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Dear Madam Chairperson, 
Distinguished members of the Committee
Ladies and gentlemen, 

I am Tatevik Stepanyan, Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Affairs, the head of the delegation of the Republic of Armenia. I am honoured to join you today at the 97th session of the Committee of the Rights of the Child for the consideration of the combined 5th and 6th joint reports of Armenia on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
About 673,150 children under the age of 18 live in Armenia, and Armenia is determined to follow the principles of inclusion, justice and protection of children’s rights, to ensure the best interests and fundamental rights of every child by its three-level child protection system in community, regional and state levels, which was introduced in 2005.
During the reporting period Armenia ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on Communication Procedure, Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote convention), the Optional Protocol to CRPD.
In recent years Armenia has made significant progress in expanding the legal and institutional frameworks to support the welfare and rights of the child. It is noteworthy that the previously introduced strategic documents were focused specifically on children in difficult life situations and address their needs, and now the 2024-2029 Complex Program on Child Rights Protection, as well as the Demography Strategy of Armenia for 2024-2040, which should be approved in the near future, are aimed at ensuring favorable conditions for all children, creating an environment that promotes family well-being, where the birth of each child contributes to the development of human capital. We are dedicated to building a society where children's rights are fully protected and their lives are comprehensively developed, ensuring they have the opportunity for future growth and development in family-friendly environment.
Within the framework of legislative reforms, which is reflected in the newly developed Law on the Rights of the Child and Child Protection System and the amended Family Code, the core idea of which is to create multidisciplinary child protection councils in order to protect children's rights and prevent difficult life situations. It also fixed the specific functions of specialized units in the community for children in the field of protection, ensuring the activities of guardianship and trusteeship bodies — heads of communities, on a professional basis. Among other reforms, for the effective organization of the protection of children's rights, it is planned to introduce round-the-clock duty in the communities to respond to urgent cases. 
To establish a comprehensive data-collection system 23 output indicators were developed and integrated into the information system for registering children in challenging life circumstances, which are disaggregated by the type of care, gender, age groups, police referrals, and which cover the distribution of children in different types of alternative care.
The new law package assumes development of a new informational system, the purpose of which is to enhance the management of cases involving children in difficult life situations for professionals delivering social care and protection services while also establishing a centralized database for the registration and administration of these cases. The system is designed to enable the registration, referral, data collection, and assessment of children's cases, facilitate the development and execution of social care intervention programs, and support the monitoring, management, and closure of these programs.
The monitoring and evaluation of the mentioned Complex Program on Child Rights Protection is assigned to the working group which is accountable to the National Commission, which is entitled to ensure and to coordinate the inter-agency cooperation between state and local government bodies and organizations responsible for the protection, prevention and combating of child exploitation and child abuse (including sexual). 
It should be noted that in order to ensure the constitutional right of children to participate, to be heard and make their views known in the development process of the Complex program, a number of activities were carried out in which about 60 children: girls and boys from different age and social groups, were also involved. The views of children on the exercise of their rights were discussed with them, the concerns most frequently mentioned by children as well as the proposals made by them were highlighted.  Therefore, children are already included in the working groups created under the mentioned Commission, with the opportunity to actively participate in the discussion of issues related to them. 
It worth to note that a pupil council to the minister of Education, Science, Culture and Sports is also another important  platform for children of school-age to express their views and to be heard.
For Armenia, the last four years have been marked by unprecedented challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic, military violence and a severe refugee crisis profoundly impacted our population, having put Armenia’s resilience to the test and highlighting the urgent need for comprehensive support to protect the most vulnerable - children, in particular.
In response, Armenia launched emergency humanitarian efforts in 2023 to assist the forcibly displaced population. Key measures included facilitating the continuation of education for children displaced from Nagorno-Karabakh by integrating them into Armenian schools. Approximately 17,000 children were enrolled in public schools, where they received essential educational and psychosocial support. In response to this complex humanitarian challenge, the government had to swiftly mobilize resources to address the urgent needs of these displaced families, with a strong focus on preventing the separation of children from their families. The regulations governing the guardianship of migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, displaced children and children who are unaccompanied, separated, or left without parental care was enhanced in the mentioned Complex program.
To promote economic empowerment of beneficiaries and address extreme poverty in Armenia, we plan to implement an vulnerability assessment new system by the end of this year. This system will enable more targeted support for beneficiaries, ensuring that families receive at least the minimum food basket needed to mitigate/overcome extreme poverty.
To promote favourable living conditions for children, housing programs are also implemented for families with children. The state encourages the birth of the third and subsequent children in a family through financial support. Recent changes have expanded eligibility for care allowances to all parents, regardless of their place of residence or employment status. Additional legislative changes ensure that parents returning to work from care leave retain their right to receive a care allowance, and paternity leave is now guaranteed, enabling fathers to participate in child care.
In 2022, significant amendments were made to the RA Labour Code, revising several provisions related to the employment of individuals under the age of eighteen, including the duration of working hours and permitted fields of activity for working minors.  
To prevent early marriages, the minimum legal age for marriage in RA has been set at 18, with no exceptions.
In this part of my speech, I want to highlight the process of deinstitutionalization of children, the services provided to those under state care, and the organization of their care and education. Since 2014, through ongoing collaboration among the RA government, intergovernmental and international bodies, local organizations, and civil non-governmental organizations, as well as continuous reforms in alternative child care, the number of children in full-time institutional care has been reduced nearly fivefold, from approximately 2,000 to around 400 by the end of 2023.
To facilitate transition to independent living as a part of the 2023 reforms, a new social guarantee for the persons leaving round-the-clock institutions was introduced. Instead of a one-time payment monthly pocket money equivalent to the minumum wage for 12 months and rent allowance is paid.
Additionally, the right of these children to access free education was extended to include pre-professional educational institutions, ensuring their continued development and integration into society. Financial resources were directed towards solving the housing challenges faced by persons who were receiving care in round-the-clock institutions through the issuance of house/apartment purchase certificates. 
In 2016 and 2018, two round-the-clock/boarding care centres were reorganized, and two support centres providing day care services were established. The primary purpose of these centres is the provision of social services, including socio-psychological and socio-legal support to children aged 2-18 and their families, to assist them in overcoming difficult life situations.
As of 2019, three boarding care centres operating under the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs were dissolved as part of the deinstitutionalization efforts. In parallel with the closure of these institutions, new programs were introduced to facilitate the return of children boarding care centres to their families, prevent their further entrance to these institutions, and provide necessary support. As a result, the entrance of 389 children to the institutions were prevented.
The network of community-based day centers was expanded, and community-based services were established in 37 communities across the country, also by delegating services to the certified non-governmental organizations (NGOs). As of December 2023, 4,250 children in difficult life situations were provided with day care services, including psychological, legal, and social support.
Three crisis centres were established and are currently operating, providing round-the-clock temporary care services to children in difficult situations.
Emphasizing the role of the foster care system in the process of deinstitutionalization, a sharp increase in foster care placements was registered between 2020 and 2023. By December 2023 the number of children in foster care increased nearly twice compared to 2021. The number of specialized foster families has also increased. To further develop and improve the foster care institution, it is planned to develop and introduce flexible mechanisms to make professional, crisis, and holiday foster care more attractive, with differentiated support based on the child's age and needs.
In 2023, in line with the commitments under the CRPD framework, a new system for assessing a person's functionality was introduced. This system, based on the World Health Organization's International Classification of Functionality, Disability, and Health, allows to consider the disability not only in the context of health issues but also in terms of a person's activity, participation, and the impact of social (environmental) factors. This was a significant step towards creating equal opportunities and accessible conditions for the participation of persons with disabilities, including children, in all spheres of public life, while also working towards eliminating discrimination against them.
In 2023, the comprehensive program of "Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities 2023-2027" was approved, outlining the priorities for realizing the rights of persons with disabilities and promoting social inclusion over the next four years. The program includes measures aimed at enhancing social inclusion, combating stereotypes, and addressing discriminatory attitudes.
To support the independent living of persons with disabilities, including children, the personal assistant service was introduced in 2024. Disability benefits were also increased to ensure access to necessary services and programs for persons with disabilities.
The improvement of services, transformation of care, and assurance of independent living for persons with disabilities were defined as separate priorities in the comprehensive program for social inclusion. State support is provided to non-governmental organizations to offer social rehabilitation services to persons with disabilities, including children, in day care centers.
To prevent the risk of entrance of children with disabilities in round-the-clock care institutions and to support families, a home care service for children with disabilities will be introduced in 2025. This initiative is expected to promote reunification and further the country’s efforts in deinstitutionalization, ensuring that children can exercise their right to live in a family environment.
Assistive devices/technologies are also provided through state budget certificates, with plans to expand the list of these funds to align with international standards and to develop a comprehensive national list of assistive devices. 
Meanwhile, a study on Estimation of Extra Costs for Disability in Armenia is being conducted, which will increase the effectiveness of the ongoing reforms. The additional costs will be calculated according to the type of disability and across different stages of the human life cycle.
We continued to provide the services of support centers and shelters to persons subjected to violence in the family, including children, as needed while at the legislative level, new interagency regulations have been adopted regarding the referral and provision of services to abused children.
In recent years, legislative reforms in RA have been aimed also at strengthening the principle of the primacy of the best interests of the child. In particular, in a number of laws, the possibility of realizing the right of children related to justice to be heard, taking into account their age characteristics, has been established. An important step in the process of forming a child-centered justice system is the establishment of an institute of a qualified psychologist, as well as the introduction of the Barnahus model and the ongoing work towards the expansion of this service. 
According to the new RA Law "On Prevention of Family and Domestic Violence and Protection of Persons Exposed to Family and Domestic Violence", which came into force in July of this year, a child who witnesses violence within the family is also considered a person subjected to domestic violence.
Referring to the significant developments in the field of health care, I would like to emphasize that the financial allocations for maternal and child health care in RA are increasing year by year. Budget allocations for children's inpatient treatment only in 2019 have increased by 23% since then. Among the reforms implemented in the system, I would like to highlight that if by 2019 hospital medical care and service was free only for children up to 7 years old, in 2019 since July it has become free for all minors under 18, regardless of their social status and age.
In recent years, a positive shift has also been recorded in terms of improving the quality, logistics and accessibility of services provided to children, accordingly improving statistical indicators related to mortality and morbidity. A range of costly research and interventions delivered with the latest and most expensive technologies, which were previously paid for by all groups of the population, have become free for children. New technologies have been introduced in the republic, which were available for children’s treatment only abroad.
According to legislative amendments, children over 16 have the right to give written consent to receive or refuse medical intervention, except in cases provided by law.
Children's rehabilitation service continues to develop.
Relations regarding the organization and implementation of the outpatient mobile service for pediatric palliative medical care and service in pilot program with free and preferential conditions guaranteed by the state for persons under 18 are also regulated.
I would like to emphasize that large-scale reforms have been underway in the education system in recent years. In 2022, the State Program for the Development of RA Education until 2030 was approved, targeted at providing equal quality inclusive education for all, in accordance with the 4th goal of Sustainable Development. Education funding has increased by about 50% compared to 2019.
The quality education of children and the development of a child-centered environment in schools is one of the priorities of public education in the RA. With its 2021-2026 program, the RA government has undertaken to build, overhaul or renovate at least 300 schools and 500 kindergartens by 2026. Moreover, all schools are built in accordance with universal design and high seismic resistance requirements.
There are accessible schools in all settlements of RA, a complete transition to universal inclusive education has been made, the system for identifying and referring children who are left out of education has been launched, the school meals program has been introduced in the primary classes of marzes (regions), state support is provided to respond to the educational needs of children from vulnerable groups, including preschool age children.
The inclusion of children requiring special preschool education and developmental conditions within preschool educational institutions are also ensured.
Dear Chairman, dear Committee Members,
Ladies and Gentlemen 
I want to thank you again for the opportunity of consideration of the 5th and 6th joint reports of Armenia on the implementation of the UN Convention on Children's Rights.
I also want to note that Armenia continues to be faithful to its obligations under the international conventions and will continue to invest necessary resources aimed at the full-fledged protection of children's rights. We are committed to build a society where the rights of children are fully protected, and the opportunity for future growth and development in child-friendly environment is ensured. The child protection system reforms will serve also as a basis for our efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Now I would like to briefly introduce our delegation, which is very comprehensive and includes delegates from six different ministries.  
Next to me is His Excellency Ambassador, Mr. Andranik Hovhannisyan. 
At the table are my colleagues from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and Sport.
․․․․․․․․․․․․․․․․
Thank you for your attention. We are open to any questions or discussions regarding our efforts.
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