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Honourable Chair of the Committee,
Distinguished Committee Members,
Ladies and Gentlemen

I am very honoured to be here today and on behalf of the Estonian delegation I would like to thank you for this opportunity to discuss Estonia`s Fourth Periodic Report on the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Estonia`s delegation today consists of various high-level experts from different Ministries – Ministry of Social Affairs, Ministry of Cultural Affairs, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. We are all devoted to better implementation of the United Nations human rights convention system and we value highly the usefulness of discussions with Human Rights Treaty Bodies.

Honourable Committee, in my opening speech, I`d like to give you an overview of recent developments in Estonia in the field of civil and political rights, as well as to point out the challenges and gaps my Country faces today. 

More detailed information about Estonian legislation and practice in civil and political rights will be provided by the members of our delegation during the discussion. I am sure that today`s discussion with the distinguished experts of this Committee will be constructive and assist us in finding solutions, as well as best practices, to overcome our challenges.

To begin with, I would like to mention that just yesterday Estonia held the Parliamentary elections which will be followed by the formation of the new Government.  (28% of voters used the system of e-voting).

Allow me to start with the short overview regarding the National Human Rights Institution based on the Paris Principles, as this was also the concern of this Committee during last discussions on the previous Report. Here, I am happy to inform that on June 2018, the Parliament of Estonia passed an Act on supplementing the Chancellor of Justice Act, stipulating that from 1st of January 2019, the Chancellor of Justice fulfils the functions of the national human rights institution. 

The Chancellor became a member of the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions on 21st February this year. They have also submitted an application to the UN Secretariat of the Sub-Committee on Accreditation to officially start the accreditation process. 

In its last Concluding Observations on Estonia, this Honourable Committee also emphasized the importance of gender equality. From 2016, the main policy document for gender equality is the Welfare Development Plan for 2016-2023 and a Gender Equality Program implemented in the framework of it. Measures planned in the action plan vary from awareness raising to legislative initiatives, including both special measures to promote gender equality and activities that support the implementation of gender mainstreaming. 
To prevent and reduce gender inequality, and achieve gender equality in different spheres of life, attention is on reducing gender stereotypes and their negative impact. 
As regards the challenges we are facing today in social field, the gender pay gap has to be mentioned. Although the main focus of our gender equality policies is decreasing the gender pay gap, it is still biggest among the European Union Member States. 
There have been various activities over the years to decrease gender pay gap, especially on awareness raising, and they will continue in the coming years. 

Regarding the protection, dignity and rights of victims of crimes, I would like to highlight the important amendments to the Penal Code in 2015, which have contributed significantly to the fight against violence against women, including domestic violence. A number of crimes of a violent nature have been redefined, so now physical assault – when committed against a person in a close relationship or relationship of subordination – is considered to be aggravated offence for which more severe punishments are foreseen.

Similarly, all offences are considered to be aggravated if they are committed against a person who is less than eighteen years of age, pregnant, of an advanced age, in need of assistance, or has a severe mental disability, or if they are committed against a person who is a former or current family member of the offender, a person who lives with the offender or a person who is otherwise in a family relationship with the offender; or if it is an offence committed by an adult in the presence of a minor.

Whereas domestic violence was not separately recorded under the previous law, this new categorisation has allowed law enforcement to record and deal with incidents more effectively. It has also allowed us to better measure the problem and made us more aware of the suffering and risks faced especially by women and children, but also other vulnerable persons such as seniors and disabled persons. Greater awareness of domestic violence has also lead to increased discourse in society and a greater number of incidents reported. 

Also, in 2015, the crime of torture was amended to bring it in line with the standards of the UN Convention against Torture. 

In 2017, stalking and sexual harassment have been criminalized in Estonia. Following this amendment, Estonia ratified the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence –the Istanbul Convention. 

Lastly, I would like to give an overview on the preservation, introduction and promotion of the cultures of the national minorities. The state promotes the capabilities of the umbrella organisations and cultural societies of the national minorities by supporting educational and advisory activities, working with young people and organising information exchange. Various national programs for the preservation of the cultural heritage of the national minorities are being financed from the Ministry of Culture budget. 

Special attention has been paid to the cultural services that support Estonian language learning and integration. For example, museums are equipped with translation equipment and software that enable the use of different foreign language programs. 

The availability of free Estonian language instruction has increased significantly, and the opportunities for learning the official language have been diversified. 

As one of our challenges, Estonia has continuously paid particular attention to reduce the number of people with undetermined citizenship to become citizens. The number of persons with undetermined citizenship living in Estonia as of January this year was 75191, which constitutes 5,5% of the Estonian population and is 0,4% lower number than reported in 2017.

In recent years, the Government has implemented various measures to increase the interest of persons with undetermined citizenship to apply for Estonian citizenship. Several legislative changes have been adopted to facilitate naturalisation procedures, especially for children and elderly. The Estonian Government continues efforts to increase motivation by offering free language courses, organising information work and continuing the individual approach to citizenship applicants. 

As an example of best practice, from 2019, we started to provide the Language Agreements for free Estonian language courses and for obtaining a paid study leave from work, which would help individuals to prepare for applying for the Estonian citizenship. Target group of these agreements are people who have been living in Estonia on a legal basis for at least five years and who wish to apply for Estonian citizenship.

The purpose of integration is to ensure that all nationalities living in Estonia are guaranteed tolerant society where everyone can feel comfortable and safe – to work, study, develop their culture, and be a full member of the society. The last Integration Monitoring survey of 2017 showed positive results of our integration efforts: the Estonian language skills of the non-Estonian-speaking population have improved, particularly among young people. Contacts between Estonian residents of different nationalities and mother tongues have increased and the integration related attitudes of Estonians are positive. 

Finally, Honourable Chair, I would like to thank you and honourable members of the Committee for the attention and I wish us fruitful and constructive dialogue. Our delegation is willing to assist the members of the Committee as far as we can in further clarifying laws and practices of Estonia when implementing the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

I thank you very much. 
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