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92nd Session of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination
Opening Statement by the Delegation of Finland

25 April 2017
Madame Chairperson, Distinguished Members of the Committee, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

On behalf of the delegation of Finland I would like to express our great pleasure for the opportunity to meet the Committee and continue our constructive dialogue concerning the common goal of the universal elimination of racial discrimination. 

Now my intention is to focus on some key issues.
Immigration

Impacts of the large scale influx of asylum seekers in Finland

In 2015 the number of asylum seekers increased considerably in Finland, too, like elsewhere in Europe. During 2015 around 32,000 persons applied for asylum in Finland, whereas the corresponding number in 2014 was around 3,600. Thus, in 2015 the number of asylum applications was nearly tenfold compared with the previous year. The amount was also the fourth biggest in Europe in relation to population. The number of reception centres increased from 20 to 200, and the number of persons handling asylum issues from 75 to 500. 
Despite the increased number of asylum seekers, Finland has shown solidarity within the European Union by receiving a total of 1,340 asylum seekers from Greece and Italy within the relocation mechanism. This is the next largest number of received asylum seekers in the EU after Germany, France and the Netherlands. Some of the asylum seekers transferred from Greece have been unaccompanied minors. Finland has already given new commitments to future transfers and continues working towards fulfilling its share by the deadline set in the EU Council decisions. 
In September 2015, as the number of asylum seekers continued to increase, Finland established a registration centre in Tornio town near the Swedish border, in order to be able to register all asylum seekers in the exceptional situation. Finland registered more than 16,000 asylum seekers through the registration centre during its operation in 2015 and 2016. The centre had a key role in ensuring that also large numbers of asylum seekers could be referred to reception services and that the services, including social and health services, could be arranged for all in an appropriate manner and that the applications were swiftly handed over to the asylum authority for processing.

In 2016 the number of asylum seekers was considerably lower than the previous year. A total of 5,657 persons sought asylum in Finland. The number of asylum decisions, in all 28,200, was approximately four-fold compared to 2015. During 2016, the number of reception centres was reduced as the number of asylum seekers declined. There are now 126 centres with 16,000 residents, and approximately 3,700 asylum seekers have private accommodation.

Policy measures
The Government adopted a new Integration Programme in September 2016. This Integration Programme for 2016–2019, based on the Act on the Promotion of Immigrant Integration, focuses on four areas: (1) using immigrants’ cultural strengths to enhance Finnish innovation capacity; (2) enhancing integration through cross-sectoral measures; (3) increasing cooperation between the State and municipalities in the reception of beneficiaries of international protection; (4) promoting a humane national discussion culture that will not tolerate racism.
The Programme takes into account the policies set out in Prime Minister Sipilä’s strategic Government Programme, the immigration policy measures adopted by the Government in September 2015 as a consequence of the increased number of asylum seekers, the Action Plan on Asylum Policy published by the Government in December 2015, the Action Plan on Integration published by the Government in May 2016 as well as the policies formulated by the Ministerial working group on migration.

Under the programme, inter alia, an increasing number of persons granted international protection have been received by the municipalities. This has been a result of close cooperation between various authorities, enhanced guidance and an EU-funded project concerning the promotion of reception of persons granted international protection in municipalities. Furthermore, for example, integration training has been reformed in spring 2016 and multi-professional support for immigrant families is being developed.
Persons residing illegally in Finland

Real-time situational awareness concerning issues related to persons residing illegally in Finland is maintained through cooperation between the authorities. This cooperation also ensures that sufficient information is available about opportunities for voluntary repatriation. Outside the reception centres, information is provided, for example, in conjunction with the provision of necessary urgent services.

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health has prepared recommendations to municipalities for the provision of urgent social and healthcare services for those residing illegally in Finland. The recommendations, which are based on existing legislation, provide further clarification with regard to the available services, the responsibilities related to providing such services and compensation for the costs arising from these services.
Just this month, the Ministerial Working Group on Immigration adopted an Action Programme for the Prevention of Illegal Entry and Stay for 2017–2020. This is the third in a series of programmes first established in 2012. The implementation of the programme will be monitored by the Civil Service Working Group on the Prevention of Illegal Immigration operating under the auspices of the National Police Board.

Alternatives to detention

Since February 2017 the law provides for a new precautionary measure, the obligation of an alien to stay in a certain reception centre. This measure aims at reducing the use of detention on one hand, and promoting the smooth running of the asylum procedure and ensuring the removal of unsuccessful applicants from the country, on the other.
If the preconditions exist for detaining an unaccompanied child aged 15 years or more, having applied for international protection and issued with an enforceable removal decision, the child may be obligated to stay in a particular reception centre. The application of the new measure reduces the need to detain minors. Therefore, it also has a positive impact on the position of children and the implementation of their best interests.
Mental health services for asylum seekers

The Government considers it important to identify mental health problems among asylum seekers and to respond to their needs. Funding from the EU has been directed to developing mental health services for asylum seekers and persons with similar backgrounds.
At the beginning of 2016 a nation-wide project was launched in Finland to develop the mental health measures provided to refugees (Paloma project). The project aims to develop a nation-wide operating model for the different stages of the treatment path for preventing, identifying and treating mental health problems among refugees and persons with similar backgrounds. The project also covers refugees traumatised by torture. The project is carried out in co-operation with such actors as the Centre for Torture Survivors in Finland.

Social and health professionals working in reception centres for asylum seekers have been trained to identify mental health problems and to give first aid to the persons in need.
General attitude
In spring 2017, the Ministry of the Interior commissioned a survey from the University of Vaasa to establish a comprehensive overview of the views and opinions of Finnish people on asylum policy and asylum seekers and to collect suggestions how to develop Government activities.
The most significant finding was the strong need for information and for peaceful, matter-of-fact discussion about asylum issues. Finns would like to be able to discuss asylum policy reasonably, based on facts, without fear of being categorised. The responses also indicated a strong need for receiving information directly from the authorities. Based on the survey, it seems that people are currently unable to find the information provided by the authorities or make use of it. The respondents felt that the news provided by the media is biased and that public discussion is polarised.
With regard to asylum policy, key issues included the need to promote integration during the asylum process and the effect of the asylum seeker situation on security. Furthermore, the respondents wanted to help those who truly need it and to invest clearly more in development cooperation, crisis management and the reception of refugees under the quota system. Most of the development ideas focused on preliminary integration: the long waiting time at reception centres should be spent sensibly and meaningfully.
The respondents said that they would also like to reduce the duration of the asylum process and make the employment process more effective for those who are issued a residence permit. A clear majority of the respondents felt that the authorities should remove anyone who is residing in the country illegally and who refuses to be deported. 
The results of the survey will be used in the planning and evaluation of immigration and asylum policy measures as well as in the development of communication.
Promotion of good relations

In February 2016 the Government appointed the Advisory Board for Ethnic Relations (ETNO) for the sixth four-year term. Assisted by seven regional Advisory Boards, ETNO fosters dialogue and cooperation between immigrants, ethnic minorities, public authorities, political parties and NGOs.
The Ministry of Justice has launched a project, TRUST, to promote good relations between different population groups in seven localities where asylum seekers are staying. This pilot project is intended to develop models for increasing local interaction, strengthening the feeling of safety and increasing inclusion and positive attitudes. The project trains asylum seekers, staff and volunteers working at reception centres, and staff of local authorities. On that basis, model trainings are designed, also for use by other stakeholders in future. After the training stage the TRUST project will study attitudes between different population groups in the pilot localities and launch development projects jointly with local stakeholders.

Hate speech

In September 2016 the Government adopted a proposal to efficiently intervene in future hate speech before any more serious consequences emerge. This requires more effective measures to prevent hate speech. It also requires criminal investigation with focus on active measures by the police to uncover hate speech and to intervene in it by means of investigation.
The challenge in addressing hate speech is to determine, which cases fulfil the essential elements of an offence. The police have enhanced the efficiency of their operations in this area. A national function has been established to effectively start preliminary investigations into cases that fulfil the essential elements of an offence. Hate speech that does not fulfil the essential elements of an offence is addressed by means of preventive police action. These operations were introduced at the beginning of 2017.
The police have also invested great effort in ensuring that hate crimes are reported to the police. The police have conducted outreach operations in areas with large numbers of representatives of minorities to increase awareness of what constitutes a hate crime and how offences are reported to the police. The Ministry of the Interior and the police cooperate with Victim Support Finland to ensure that representatives of minorities report offences to the police and are provided with support if they fall victim to an offence.
Moreover, the Ministry of the Interior has been preparing amended guidelines for prioritising the duties of the police. The goal is to consider the effects more extensively when investigating offences. This means that the investigation of hate crimes, which may represent minor offences, would be prioritised as they have more extensive effects on the group that the victim represents, in addition to affecting the victim and those close to them. This aspect is included in the Government Report on Internal Security, which was submitted to Parliament in 2016.

In autumn 2016 a working group appointed by the National Police Board mapped the current situation of hate speech and hate crime and issued its final report, including measures for improved activities. It proposed that the police increase their visible and preventive activities in the social media. A group focusing on combat against punishable hate speech and hate crime is established under Helsinki Police Department. The group will have national responsibility while the virtual community policing of police departments will be strengthened.
In April 2016 the Government adopted a national Action Plan for the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation and Extremism. The measures under the Action Plan are also intended to prevent hate speech and hate crime. The newly adopted second National Action Plan on Fundamental and Human Rights for 2017–2019, too, includes measures to prevent hate speech on the internet and to intensify the combat against hate crime. 
In May 2016 the Ministry of Education and Culture launched an extensive Action Plan, Meaningful in Finland, to prevent hate speech and racism and to foster social inclusion. It contains ten measures for such areas as training of teaching staff, youth work, sports and dialogue between religions.

Most recently, the Non-Discrimination Ombudsman, the Advisory Board for Ethnic Relations and the Finnish League for Human Rights stressed the importance of election campaigns that are respectful of all people and free from hate speech during the campaigning for the municipal elections in the beginning of this month. The Non-Discrimination Ombudsman actively monitored municipal election campaigns, particularly on social media, and addressed any hate speech. The Ombudsman sent a letter to all of the political parties that participated in the election, reminding them of the significant role that political decision-makers play and of their effect on the social climate.
As part of the monitoring, automatic text analysis to recognise hate speech was experimented. This experiment helped detect public Twitter and Facebook messages sent by candidates that contained elements of hate speech. The system was developed under the supervision of Open Knowledge Finland. The material collected was analysed by the Non-Discrimination Ombudsman to determine whether it contains hate speech. People were also able to contact the Non-Discrimination Ombudsman via an online form.
Finally, there are no plans to amend the Criminal Code of Finland in respect of extremist movements or hate speech. However, the need to amend the Assembly Act is being assessed. For instance, it is being discussed whether the time of notifying the police of a public meeting should be prolonged from the current six hours. Furthermore, experience of the termination of associations may be used as the basis for analysing the termination procedure.
Human rights education and training

The Government emphasises its commitment to human rights education and training, which is one of the priority areas and cross-cutting themes in the newly adopted National Action Plan on Fundamental and Human Rights for 2017–2019. Finland has well-functioning structures of education. The recently updated national core curricula for early childhood education, pre-primary, basic and upper secondary education take account of human rights more comprehensively than before in the value basis, overall objectives and contents of the education, with a pupil-oriented approach. They emphasize human rights and the respect of human dignity in many ways.

Situation of the Sámi
At the outset, it should be noted that the delegations of Finland, Norway and Sweden, indeed, achieved a preliminary result in the negotiations on a Nordic Sámi Convention at the end of 2016. The Convention, negotiated jointly with representatives of the three States’ Sámi Parliaments, enhances the status of the Sámi as an indigenous people and strengthens and consolidates their rights and cross-border cooperation. The text of the Convention was initialled in January 2017. The signature of the Convention by a State Party must be preceded by the approval of the Sámi Parliament.
In November 2014 the Government submitted to Parliament a proposal to accept the ILO Convention No. 169 concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries. The consideration of the proposal was deferred to the next electoral term, to the current Parliament. An international comparative legal study commissioned by the Government concerning the rights of indigenous peoples was completed in January 2017. The study provides elements for continued discussion about the Convention. The Government aims at taking a decision on the Convention this year.
During the current electoral term the Government intends to revise the Act on the Sámi Parliament pursuant to a proposal submitted during the previous electoral term but cancelled later. In this context the Government will renew its proposal to alter the obligation of authorities to negotiate with the Sámi Parliament to better comply with the concept of free, prior and informed consent. When modifying the definition of a Sámi under the Act on the Sámi Parliament also the Nordic Sámi Convention and its provisions on persons eligible to vote at the Sámi Parliament elections has to be taken into account.

The Government's proposal to amend the Sámi Language Act has been sent for comments in January 2017.
Programme to address reform in child and family services

In 2015, the current Government initiated a key project aiming at a fundamental change in the service system for children and families. The aim is, inter alia, to better plan, manage and integrate services across administrative borders and between different actors and to decrease disparities in the health and well-being of children from different backgrounds.  
This programme includes two major themes that involve issues related to asylum seekers and immigration. The goal is to strengthen cross-sectoral cooperation; update the competences of professionals; develop family centres; develop the operations of schools and early childhood education; and develop child protection to meet the needs and support the well-being of asylum seekers and other children, young people and families with immigrant backgrounds.

As part of the programme, studies have been carried out to map the needs of Roma children, young people and families and to assess the current state of services intended for Swedish-speaking Finns as well as Sámi families. According to the results, opportunities for Roma children, young people and families to participate, be heard and make a difference should be increased locally, regionally and nationally. Participation should be enhanced within the Roma community and in municipalities, at schools and with regard to service development.
Basic and local services provided in Swedish are usually adequate. However, the situation is different for special services and other demanding services: in some locations, it is difficult to ensure that services can be provided in Swedish throughout the service chain. 

Sámi children, young people and families have only random access to services provided in their native language and, thus, access to social and healthcare and culture and education services provided in the Sámi language must be enhanced. The low availability of professionals who speak Sámi and a lack of resources are the main factors reducing the availability of services.

Madame Chairperson,
The delegation of Finland participating in this review includes representatives of six ministries and of the Permanent Mission in Geneva. Let me introduce our delegation:

My name is Krista Oinonen, Director, Unit for Human Rights Courts and Conventions, Ministry for Foreign Affairs; 

Ambassador, Ms. Terhi Hakala, Permanent Representative of Finland, Permanent Mission of Finland;

Mr. Renne Klinge, Deputy Permanent Representative of Finland, Permanent Mission of Finland;

Ms. Yrsa Nyman, Ministerial Adviser, Ministry of Justice;
Ms. Tarja Mankkinen, Head of Development, Ministry of the Interior;
Ms. Kukka Krüger, Senior Specialist, Ministry of the Interior;

Mr. Jari Rajanen, Director, Ministry of Education and Culture;

Mr. Juha-Pekka Suomi, Senior Adviser for Legal Affairs, Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment;
Ms. Viveca Arrhenius, Ministerial Counsellor for Social Affairs, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health;
Ms. Linda Ekholm, Counsellor, Permanent Mission of Finland;

Ms. Katariina Tervakangas, Second Secretary, Permanent Mission of Finland;

and
Ms. Satu Sistonen, Legal Officer, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Secretary of the Delegation.
Madame Chairperson,
We are prepared to answer your questions and supplement the information provided in the twenty-third periodic report. 

Thank you for your attention.
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