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Mr Chairman,

Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

These days we celebrate the 50th anniversary of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. The Convention remains the key international instrument to combat racial discrimination worldwide. On behalf of the Government of the Republic of Lithuania, it is my great pleasure to congratulate the Committee on this specific occasion and to present the combined sixth to eighth periodic reports of Lithuania under the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.

Before presenting the report and recent developments since its submission in 2014, let me introduce the members of the Lithuanian delegation:

Ms. Laimutė Vaidelienė, Vice-Minister of Health
H.E. Mr. Rytis Paulauskas, Ambassador, Permanent Representative of Lithuania in Geneva (Deputy Head of the Delegation)

Ms. Lina Charašauskaitė, Chief Specialist of Equal Opportunities Division, Social Inclusion Department, Ministry of Social Security and Labour 
Ms. Ona Čepulėnienė, Chief Specialist of Lower and Upper Secondary Education Division, General Education Department, Ministry of Education and Science 

Ms. Audra Čiapienė, Minister Counsellor of the Permanent Mission of the Republic of Lithuania to the United Nations Office and other International Organizations in Geneva

Ms. Vygantė Milašiūtė, Head of International Agreements Law Division, International Law Department, Ministry of Justice 
Ms. Rasa Paliukienė, Head of Communication with National Communities Division, Department of National Minorities
Mr. Julius Rakitskis, Head of Human Rights Division, United Nations, International Organizations and Human Rights Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Ms. Lina Saulėnaitė, Counsellor of International and EU Affairs Unit, Office of the Government 

Ms. Gražina Sluško, Chief Specialist of Communication with National Communities Division, Department of National Minorities
Ms. Gaivilė Stankevičienė, Counsellor of United Nations, International Organizations and Human Rights Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Ms. Irina Urbonė, Deputy Director of Law Department, Ministry of the Interior
Mr. Rimvydas Valentukevičius, Prosecutor of Department for Criminal Prosecution, Prosecutor General's Office
Mr. Deividas Velkas, Advisor of the Office of the Inspector of Journalist Ethics 
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Lithuania is a multicultural country. For centuries, it has been home to various nationalities, cultures, and religions. The existence of a historical multicultural tradition is an invaluable foundation for the promotion of tolerance in today’s Lithuania. Though in absolute numbers ethnic minorities form a relatively small part of population – 17 per cent, they are vital cultural and civilisational part of our nation and have greatly contributed to Lithuania’s development. 
Since regaining independence in 1990, Lithuania has taken a wide range of measures aimed at combating intolerance and racial discrimination. Lithuania has ratified all core human rights instruments and ensured the compliance of national legislation with the international human rights standards regarding non-discrimination on the grounds of race or nationality. 
Lithuania attaches great importance to the international human rights agreements and obligations arising from them. I would like to take this opportunity to reiterate my government’s commitment to promote and protect human rights. Let me start with our activities at international and regional level, which have contributed to the implementation of the obligations under the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.

As of 1 May 2004 when Lithuania joined the European Union, we undertook to ensure the compliance of the national legal system with the European Union acquis. This naturally led to changes in the national legislation and accordingly shaped government policies of combating all forms of discrimination, including racial discrimination. In the second half of 2013 Lithuania held the Presidency of the Council of the European Union, focusing on a number of areas related to the ICERD, such as antidiscrimination.   
In general, the recent years witness Lithuania’s intense cooperation with international organisations. As of 2014 Lithuania is a non-permanent member of UN Security Council and through its active engagement has been contributing to the promotion of rule of law and democracy worldwide. Lithuanian candidates have become part of the UN treaty bodies system – Ms. Dalia Leinartė is serving as a member of the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Mr. Jonas Ruškus respectively- in the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In 2013 Lithuania ratified the International Convention on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance which became an integral part of the Lithuanian legal system and international human rights obligations. This year Lithuanian expert Mr. Henrikas Mickevičius was appointed as a member of the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances.
This year we welcomed a delegation of the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), which is preparing for the fifth round of reporting on the situation in Lithuania in the field of racial discrimination and intolerance. At the moment Lithuania is finishing the third reporting round under the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities.

Mr Chairman,

I would like to use this opportunity to emphasize that Lithuania highly values cooperation with the United Nations human rights bodies and procedures. As our experience shows, recommendations provided by treaty bodies prove to be extremely useful. They help us to assess our laws and policies, so that actions can be taken in the future to improve them. I would like to assure you that the concluding observations of your Committee on Lithuania’s previous report had a positive impetus with regard to the evaluation of the existing national legislation, policies and programmes in this field, identifying the remaining challenges and discussing possible solutions. Following the consideration of the 4th and 5th combined reports, the Prime Minister set up a working group with a view to implement the Committee’s concluding observations. The working group included representatives of various state institutions responsible for antidiscrimination policies in the respective fields. Representatives of NGOs, Vilnius municipality, Office of the Equal Opportunities Ombudsperson, Lithuanian Bar Association have also been invited to contribute to the discussions of the working group. The follow-up of the implementation of the concluding observations paved the ground for a more holistic and comprehensive approach for state policy with a view of combating racial discrimination and promoting tolerance in different fields. 
Since the submission of last report to your Committee, there have been a number of positive developments in national institutional and legal framework.

In November 2014, following the implementation of the Government’s programme and commitments vis-à-vis national minorities, the Department of National Minorities under the Government of the Republic of Lithuania was established. The Department started its activities as of 1 July 2015 by taking over the functions of the Ministry of Culture which was responsible for the coordination of national minority issues since 2010. The Department is responsible for the analysis of ethno-politics and development of strategy, programmes and projects. It assists the representatives of national minorities to fully take part in the social, political and cultural life of the country, to develop their public spirit, tolerance and resistance to ethnic hatred. The establishment of the Department will undoubtedly help to better satisfy the needs of national minorities and support the preservation of their national identity. 
By supporting the culture of national minorities, the Government seeks to reinforce the cultural rights of persons belonging to national minorities, to create conditions for their integration into the life of the country, and to foster their cultural traditions and heritage. To achieve this goal, Strategy for the Development of the National Minorities Policy Until 2015 aims at integrating Lithuanian residents belonging to national minorities into the Lithuanian society simultaneously preserving their national culture, identity and ensuring harmonious relationship among national groups.
Ladies and gentlemen,

The Roma minority is considered one of the most socially disadvantaged groups in Lithuania. Therefore our national minorities’ policy places relatively more focus on Roma issues. Four successive programmes for integration of Roma into the Lithuanian society have been implemented. They aimed at addressing the issues of social exclusion, education and health problems of the Roma community, and preserving their culture and traditions and promoting tolerance. However, we should admit that people of Roma community continue to face problems in a number of areas, including employment, education, health care and social housing. 

The study Situation of the Roma National Minority and Evaluation of its Integration carried out in 2014 has analysed changes in Roma education, employment and housing during the last decade. The study revealed significant changes in education, namely a substantial improvement in the educational attainment among Roma, also a positive change in the reduction of illiteracy rates. Significant changes can also be seen in the main sources of income of Lithuania’s Roma. During the past ten years, the share of Roma whose main source of income is non-formal individual activity or non-formal trading has substantially decreased (from 27% in 2001 to 5% in 2011). However, the integration into the official labour market still remains complicated.

The new Action Plan for Roma Integration into the Lithuanian Society for 2015–2020 is aimed at resolving remaining challenges with regard to Roma situation. The plan puts a particular emphasis on reducing social exclusion of Roma, promoting the participation of Roma in public life and increasing public tolerance towards Roma community. At the same time, the successful implementation of the measures requires full involvement and interest of Roma community which yet needs to be more tangible.
Ladies and gentlemen,

Tolerance is an essential building block of our modern societies. Tolerance cannot be taken for granted. Promoting tolerance requires concrete actions from both governments and civil societies. Sound legislation, effective law enforcement as well as education, youth and media policies play a critical role in pursuing this goal.
In 2006, the Government of the Republic of Lithuania approved the first National Anti-Discrimination Programme, which initiated a variety of measures reducing discrimination. Seeking to successfully implement the policy of equal opportunities and non-discrimination, Lithuanian Government proceeds with consistent measures promoting non-discrimination in the Inter-institutional Action Plan for 2015–2017. The Plan foresees implementation of educational measures of non-discrimination promotion and equal opportunities, raising legal consciousness and public awareness, increasing mutual understanding and developing respect for a human on the grounds of gender, race, nationality, language, origin, social status, faith, convictions or views, age, sexual orientation, disability, ethnicity and religion. 

Since 2009 when a number of important amendments to the Criminal Code related to hate crimes were introduced to the criminal legal system, a particular attention was given to their application by police officers conducting pre-trial investigations in criminal cases and prosecutors organising and directing these pre-trial investigations. In order to increase the vigilance of public officials regarding cases of racial discrimination, a number of training courses on legal acts prohibiting racial discrimination were organized for law enforcement officials. 

In Lithuania hate crimes, including racially motivated crimes are uncommon, but they do occur. The period of 2013-2014 was characterised by the reduction of the number of hate crimes (in 2013 163 such crimes were registered in our country, in 2014- 106 crimes). The number of criminal offences belonging to this specific category constitutes a very insignificant share within the general crime structure of the country with approx. 3 million of inhabitants (in 2013 the criminal offences against a person’s equal rights and freedom of conscience made up only 0.19% of this number (163 offences); in 2014 – only 0.13% (106 offences). Thus it may be concluded that the aforementioned amendments to the Criminal Code have major precautionary significance in terms of combatting any possible manifestations of racism and related intolerance. It should also be noted that the recently adopted Code of Administrative Offenses, which will enter into force as of 1 April 2016 also foresees hatred or discrimination on the grounds of race and ethnicity as an aggravating circumstance.
Ladies and Gentlemen,

The current migration crisis in Europe poses new challenges for the whole European Union, including my own country. The large numbers of refuges, migrants and displaced persons arriving at our borders is a test for the European Union. In solidarity with the other EU member states, Lithuania is preparing to accept much more refugees than we are used to. According to the relocation and resettlement scheme, Lithuania is due to accept 1105 migrants as of 1 January, 2016.
In Lithuania a two-step integration programme has been applied: the process starts in the Refugee Reception Centre and later on, the refugees continue their integration in different municipalities. Such well-thought integration process ensures a successful result. 

We are already working closely with local governments and representatives from business, non-governmental and volunteer organisations and communities so that they fully contribute to the process for the integration of refugees. We have published a tender for the establishment of integration centres in Lithuania’s three largest cities. These centres will organise Lithuanian language and citizenship training and provide legal and psychological counselling. We will also offer career guidance and counselling as well as classes to improve upon personal competencies such as motivation, communication skills and how to present oneself to an employer.

We hope that with the help of the consultation, intermediation and other social assistance activities and measures that are being implemented, the third-country nationals who possess a Lithuanian residence permit will be able to join more smoothly the labour market and to integrate into public life. We are currently preparing an action plan for the integration of refugees into the labour market and organising meetings with the employers. Funding for the reception and integration of refugees is already allocated in the national budget for the next year and approved by the Government.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Let me conclude by emphasising that non-discrimination on the grounds of race and nationality is a constitutional principle in Lithuania and the state is firmly determined to implement it. As with previous reports, we regard the comments and advice by your Committee as an important tool and resource in our continued efforts to improve in this field. 
I hope that I have answered some of the questions received in advance. My delegation is ready to provide you with more detailed answers regarding any topic of interest. Looking forward to a truly interactive exchange on these and other issues, I thank you Mr Chairman.
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