewed a total of 2,037 
students at 200 different 
high schools. From these in-
terviews it emerged that, in 

the cases where the  
father left, 21% of the  
children had not seen their 
fathers for between 2 and 4 
consecutive years, while 
28% of them had not seen 
their fathers for an even 
longer period. In 94% of 
those cases, these  
youngsters were left in the 
care of their respective 
mothers. 15% of them have 
been living without a 
mother for more than 4 
years, while 12% of them 
had been living without 
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their mothers for between 2 
and 4 years. In the case 
×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÓ 
far away, the support of 
members of the extended 
family becomes essential: 
only 58% of these children 
live with their f athers who 
had stayed behind in  
Rumania. This society, 
which is still rather  
Ȭtradi tionalȭ in terms of fam-
ily structure and the roles of 
the various family members, 
ÒÅÔÁÉÎÓ Á ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ȬÃÌÁÓÓi-
ÃÁÌȭ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ Á ×ÏÍÁÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 
one who stays at home and 
looks after the family while 
the man goes out and  
Ȭprovides sustenanceȱ. How-
ever, according to a study 
conducted by UNICEF-AAS, 
the newer generations have 
adopted a more modern 
view. Only 14% of them 
subscribe to this very strict 
division of roles, while 86% 
of them believe that the  
responsibilities should be 
shared equally between 
both parents. Generally the 
Rumanians believe that it is 
the economic situation that 
has forced people to  
migrate and that childcare is 
not really a problem thanks 
to the extended family. 

According to the study con-
ducted by the  
Ȱ!ÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ 3ÏÃÉÁÌÅȱ  
association, the effects of 
migration can be seen not 
ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ  
increased standard of  
living and improved  
financial situation, but also 
in the changes that have oc-
curred in the family struc-
ture in terms of role distri-
bution. ȰOne parent taking 
the place of twoȱ, and also, 
ȰParents are required to 
work out strategies to handle 
any changes that may occur 
within the familyȱ; ȰA 
 separation lasting 2 to 3 
years leads to a split in the 
family that often results in 
marital separation, new  
relationships and divorceȱ. 
Notwithstanding the  
tendency for the person de-
parting to underestimate the 
negative effects of the de-
parture, in 9% of cases there 
is an awareness of the fact 
that the relationship be-
tween the married  
couple is deteriorating. 
UNCEF-!!3ȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎ×ÉÄÅ 
research revealed that in 
18% of all cases where the 
mother emigrates, the  
deterioration in the  

relationship between the 
parents is serious enough to 
result in divorce in 43% of 
all cases.  A stay abroad in-
evitably exposes the emi-
grant to considerations that 
may result in a veritable cul-
tural change. ȰThe parent 
returns not only with money 
in his/her pocket, but also 
with a new outlook on life, a 
different outlook changed by 
their meeting with another 
culture, as well as different 
ideas regarding their  
relationship with their 
 children, regarding educa-
tion and a desire for a better 
 quality of lifeȱ (sociologist). 
Not all the consequences of 
this change are necessarily 
negative: ȰVisiting his/her 
parent abroad also allows 
the child to come face to face 
with what is undoubtedly an 
 enriching diversityȱ  
(attorney).  
 
Could one of the effects also 
be that change occurs in the 
Rumanian model of a fam-
ily? ȰThis new model of the 
trans-national family could 
even be copied and adopted 
ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔȭÓ  
descendants and future 
 generationsȱ (sociologist).  
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1.4 The Regulatory Framework relating to child protection 
 
Both the parents and the 
local authorities must take 
their share of the  
responsibility for the  
process that leads to the 
identif ication ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÏÎÅÌÙȱ 
minor.  
Having acknowledged that 
there was a real emergency, 
the Government  
promulgated Ordnance No. 
219, dated 15 June 2006,  in 
an attempt to prevent  
children being separated 
from their families by  
promoting the work being 
done by Ȱcentralised  
services in circulating  
accurate information  
regarding emigration,  
consultation with parents, 
providing problem-solving 
support and family  
mediation servicesȱ.  
Following these  
regulations, the Social  
Welfare Services should en-
sure the identification of 
children whose parents are 
abroad and the detailed 
analysis of the conditions in 
which these children are liv-
ing. Unfortunately, the Social 
Welfare Services in the rural 
areas, which are already in-
effective due to the shortage 
of qualified staff, are unable 
to quickly identify needs and 
to intervene appropriately 
in such complex matters.  
 
New laws promulgated ad 
hoc oblige parents wishing 
to emigrate to advise the 

applicable authorities of 
their intention and also to 
indicate which adult will be 
entrusted to look after the 
child while the parent/s are 
away temporarily for rea-
sons of employment (Law 
272/2004) . In reality, very 
few families actually ap-
proach the authorities to 
request that measures be 
taken to ensure that the 
child is protected while they 
are away.  
In Romania, one thing that 
has still survived from the 

communist era is the state 
subsidy for each child, a 
subsidy of 65 Euro per 
month up to age two and 10 
Euro a month until age 18, 
but only if the parents are 
living in the country. There-
fore, many people state that 
mom and dad are working 
either in a nearby village or 
in Bucharest. Only 7% of 
those who go abroad ever 
notify the applicable au-
thorities as required by law.  
Only very rarely are  
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parents even aware of what 
the law states with regard to 
the protection of their child. 
Without a legal guardian the 
minor child could run into 
difficulties if he/she should 
require any medical atten-
tion or has to make impor-
tant decisions regarding 
education. For example, the 
parents are unaware of the 
fact that anyone working 
with a valid work permit in 
any member Country is enti-
tled to receive a subsidy for 
any dependent children,  
irrespective of whether or 
not the child is with the par-
ents. From a legislative point 
of view, any minor child left 
with an adult who is unable 
to properly care for him/her 

is deemed to be a neglected 
child. Almost 10% of minors 
who have at least one parent 
working abroad is in the 
custody of the State, al-
though these estimates are 
extremely difficult to con-
firm . In the town of Cluj 
alone, sixteen children 
whose parents have gone 
abroad have been taken into 
child protection centres.  
A representative of the Cluj 
child protection department  
explains that the actual rea-
son why these children are 
being housed in these cen-
tres is that they have been 
abandoned: ȰThere have 
been cases where parents 
have not been heard from for 
months at a timeȱ. This and 

other examples are proof 
that a disturbing social trend 
is emerging. 
Although acknowledging the 
progress that has been made 
in terms of the regulations, 
the UN Committee for Chil-
ÄÒÅÎȭÓȭ 2ÉÇÈÔÓ ÈÁÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ 
that improving the measures 
in place to identify Labour 
Migration Orphans is a  
priority for the Country . 
ȺɉȣɊ Notwithstanding the 
programmes implemented 
and the draft legislation 
aimed at reducing the nega-
tive effects of the  migratory 
flows on minor children, the 
number of disadvantaged 
children at risk continues to 
remain high» (Recommen-
dations for Rumania, 2009).  
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Chapter  2  

The effects of remoteness on the child 
 

 

 
2.1 Rights violations 
 
Notwithstanding the fact 
that the State has no right to 
interfere by impeding or 
hindering the future plans of 
families, which must be free 
to choose to leave the Coun-
try with or without their 
children, the prevention of 
any negative effects of mi-
gration on the youngest 

members of  society must be 
the primary focus of any  
intervention by the Social 
Welfare Services, particu-
larly those involved in child 
protection.  
These children could well 
face the same level of  
emotional trauma as that 
caused if his/her parents 

were to separate or get  
divorced.  Notwithstanding 
the fact that the decision to 
leave the Country is driven 
by a desire to improve the 
ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ÓÔÁndard of living, 
31% of migrants admits that 
nothing has really  
improved. 66% of migrants 
claim to have benefitted 
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from an improvement in 
their lifestyl e and that the 
positive effects have also 
trickled down to their  
children: their standard of 
living has risen and the 
number of goods available 
goods, such a clothing, toys 
and mobile phones has  
increased, notwithstanding 
the initial decline immedi-
ÁÔÅÌÙ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÅÎÔȭÓ Äe-
parture, mainly because 
they were still paying back 
their travel costs (flights,  
accommodation and  
insurance).  
 
Almost paradoxically,  
with in this emergency  
scenario, there has been at 
least one positive outcome: 
it appears that the right to 
healthcare has become even 
more protected in the case 
of the children of those peo-
ple that leave the Country. 
The UNICEF-AAS study has 
revealed a decrease in the 
number of domestic acci-

dents and illnesses has 
dropped, perhaps due to the  
hyper-protectiveness of the 
new caregivers who want to 
show that the child Ȭis in 
good handsȭ.  
More controversial,  
however, is the assessment 
of school performance: gen-
erally speaking it  appears 
that the absence of the 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÈÁÓ Á ÎÅÇa-
tive impact, except in cases 
where the departing parents 
have a real interest in their 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ 
and arrange for personal 
tutoring or some other sort 
of additional educational 
help. 2% of the minor chil-
dren with at least one parent 
abroad have left school. It 
would appear that many mi-
grantsȭ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ 
their education in the Coun-
try in which the parents are  
living at the time. ȰThe  
children leave without asking 
the schools to provide any  

documentation, so how do 
they then manage to enrol at 
other schools abroadȩȱ 
(teacher).  
 
The greatest negative effect 
appears to be the quality of 
recreational time, which 
seems to occur without any 
form of adult supervision: 
children of migrants  
appear to see themselves as 
ȬÆÒÅÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÓȭȟ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÏ 
than local children of their 
age. The level of risk is di-
rectly proportional to the 
amount of control that the 
adult to whom the child has 
been entrusted is able to ex-
ercise. The worst cases are 
those of children left with 
ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅØÅr-
cise any control over them: 
in 2008, 250 of the 338 mi-
nors in trouble with the law 
had at least one parent liv-
ing abroad.  
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2.2 The psychological effects on the child 
 
The departure of one or 
both parents brings about a 
radical change in the life of a 
family, a change that is more 
or less expected and control-
lable by the family members 
themselves.  
Emigration may be an  
expected occurrence for 
which every member of a 
family is prepared,  
however, for some people it 
could be something that is 
completely unexpected.  
 
The work being done by Al-
ternative Sociale reveals 
that preparing minor  
children, keeping them  
informed and involving 
them when making  

deisions that could affect 
their living conditions are 
essential factors in ensuring 
that they have at least some 
control over the situations 
that surround them.  
Indeed, in some cases the 
child is kept totally in the 
dark regarding the  
decisions made by the  
parents, which then come as 
a totally unexpected sur-
prise. The number of chil-
dren that are involved in 
making the decision to emi-
grate is extremely low: only 
16% of children under the 
age of 6 years are ever con-
sulted by their parents prior 
to their departure. This per-
centage rises to 19% in the 

case of children aged be-
tween 10 and 14 years of 
age and to 34% in the case 
of youngsters aged from 15 
to 17 years. Some children 
only find out that their par-
ents are leaving just before 
their actual  
departure or, worse still, 
only after they have  
already left: their departure 
thus becomes a traumatic 
event. Ȱ3he walked out  
without telling me anything, 
but why? I know that she will 
be back soon  but I would 
have liked to at least say 
goodbye to herȦȱȢ  
 
Sometimes the child is 
merely informed of the  
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decision taken by the 
ȰÁÄÕÌÔÓȱ, without having any 
chance to discuss what was 
going on. At best, the chil-
dren are called upon to ex-
press an opinion and  
explain their feelings  
regarding a change that will 
affect them personally. The 
parents prepare the child to 
confront a new situation, 
they assure the child of their 
love and they discuss possi-
ble ways to overcome any 
problems that the child may  
encounter.  
 
In some cases the child is 
asked to actively participate 
in preparing for the depar-
ture:  ȰI pack a bag with my 
favourite toys so that she will 
remember meȱȠ ȰI helped Dad 
choose a photo frame to hold 
our favourite photo of us all 

together, which he can put up 
in his new houseȱȢ  
There are cases where the 
children are fairly okay with 
the departure of their par-
ents, at least initially, be-
cause they understand that 
there are certain  
financial benefits involved. 
However, they overlook any 
difficu lties that may occur. 
Indeed, children are unable 
to fully comprehend the 
consequences of  
something that they have 
never experienced before.  
 
A parent that is unable to 
support the child on a daily 
basis creates the kind of suf-
fering that gets worse the 
longer the parent is away. 
The child then has to go to 
great lengths to deal with 
the changes in his daily life 

and adapt to his/her new 
situation, including the ab-
sence of his/her parents and 
the feeling of missing them 
for the very first time ever. 
From a psychological point 
of view, children with one or 
both parents living  
abroad may react in a num-
ber of ways, such as devel-
oping behaviours born of 
the trauma they have ex-
perienced or functionally 
adopt mechanisms to adapt 
to a situation that they find 
stressful. Such reactions de-
pend on the manner in 
which the family functioned 
prior to the separation, the 
relationship between family 
members, the character of 
the child him/herself and 
external factors such as the  
supportiveness of the  
remaining family members. 
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2.3 The reactions of the minor left behind 
 
Every child has his/her own 
unique way of dealing with 
any difficult situations that 
he/she may encounter. This 
ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÁÂÉl-
ity to comprehend the situa-
tion, his/her personality, 
his/her ability to tolerate 
frustration , his/her i nternal 
adaptation mechanisms, 
his/her relat ionship with 
his/her parents and his/her   
previous experience of simi-
lar events.  
The emotional abandon-
ment felt by children left be-
hind results from the lack of 
the kind of affection that can 
only come from physical 
closeness, namely physical 
contact, caresses, kisses and 
clear demonstrations of af-
fection. If the child manages 
to bond with the people to 
whom he/she has been en-
trusted, this bond can some-
how overcome and make up 
for the child missing his/her 
parents. A single remaining 
parent cannot always com-
pensate for the empty space 
left behind by the partner 
that has gone away. Often 
this empty space can often 
be better filled by grandpar-
ents or uncles and aunts 
who take the place of the 
absent parents: ȰMy life is 
sad because I miss my 
mother. "ÕÔ )ȭÍ lucky be-
cause I have my grandpar-
ents who love me and who 
are like  parents to meȱ. 

The child may in any event 
face some serious forms of 
neglect: feeding neglect (due 
to being deprived of food, 
fed too little, fed the wrong 
type of food or fed irregu-
larly) , personal care (ill -
fitting or unseasonal cloth-
ing), personal hygiene, 

healthcare and medical care 
(lack of basic  
healthcare, vaccinations, 
regular medical check-ups). 
This neglect may also be due 
to the place where the child 
is living (lack of appropriate 
space, presence of toxic sub-
stances in the room that 
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could be hazardous for the 
child) and a lack of learning 
aids.  
This kind of depravation is 
manifested by the child in 
the following ways: 
Á DeterioraÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ 

scholastic  performance 
(drop in  performance,                  
absenteeism, increase risk 
of leaving school, argu-
ments with teachers and 
school friends). 

Á Unhappiness, anxiety, ten-
dency to feel  depressed. 

Á Displays of  indifference 
and closure, which can 
sometimes turn into     out-
right aggression. 

Á Attention deficit  disorders, 
lack of  concentration and           
inability to complete tasks. 

Á Lack of long-term   per-
spective and inability to 
look to the future. 

Á Unrealistic expectations 
resulting from unreason-
able assumptions. ȰWhen I 
grow up I will go and work 

ÁÂÒÏÁÄȟ ÓÏ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ 
studyȱ. This negative   per-
ception of the importance 
of education derives from 
the fact that apparently 
one can get a good, well-
paid job abroad without             
necessarily having an   
adequate or even particu-
larly high level of educa-
tion. 

Á Problems in building up 
self-esteem: children tend 
to get their self-esteem 
from members of their 
peer group who have less 
money. This self esteem is 
then reinforced when the 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ parents are there to 
support them at  important 
times in their lives (school 
events, parents gatherings,   
anniversaries, holidays, 
etc.). 

Á Too little or too much   tol-
erance for frustration. 

Á Lack of motivation,   apa-
thy, indifference  towards 
what is happening. 

Á Difficulty in dealing with 
change, which can lead to 
acute levels of stress.  

Á Increasing display of    un-
acceptable behaviours (ag-
gression, substance abuse, 
micro-criminality , bully-
ing).  

Á Suicide as a way of putting 
an end to the  extreme suf-
fering being experienced 
by the child. Reasons for 
suicides amongst children 
below 10 years of age in-
clude  extreme fears re-
garding their schooling and 
the inability to adapt to a 
new way of life. A difficult 
separation from their 
mothers can also lead to 
feelings of insecurity and 
anxiety, while feeling like 
an unwanted and aban-
doned child can result in a 
level of suffering that is 
sufficient to provoke an ex-
treme reaction, such as 
committing suicide. 
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2.4 The risks to which the children are exposed 
 
These Ȱleft-ÂÅÈÉÎÄȱ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ  
are exposed to an entire range  
of risks linked to their  
condition. 

 
Á Overloading with     do-

mestic chores. The child 
ÔÁËÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÕÌÔÓȭ 
responsibilities, not 
only as regards looking 
after the home (cooking, 
cleaning, laundry, pay-
ing of monthly bills, 
etc), but also as regards 
taking care of younger        
siblings and, in rural ar-
eas, even the livestock. 

Á Physical and            psy-
chological           vulner-
ability : children are 
more      exposed to the 
risks of trafficking, child 
labour, sexual exploita-
tion and child abuse. 
Human         traffickers 
tend to choose their vic-
tims from amongst 
those that are more ne-
glected and less care-
fully watched. 

Á Difficulty in learning ac-
ceptable ethical and 
moral behaviours.  

Á Underdeveloped life 
skills such as   inde-

pendent decision-
making and self confi-
dence, poor   control 
over own   emotions, in-
adequate relationship 
and  communication 
skills.  

Á Precocious sexual activ-
ity : typically,  adoles-
cents tend to seek the 
love they lack in rela-
tionships that are inap-

propriate for their age, 
beginning with sexual 
experimentation at a 
relatively early age. The 
lack of     guidance and           
corrective sex          edu-
cation exposes them to 
the risk of  contracting 
sexually transmitted 
diseases or falling vic-
tim to        unwanted 
pregnancies. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LEFT HOME  ƍ  Dossier on Rumaniaõs  White Orphans 

 

2.5 A.Selvaggio: 4ÈÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÒÉÓËÓ ÏÆ ȰÃÈÉÌÄ abandonÍÅÎÔȱ 
 
Abandonment, albeit tempo-

rary, poses numerous risks for 
the psychological wellbeing of 

a child, who is unable to grasp 

the concept of time, even when 
he/she is surrounded by people 

that attempt to reassure 

him/her.   

How long will Mom be away? 
How long will I be living with 

my grandparents? These are 

often-asked questions that no 
one is able to answer precisely.  

This seemingly endless wait for 

the return of a loved one often 

turns into a kind of melancholy, 
a ñmeandering depressionò that 

is not easy to recognise because 

it is often concealed behind the 
apparent normality of everyday 

activities. However, in the case 

of the left-behind children ï 
albeit recognisable as necessity 

and an attempt to improve the 

socio-economic situation of a 

family that is no longer able to 
meet even the most basic needs 

of its members ï it is not un-

usual to detect signs of what is 
called ñAnhedoniaò in technical 

jargon. Anhedonia is a reduced 

ability to feel joy and/or pleas-
ure and is essentially a perfectly 

stable type of mood, without 

any of the normal peaks and 

valleys, so the adult caregiver 
does not always realise that 

something is going on within 

the child that requires particular 
attention.  

Children that reach this stage 

experience feelings of extreme 
boredom and apathy and, in 

more serious cases, feelings of 

powerlessness and desperation. 

One day simply flows into the 
next, all alike and without    

purpose and the child is unable 

to enjoy him/herself or to feel 
any enthusiasm for anything. 

All he/she feels is a profound 

feeling of ñbeing orphanedò, 

which never goes away, and of 
waiting, endlessly waiting for 

the day of the parentôs return to 

dawn, the day when he/she will 
once again be able to hug the 

parent that has gone away, 

sometimes without even saying 
goodbye.  

This type of anxiety can even 

be replaced by other behaviours 

that are even more difficult to 
recognise as being symptomatic 

by the adults taking care of the 

child in the absence of one or 
both parents, namely agitation 

and hyperactivity, showing total 

disdain for any dangers and 
total rejection of all rules. The 

childôs relationships with adults 

and other children becomes 

conflictual: the ñleft-behindò 
child is unable to mix with 

his/her contemporaries because 

of his/her aggressive and con-
frontational behaviour, he/she is 

unable to handle frustration and 

reacts by frequently losing 
his/her temper over the smallest 

disappointment.  

Sometimes such children have 

trouble sleeping. At night they 
become agitated, wake up    

frequently and have recurring 

nightmares, all of which results 
in daytime drowsiness. 

School performance doesnôt 

match intellectual potential: 

even if the child is very bright, 
he/she experiences certain  dif-

ficulties at school due to  hy-

peractivity, a total lack of inter-
est in the material that the 

teacher is dealing with, and 

poor concentration because the 
childôs mind is too preoccupied 

with his/her ñmissingò parents 

and the endless, soul-destroying 

wait for their return. Sometimes 
this feeling of  abandonment 

turns into a fully-fledged rejec-

tion of school: the child is 
afraid of being ñabandonedò 

once again and of not finding 

his grandparents or the other 
parent waiting for him/her 

when he/she gets back home. 

Even very brief separations  

become totally unbearable. 

Dr. Antonella Selvaggio is a Clinical Psychology graduate specialising in Ericksonian hypnosis and a method for the treatment of post 
traumatic stress disorders known as E.M.D.R. Antonella Selvaggio worked as a researcher for the Department of Psychophysiology at the 
ñLa Sapienzaò University in Rome. 
She currently works as a psychologist, psychotherapist and educational psychology lecturer for the Patrizio Paoletti Foundation, on whose 
behalf she also oversees the hospitality services provided by the ñLôAlbero della Vitaò organisation. In addition, she also works as 
Psychotherapist and Education and Scientific Director of the Relationship Counselling School. 
She deals with the development of educational programmes for children based on ñPedagogia per il Terzo MillennioÈò, including the 

Junior Training family and the Explorer programmes for which she acts as psychological overseer and scientific manager. 
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Chapter  3  

Labour Migration Orphans in  
Moldovan Rumania  

 

 
3.1 Regional data 
From 1996 through to 2001, 
the numbers of people  
emigrating abroad  
temporarily were relatively 
evenly spread amongst the 
largest Rumanian  
provinces, namely  
Moldavia, Muntenia and 
Transylvania.  
With the liberalisation of 
access to the Schengen Zone, 
Moldova became by far the 
largest exporter of labourers 
abroad. As a  
result, we see 100,000  
Labour Migration Orphans 
in the oldest part of  
Rumania bordering on the  
Moldavian Republic, which 
constitutes the eastern  
border of Europe.  
 
Regional extent of the 
phenom enon 
  
(Source: UNICEF-Alternative 
Sociale) 
 
Iasi is the capital city of the 
district bearing the same 
name, as well as the  
regional capital and the  
historical capital city of part 
of that ancient region that is 
no longer part of the Ruma-
nian State. With its 315,214 

inhabitants, this is the sec-
ond most populous town in 
the Country after Bucharest.  
Of all the major cities in Ru-
mania, Iasi was the least af-
fected by the civilian revolu-
tion of 1989 and still re-
ÍÁÉÎÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ 
most culturally important 
cities. In addition to the old 
town centre, Iasi has a num-
ber of main roads leading 
out to the suburbs where 
the austere lines of the old 
communist-era buildings 
still dominate the landscape. 
You often find adults digging 
through the huge rubbish 
bins, or old women timidly 

begging on street corners. 
Sitting on the benches in 
ÆÒÏÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰBiserica Metro-
polieȱ, they limit themselves 
to opening their handbags 
and smiling while some 
passers-by , proceed to fill 
their shopping bags with 
bread and milk.  
A different kind of poverty 
can be seen when one  
travels through the rural 
villages on the outskirts of 
Iasi, where one mainly sees 
elderly people and children. 
During the  summer one 
sees many huge motorcars 
bearing foreign number 
plates: ȰThese are the people 

Regional distribution of Labou r Migration Orphans in R umania  
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that emigrated abroad and 
now return for the holidays 
to flaunt their supposed new-
found wealthȱ, say the  
countrymen who stayed be-
hind in Rumania. While the 
village continues to expand 

due to the construction of 
ÂÉÇ ÎÅ× ÈÏÕÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱ)ÔÁl-
ÉÁÎ :ÏÎÅȱȟ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ 
started and never quite 
completed, in the rural  
areas of Moldovan Rumania 
there is a still certain per-

centage of  people that that 
would like to leave the 
Country to go and work 
abroad, namely some 17% 
compared to 12% of city 
dwellers. 
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3.2 The departing family 
 
In addition to the national 
survey conducted jointly by 
UNICEF-AAS, the  
ȰAlternative Socialeȱ  
Association also conducted 
another survey in the Iasi 
area to determine the  
condition of minor children 
separated from one or both 
parents as a result of their 
migration abroad for  
reasons of employment. This 
study reveals a profile of 
that family that leaves its 
young children behind in 
Rumania. 
 
In most cases, it is the 
mother that decides to go 
and work abroad, 
irrespective of whether the 
family lives in an urban or 
rural area. In both urban 
and rural environments, the 
number of fathers that emi-
grate stands at around 
29,1%. On average, parents 
that emigrate are aged  
between 25 and 45 years 
and are usually married 
with two or three children . 
The process of deciding to 
go and work abroad is  
influenced by age and even 
more so by the sex of the 
child: this decision is far 
more common in the case of 
families where the daughter 
is already  
attending high school 
(68,2%). Financial motives 
are the largest single factor 
that drives parents to  
emigrate: the child  

understands the financial 
difficulties facing the  
family in which he/she lives 
and therefore also 
understands the reason why 
his/her parents need to go 
away. 
Unemployment and the lack 
of money are the  
driving forces behind the 
departure. The main  
positive effect of migration 

is therefore deemed to be 
the regular income that the 
family receives (49,10%). 
Unemployment is the main 
reason for emigration 
amongst members of  
families with 2 or 3  
children and the  
percentage  
increases in proportion to 
the number of children  
involved.  
 

ȰThose that leave are not  
necessarily living in misery or 
total poverty: we can say that 
it is a case of relative poverty, 
a desire to improve the 
 famÉÌÙȭÓ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÏÆ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ 
and ensure a better futureȱ  
(sociologist).  
 
It is not only financial  
considerations that drive 
people to emigrate, but also 

certain social factors such as 
the desire to imitate and in-
deed achieve the same suc-
cess as other countrymen 
that have gone abroad.  
ȰGoing to work abroad ap-
pears to be a successful 
 strategy and so the urge to 
imitate others that went be-
fore becomes increasingly 
prevalentȱ(social worker).  
Even conflict within the fam-
ily can act as a driving force. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family p rofile of the left behind children  
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ȰWhen parents decide to 
separate after one of them 
goes abroad, the underlying 
reason still appears to be 
 financial. In reality, this is 
not always the main reason 
but it often conceals certain 

unresolved family problems 
and often the easiest way to 
solve these problems is by 
marital separationȱ (social 
worker ).  
ȰThe decision to divorce is 
made long before the  

appearance of communica-
tion difficulties between the 
spousesȱ (psychologist). In 
this way, financial and  
family factors intertwine 
and influence each other re-
ciprocally.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table on Page 23 -  Family Profile of the left behind children  
(in order of appearance) 
Parent-child conflicts 
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Family conflicts 
Homelessness          
Poverty 
Unemployment 

 
present 
absent



 

 

 

 

 

Page  25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drafted by the ò Fondazione LõAlbero della Vita ONLU Só  ƍ  April  2010  

 

3.3 The Ȱnewȱ caregivers 
 

In most cases the child is left 
in the care of  grandparents, 
relatives, neighbours or 
even older brothers or sis-
ters who are themselves still 
minors. According to the 
ÓÔÕÄÙ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ȰAlter-
native Socialeȱ, in the rural 
areas, the departing parents 
tend to leave the child with 
members of the extended 
family: grandparents 
(26,1%) or other relatives 
(48,9%). In the cities, 16,4% 
of the left-behind children 
are left in the care of older 
brothers or sisters while 
5,3% of them appear to left 
with no adult in particular . 
The general trend is for the 

parent to stay away for 1 to 
3 years, a period that is 
likely to be longer in the 
case where children have 
been left in the care of 
members of the extended 
family. The other general 
trend is for the departing 
parents not to appoint  
anyone as legal guardian, 
which is an option in terms 
of Rumanian Law: only 3,7% 
of parents living in rural ar-
eas and 10,0% of parents 
living in the cities decided to 
make use of this option.  
ȰThe parents resort to legal 
guardianship in order to 

 manage the money that they 
send home from abroad or 
any state subsidies that they  
receive for the childȱ (social 
worker ).  
ȰParents are not well  
informed as regards the legal 
aspects: they depart, simply 
leaving the child behind. The 
child then becomes a prob-
lem for either the extended 
family or the neighbours to 
deal withȱ (attorney). 
 
The members of the  
ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓȭ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ  
remain behind in the  
Country have to face 
changes in their family 
structure that are often hard 
to deal with: a long period of 
separation  
between the husband and 
the wife can lead to changes 
in the traditional roles and 
relationships, particularly in 
the rural communities, and 
can lead to the breakdown 
of the family. Not only do the  
relations between the 
spouses deteriorate, but the 
relationship between the 
child and the parent with 
whom he/she is living also 
changes significantly,  
resulting in said parent hav-
ing to deal not only with the 
separation from the partner 
who is living far away, but 
also has to fulfil the role of 
both father and mother. 
Those who take care of the 
ȰÌÅÆÔ-ÂÅÈÉÎÄȱ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ 
get any support from the 
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State, notwithstanding  the 
fact that they are obliged to 
bear the major additional 
educational and financial 
burden. The grandparents 
ÏÆÔÅÎ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÕÃÈ 
money and having grand-
children in their care  
certainly puts further  
unneeded strain on their 
already limited budget.  
The grandparents are  
unable to vicariously fulfil 
ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ  
parents and the generation 
gap between them and the 
child creates more than a 
few relationship and  
communication problems.  
Feeling the distance that 
separates them from their 
own children, in many cases 
they are unable to ade-
quately cater for the emo-
tional needs of the grand-
children left in their care. ȰI 

ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÔÏ ÇÒÁÎÄÍÁ 
precisely how I was feeling. 
Every night I could hear her 
crying because she was miss-
ing Mom so muchȱ. 
 
The Iasi School  
Inspectorate advises that 
there are 10,000 students 
that have one or both  
parents working abroad and 
advises teachers to pay close 
attention to their  
behaviour in order to be 
able to deal with any  
critical situations and some-
times even tragedies. The 
most common of these, as 
reported by the media in 
numerous Countries, is one 
that occurred in the village 
of Ciortesti, which is very 
close to the city of Iasi, 
where a ten year old child 
committed suicide by hang-
ing himself. Everyone re-

members him as a model 
student, a very sensitive 
child who loved  
computers. Neither the 
promises of a computer nor 
the telephone calls that he 
got his father to make for 
him were enough to make 
up for the lack of a  
motherly presence. He 
would only have had to wait 
a few more months for her 
return, instead, he told eve-
ryone that he would find a 
way to get her to come back 
sooner. The  
entire village only  
experienced the pain and 
felt the weight of this  
tragedy when they heard the 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÈÏÕÔÓ ÏÆ Án-
guish when he found the 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
kitchen.  
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3.4 Home alone 
In Moldavia the  
phenomenon of parents go-
ing away to find work is 
most widespread in  
families with 13 to 14 year-
old children in rural areas 
and 16 to 18 year-old  
children in urban areas, and 
most commonly those with 
daughters in both these liv-
ing environments.  
 
After the departure of one or 
both parents and finding 
themselves without any pa-
rental love or parental con-
trol , these children are sud-
denly faced with a whole 
series of problems that, for 
them, may be more or less 
serious in nature: at school, 

with their group of friends, 
as well as within their com-
munity . The most frequently 
acknowledged problems in 
terms of schooling are ab-
senteeism and lack of disci-
pline (more frequent 
amongst the boys at 87,5%); 
these two  
phenomena are more  
widespread in the rural 
communities, while  
declining performance ap-
pears to occur more often in 
the urban areas. ȰThe first 
visible signs of the  
ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÎ Én-
crease in the chilÄȭÓ  
absenteeism and eventual 
dropping out of schoolȱ 
(Teacher).  
In the towns there are more 

reported cases of conflict 
and a greater tendency for 
marginalisation, particularly 
amongst the girls (60%). 
More so out in the country 
than in the cities, there are 
more difficulties such as 
school  
performance, more family 
conflict and more physical 
and verbal aggression 
within the various peer 
groups. According to a study 
ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ȰAlterna-
tive Socialeȱ  
Organisation, in Iasi 11% of 
the youngsters interviewed 
admitted to having fought 
with or beaten up more 
friends or schoolmates. In-
stead, 65% percent of them 
admitted to missing their 
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ÐÁÒÅÎÔȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ.   
In response to the question 
Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÙÏÕ ÍÉÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ 
most since your parent left 
to go and work abroad?ȱȟ 
64.1% said that they missed 
ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÌÏÖÅ.  
This need seems to  
decrease the longer the 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ Á×ÁÙ 
from home and appears to 
be replaced by the need to 
establish good  
communications with the 
distant parents. 
4ÈÅ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ fu-
ture relationships  
depends upon how well this 
need for love is  
satisfied. "What these  
children miss the most is the 
love of the parent that has 
gone away to work abroad. 

Initially the adolescent looks 
for ways to explain the  
absence of his/her parents 
and can even list the benefits 
(clothing, money, etc), but if 
the discussion continues for a 
little longer he/she will soon 
admit how much he/she  
actually misses his/her  
parents "(school  
psychologist).  
 
Staying in contact with an 
absent parent is extremely 
important . The main  
communication medium 
remains the telephone while 
the use of the  
computer is an exclusively 
urban tool, where internet 
connections are  
widespread and relatively 
cheap. For children living in 
rural areas, even  

receiving money or parcels 
is a means of  
communication: they  
accept what is essentially an 
impersonal and highly mate-
rialistic form  of  
communication because it 
somehow allows them to 
feel close to those that left 
them behind. The children of 
Iasi receive monthly gifts 
from the people that have 
gone abroad (49,3%), while 
monthly cash deposits  
continue to arrive on a 
monthly basis more so in the 
country (81,8%) than in the 
cities (53,1%). Regular 
monthly letters are still the 
preferred medium of  
communication in the rural 
areas while, in the cities, 
weekly e-mails are  
becoming the norm.  
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3.5 The point of view of the littlest ones 
 
The children experience 
contradictory feelings about 
this experience:  
loneliness, longing,   
missing a sense of freedom, 
concern, enjoyment,  
responsibilit y and  
indifference. 
 
ȰI knew that nothing would 
ever be the same again after 
my parents left, but I know 
they did it for me. We keep in 
touch, we speak to each other 
every day by phone and we 
are as close as ever beforeȱȢ  
 
ȰThe positive aspects are not 
enough to cancel out the  
negative ones like the pain, 
the suffering and  the sad-
ness. -ÏÎÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÕÙ ÈÁÐÐi-
ness. ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ to stay 
at home alone for even a 
weekȱȢ  
 
ȰIt is difficult for a child to 
live alone, but at least no one 
bothers you and you learn to 
be independentȱȢ  
 
Ȱ)ÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
 responÓÉÂÌÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ )ȭÍ ÏÎÌÙ 
a childȱȢ 
 
4ÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ 
explained by the specialists 
as following a very clear 

course: first the teachers 
note a change in the  
ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÐÈÙsical  
appearance, they appear to 
be more neglected,  
followed by an increase in 
absenteeism from school, 
their group of friends 
changes and eventually they 
become involved in minor 
delinquent activities.  
ȰThe effects on the minor 
children are clearly evident: 
They begin to look more di-
shevelled physically, they  
become more distant and  
disinterested. They appear to 
no longer be concerned about 
what other people think and 
their school performance  
declines. From an emotional 
point of view, they tend to 

withdraw into themselves 
and become increasingly iso-
lated. In the cases where it is 
the mother that has left, all of 
this is even more evidentȱ 
(teacher). 
 Ȱ4ÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÈÁÐÐÙȟ 
because he/she misses 
his/her mother and the fam-
ÉÌÙ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅȱ 
(education consultant) 
 
ȰThis is a very sad time for 
ÍÅȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ 
home anymore because there 
is no one to talk to and there 
is no one there waiting for 
me to come home to eat. 
Sometimes I feel depressed 
and then all the fears comeȱȢ  
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Cha pter  4 

Stories of those that left and those that 
stayed behind* 

 

 
 

Liteni, Rumania 
 
The school in Liteni is  
situÁÔÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÁÌÆ ÁÎ ÈÏÕÒȭÓ 
travel away from Iasi, ice 
and snow  
permitting . This past  
winter has been long and 
bitterly cold. In the streets of 
Liteni, the children have 
grabbed the opportunity to 
hold sliding races on the al-
ready snow-covered roads. 
Plenty of laughs and fun at 
zero cost.  
By midday, the littlest ones 
are already heading for 
home: the school operates in 
shifts to accommodate the 
various age groups. The 
children are free for the 
afternoon, but often there is 
no one back at home. With 
parents working in town or 
perhaps even further away, 
the afternoons are often too 
long to fill. In the absence of 
any places to play, the road 
becomes the only  
alternative. Or perhaps the 
school grounds if, like this 
one, it offers appropriate 
opportunities .   
 
As in most other villages in 
the Moldovan countryside, 

the local school is the     cen-
tre of village life for the en-
tire community. The mu-
nicipality is far away, in the 
larger town under whose 
jurisdi ction Liteni falls, so all 
the community activities 
take place at the local 
school. This is also thanks to 

the School Principal, an 
open, decisive yet sensitive 
man who is not afraid to re-
veal the kind of conditions in 
which his  
fellow village inhabitants 
are living. Therefore,  
journalists from all across 
Europe often simply come 
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here to interview him. The 
children are ready for the 
questions that are inevitably 
askedȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙȡ Ȱ2ÁÉÓÅ ÙÏÕÒ 
hand if at least one of your 
parents are working 
ÁÂÒÏÁÄȱ. 90% of the  
children raise their hands. 
Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ 
the negative aspects of your 
ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ Äeparture?ȱ The 
positive aspects cited relate 
to considerations well be-
yond the actual ages of the 
children, who say that: ȰThey 
have gone abroad because 
there are no jobs for them 
here ȣ To us they seem to be 
so far awayȱȢ Then,  
revealing the fact that they 
are indeed still merely chil-
dren, they say: ȰI miss her so 
much ȣ I cry when she 
phones ȣ If I could choose 
between him and the money 
he sends back ȣȱ  
 
The teachers talk about this 
plague, one of them even in 
flawless Italian. She has also 
spent time in Italy, in Sicily 
as a matter of fact. She 
worked very hard as a 
cleaner, notwithstanding  her 
degree. She managed to put 
quite a bit of money aside 
and since then she has been 
back in Rumania working as 
a teacher, which was always 
her dreamȢ ȰA number of  

children would like to learn 
ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË )ÔÁÌÉÁÎȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 
want to fuel their yearning - 
to join their father who is far 
away ɀ and their dream to 
follow in the footsteps of 
those who have gone before 
themȱ. 
 
)ÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ 
only teach, but also try to 
ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÐÒÏb-
lems by making time for 
them to talk and also by or-
ganising extracurricular ac-
tivities .  
The village has no meeting 
venue or opportunities for 
people to gather, so  
wherever possible, the 
school tries to offer both. 
Trained and supported by 
the staff, the older  
youngsters organise  
activities and games for the 
littler ones, not only fil ling 
those long, empty after-
noons, but also monitoring 
their wellbeing because it is 
difficult to grow up alone 
and, if he is fortunate, the 
child is looked after by the 
entire community. 
 
 
The Principal states that: 
ȰThere are many children 
that are scarred by their par-
ÅÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅȱȢ ȰFor exam-
ple, there is Adriana, who is a 

wide-awake and intelligent 
child. However, for a while 
now her school performance 
has been declining and the 
child has become short-
tempered, often getting 
 involved in fights with other 
children and crying often. 
Her teacher has been trying 
to 
 understand what is going on 
with the child and has asked 
ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ 
mother, who has never 
turned up. We now find out 
that she left for Italy six 
months ago. Since then, 
Diana has heard nothing 
from her. Her main concern is 
the mobile phone that she  
always keeps on her person, 
day and night, even at school, 
in the hope of receiving a call 
from her motherȱ. Then: 
ȰNow and then Andrei and 
Bogdan ÄÏÎȭÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ 
because they have to help 
their elderly grandparents to 
look after the house and the 
livestock. What can we do 
about it? The family is ex-
tremely poor and they need 
ÔÈÅ ÇÒÁÎÄÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÈÅÌÐ. Oc-
casionally the teachers go 
and visit them to drop off 
some homework, which the 
children always do very dili-
gently. Everyone is happy 
when they do eventually re-
turn to school!ȱ 
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Iasi, Rumania 
 
Diana is very concerned 
when she goes in to the  
office. Diana is a social 
×ÏÒËÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ȰAlternative 
Socialeȱ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ 
for identifying and dealing 
with the home alone children 
in five villages in the coun-
tryside around Iasi. Young 
but well trained, she comes 
into the office extremely 
concerned about one  
particular case and unsure 
how she should handle it. 
During a visit to one of the 
country villages, the local 
council workers asked to 
consult her.  
Notwithstan ding the fact 
that the Iasi University has 

an excellent reputation not 
only within Rumania but 
also in the neighbouring 
countries, these social 
workers are often poorly 
qualified. The State budget is 
limited and, therefore, the 
ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ  
Services are often left  
entirely in the hands of the 
Ȱsocial workeÒÓȱ who are 
normally extremely willing 
and dedicated individuals, 
but ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ  
necessary qualifications 
(just like in Italy, in  
Romania such workers are 
expected to have a Social 
Welfare degree): the only 
pre-requisite required in 

order for an individual to be 
able to work in these small 
communities is a back-
ground of a volunteer 
worker with in the  
education services sector. 
The ones that do have a de-
gree often choose not to 
work in the villages  
because, in return for a 
laughable salary, they have 
to deal with difficult  
problems and an elusive 
customer base.  
 
Given the awareness of the 
difficulties involved in  
addressing that type of  
issue, the attention has 
shifted towards addressing 
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the issue of family units that 
are torn apart by  
emigration and that have to 
face perhaps even more  
serious problems, without 
any help. The mother, a 
seamstress, has already 
been living in Spain for a 
couple of years. The  
decision appears to have 
been taken in a serene man-
ner, at least according to the 
father, who is taking care of 
their two children all on his 
own.  
Despite their ages, the chil-
ÄÒÅÎ ÄÏÎȬÔ Áttend school, 
and that is the reason why 
the intervention was  
requested.  
 
The home appears to be well 
looked after and the wel-
come is genuine. The father 
tells us about 
himself, about his  
background as a rather  
unsuccessful salesman, 
about  their marriage and 
the birth of their children, 
which came along just a few 
years apart. He calls them 
over in order to  
introduce them to us:  
Dennis and Ana, 4 and 6 
years of age respectively. 
The children cast a quick 
glance across to their  

faÔÈÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄ ÔÏ 
our greeting. They draw 
closer to the big man, who 
hugs them lovingly, after 
which they go back to the 
corner of the room that is 
overflowing with toys .  
Repetitive and undulating 
head and body movements. 
Their father tells us that 
they are very shy, that they 
ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÔÏ  
strangers and that they 
spend a lot of time  
together, keeping each other 
company. Diana ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÁÓË 
any more questions, feeling 
the faÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔ 
his children and, being fully 
aware of the dangers of an 
overly hasty diagnosis and 
assessment, she postpones 
such  
activities to a future meet-
ing, which will also include 
/ÁÎÁȟ ÔÈÅ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÓy-
chologist. $ÅÎÎÉÓ ÁÎÄ !ÎÁȭÓ 
father is happy to welcome 
the Doctor and proceeds to 
explain their situation quite 
openly. For their own good, 
he has chosen not to send 
the children to school and 
rather to look after them  
himself, with his wife  
sending home money from 
far away: Ȱ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ 
them to have any difficulty 

integrating themselves, but 
)ȭÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÁÎÄ 
does truly understand themȱȢ 
4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ  
int imacy of the family unit, 
ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ, mu-
tual understanding and mu-
tual protection. Mister M. 
has never even  
considered the possibility 
that more complex 
problems could arise. In a 
Country where the concept 
of disability is frightening 
and confusing, where  
children with physical 
handicaps are often  
abandoned at birth  and 
where European standards 
still seem to be a very  
distant luxury, a father 
bringing up children on his 
own feels lost. Oana, the 
psychologist, listens and re-
alises that the faÔÈÅÒȬÓ ÎÅÅÄÓ 
are even stronger than the 
ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ. She  
begins with a guided  
process of getting the man 
to understand the reality 
and accompanies him along 
a path that leads to a diag-
nosis that could turn out to 
be very frightening if badly 
handled, or that could be 
frightening in   any event, 
not only in   Rumania. 
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Suceava, Rumania 
 
-ÁÒÉÁȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÌÅÆÔ ÆÏÒ  
Israel almost 3 years ago 
now. She, who has been a 
left behind child since the 
age of 10, has been living 
with her father and her 
younger brother. Her 
ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ  
departure was meant to be a 
temporary arrangement, so 
they had said goodbye that 
morning without too much 
of an emotional fuss. A 
friend working in Isr ael had 
ÁÓËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ 
go over and take her place 
for the summer, and so she 
ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ Ȱ×ÈÙ ÎÏÔ ÔÁËÅ ÔÈÅ 
opportunity for a working 
holiday?ȱ So they had all 
hidden the sadness of that 
separation that should only 
have lasted for a couple of 
months. Ciprian ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ 
understand what was going 

on, busy as he was, playing 
with the toy truck that his 
mother had given him prior 
to her departure. However, 
that evening he already be-
gan to look for her, ever 
more insistently. His father 
therefore  
decided to take Ciprian over 
to his grandmother. The 
child refused to sleep and 
cried continuously, but he 
seemed to be happier when 
he was with his grand-
mother.  
 
ȰThe end of the summer  
eventually came along. It was 
hard but we had made itȱ. I 
was so happy that Mom 
would be back home before 
school began again. How-
ever, Dad then told us that 
Mom would be staying in 
Israel for a little while 

longer: Ȱ)ÔȭÓ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ  
opportuÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÍÕÓÔÎȭÔ 
×ÏÒÒÙȟ ×ÅȭÌÌ ÓÅÅ ÈÅÒ ÓÏÏÎȱȢ ȰI 
felt my heart drop into my 
boots and perhaps she was 
also sad because she said 
ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ 
speak to me on the phone. I 
tried hard not to cry and 
ÅÖÅÎ $ÁÄȭÓ ÅÙÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÈÉÎÙȱȢ  
 
 
Although tinged with  
sadness, the days passed by 
very quickly, and the 
months too and school has 
re-started but, according to 
the teachers, for some time 
now Maria has no longer   
been the happy little girl 
that she once was and her 
father continues to become 
increasingly irritable. Maria 
hears the increasingly  
frequent  and ill-concealed 
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arguments between her  
father and her distant 
mother over the phone. The 
telephone calls have  
become increasingly  
infrequent. Their father  
often goes out in the  
evenings, comes back blind 
drunk and collapses on the 
couch. Every weekend he 
takes the children through 
tÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÇÒÁÎÄÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ  
village and that is the only 
place from which they are 
able to speak to their 
mother, who always sounds 
happy. Every time they 
speak she tells them that: ȰI 
only have to stay here alone 
for a little while longer, but 
when I return hoÍÅȟ )ȭÌÌ ÂÅ 
bringing you lots of toysȱȢ 
4ÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÉÔ 
any longer for her to  

return . He has gone off to 
Bucharest to find another 
ÊÏÂ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÈÅÁÒÄ 
from him since he left.  
The children have moved in 
permanently with their 
grandmother. Ciprian is 
much happier there.  
Village life is not too bad, 
you just have to adapt to the 
new routines. Every morn-
ing at dawn, Maria, who is 
now twelve years of age, 
milks the cow and then uses 
the milk to  
prepare breakfast for  
herself and her younger 
brother . She gets him and 
then herself ready and then 
walks a few kilometres in 
order to take Ciprian to the 
village school before  
getting to her class. When 
her school day ends at lunch 

time, Maria returns home, 
prepares lunch for everyone, 
picks the fruit, feeds the 
horse and then goes and 
fetches her little brother 
from school. In the after-
noon she uses whatever 
time she has available to 
study, to play a little with 
Ciprian and to help her 
grandmother with the 
household chores. She has 
made herself a calendar that 
she can page, day by day, to 
remind her of times passed 
and to reduce the number of 
remaining days until she will 
once again be able rush over 
and hug her now-distant 
mother.  
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Bacau, Rumania 
 
Mihai likes in the city. He 
has been alone since he was 
10 years old, when he was 
moved to Bacau in order to 
attend a better school. ȰMy 
mother used to say that vil-
ÌÁÇÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅ 
you for university and that if 
I wanted to follow in my  
ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÏÏÔÓÔÅÐÓȟ which was 
already in Spain at the time, I 
would have to study hard at 
a better school. Initially I was 
a little sad and frightened,  
however, I then got used to it. 
-Ù ÁÕÎÔȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ 
bad after all. I sleep in the 
same room as my cousins and 
we get along quite well. It  
was quite difficult but I was 
happy nevertheless. Mom 

used to come and visit me 
every  
Sunday. She used to check my 
school case and my school-
books, then we used to go to 
the park and eat ice-cream. 
But then something changed 
and Mom decided to go and 
be with Dad in Spain. She  
simply told me one night, just 
like that. She told me that she 
had found a job, alÔÈÏÕÇÈ )ȭÍ 
still not quite sure what kind 
of work she is doing there. 
She just went away and left 
me here. My aunt is kind and  
loving and takes very good 
ÃÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÍÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ 
the same as living with my 
own mother. I really miss my  
parents very much but I try 
ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÃÒÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ )ȭÍ ÁÌÌ 

grown up now. She and Dad 
send my aunt some money 
from Spain so we have 
 everything we need here. 
Some of the money they send 
back is just for me, but I try 
to save that money to buy 
them a present for when we 
see each other again. She 
phones me every evening and 
I tell her everything that 
happened to me that day. She 
sends me sweets and picture 
albums containing football 
cards showing Italian soccer  
players. I would change  
everything if I could, but all I 
can do at the moment is to 
waitȱȢ And hope that she will 
be able to return and hug 
him next summer.  
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Milan, Italy 
 
Gabriel is shy and retiring little fourth-grade child: ȰA bit of a cry-ÂÁÂÙȱȟ complain his classmates. 
He speaks and writes flawlessly in Italian and no one would imagine that he is not a  
local. They only realise this upon seeing his shocked surprise ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ Çoing to Iasi, 
ȰThe very town that you come from, Gabriel!ȱ the teacher rather tactlessly exclaims in the presence 
of all his classmates. He arrived in Italy, after spending two years with his father in a village in 
Moldovan Rumania, to join his mother who had previously left home to come and find a job. If the 
truth be told, his mother says that at the time Gabriel ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÁlise that he would be staying here 
with me: Ȱ0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ×ÈÙ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÓÏ ÑÕÉÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÓociableȱȢ  
 
(Å ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ÍÕÃÈȟ ÎÏÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÔ ÎÏÒ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÐÒÅÆÅÒ. When he is oblige to say 
something after being asked to do so by the teacher, he tends to mix fantasy and reality. His  
father lives with them, although he works very long hours. His father is very loving and attentive 
and on Sundays he takes him to the stadium to watch the local soccer team play. But this is actu-
ally all in his dreams.  
In reality, the long distance has come between his parents, who have since separated. GabrielȭÓ 
time is split: 9 months of the year he attends school in Italy and lives with his mother and 3 
months of summer holidays are spent with a father that he hardly knows and with his maternal 
grandmother. He has a terrified look about him.   I say nothing and gloss over a statement that  
reveals his heritage, which he carefully conceals when he is with his schoolmates in order to ap-
pear more Italian.  
Conspirationally, I once again help to lock up his secret.  


