Head of Delegation statement in the framework of the fifth periodic report review on the Implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (18 October 2023)
Distinguished Madam Chair,
Distinguished members of the Committee
Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is an honor for me to be present at this Committee on behalf of the Albanian Government, to present and discuss the fifth periodic report of Albania, submitted pursuant to article 18 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). I am here today, with my team, rappresentant of line ministries and agencie,  to discuss with you the efforts made by the Albanian State with regard to the implementation of the Convention and the elimination of various and combined forms of discrimination against women.
Madam Chair,
International human rights conventions to which Albania is a state party, and especially the CEDAW Convention and its General Recommendations, are an important roadmap for the alignment of domestic legislation and the development of gender equality, gender based violence and domestic violence policies and programs.
Albania ratified the CEDAW Convention in 1993 and its optional protocol in the year 2003. Dissemination of the Convention and information about the standards it sets out have continued regularly after its official translation both during the initial training of magistrates and continued  training of judges, prosecutors and judicial police officer, and during the training of police officers, prosecution coordinators and professionals from other law enforcement agencies at the central and local level. Furthermore, informational material on the Convention used by a wide range of civil society organizations is published and disseminated continuously. 
The fifth report submitted by Albania in January 2021 and the updated information submitted in July 2022 in response to the issues raised by the Committee regarding the report, aim at presenting the gender equality situation in the country, the progress made with regard to legal developments, institutional strengthening, policy development and implementation, awareness raising, taking of specific measures, achievements, etc. In addition, challenges and difficulties encountered in eliminating discrimination against women in every field according to the articles of the Convention have also been identified, considering the Concluding Observations of the Committee provided in July 2016, as well.
As noted in the reports developed and submitted to the Committee, the reporting preparation process in Albania follows a series of steps, starting to the establishment of the Interinstitutional Group with representatives from central and independent institutions, by way of a Prime Minister Order, and which is responsible for developing the draft report, to the finalization of the latter through a long process of consultation with representatives from state and local institutions, civil society (human rights, women, minorities, etc.) organizations, Parliament, international organizations, etc. The reporting process is coordinated by the Ministry of Health and Social Protection and the Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, and was supported with funding and expertise by UN Women and UNFPA, which I would like to extend special thanks. 
Distinguished members,
Allow me to summarily address the issues covered by the Convention in my presentation, focusing on the main developments from the legal, institutional and implementation perspectives, without leaving aside difficulties and challenges encountered in guaranteeing women rights in practice. 
The Albanian Government has focused on women rights issues, the elimination of multiple and intersecting discrimination and disadvantaging of women, women empowerment across the diversity spectrum, and the practical progress regarding the practical achievement of gender equality and equity, as preconditions for sustainable social and economic development in the country. Efforts and commitments in this regard aim at inclusiveness and increased participation, representation, engagement and a bigger irreplaceable role of women, young women and girls in all walks of life. 
A series of measures were taken during the reporting period concerning the improvement of the legal framework based on the principles of equality and putting an end to all forms of discrimination against women, which are set out in the Constitution of the Republic of Albania, as required under article 2 of the CEDAW Convention.  Furthermore, a series of other legal acts directly or indirectly addressing gender equality issues in various areas, have also been adopted. Please allow me to address some the main areas: 
- Non-discrimination:  The amendments to the law on protection from discrimination in 2020, provide, inter alia, the prohibition of multiple discrimination, intersectional discrimination, prohibition of hate speech, segregation, sexual harassment, etc. In addition, a change was made regarding the burden of proof, now passing the burden to the accused party to prove whether there was discrimination or not, while the Commissioner for the Protection from Discrimination is tasked to monitor the implementation of the Law "On gender equality in society" as well. In practical terms, just between  2020 and 2023, the Commissioner for the Protection from Discrimination has handled 59 cases of discrimination on the grounds of gender.  Notwithstanding the legal handling of the cases identified, concerns remain regarding the identification and follow up on cases of discrimination and multiple disadvantaging of women, young women and girls, especially those from vulnerable groups. To this end continuous efforts are being mate to inform and raise awareness among institutions, and the general public.  
- Access to justice: Albania has been implementing an overhauling justice reform since 2015, with the aim of improving access to justice for all citizens, including women. Some important acts adopted during the reporting period include the law "On state guaranteed legal aid" of 2017, which among other things guarantees free legal aid for persons without the financial possibility to be represented by counsel, and other special categories such as victims of domestic violence, sexual abuse, human trafficking, minors in conflict with the law, persons the rights of whom have been violated through an act or omission amounting to discrimination, etc. So far 4580 women in the period 2021 – 2023 had benefited primary legal aid. The following facilities have been established and put in operation for primary legal aid: 20 Primary Legal Aid Service Centers, 12 Legal Clinics at Higher Education Institutions and 12 nonprofit organizations have been authorized to provide such services under agreements with the Free Legal Aid Directorate. 
Another important act in this area is the law of 2016 "On the organization and functioning of the Prosecutor's Office" which improves victims' access to information through a public relations coordinator in each prosecution office, tasked with informing victims.
Gender based violence: The law on domestic violence was amended in 2018 to fulfill the recommendations made by the CEDAW Committee (2016) and by GREVIO (2017), and again in 2020 to address, inter alia, the issue of violence in emergencies, such as the one caused by COVID 19.  Other improvements in this area have been made to the Criminal Procedure Code in 2017, guaranteeing more rights for victims of criminal offences, focusing women victims of violence, and especially on victims of sexual violence and trafficking in human beings. In addition, the Criminal Code was amended in 2020 criminalizing psychological violence and protecting persons in relations or former relations with offence perpetrators, etc. which aligns the provisions of this article with article 3 of the Istanbul Convention and the changes to the domestic violence law. Amendments were also made to the law "On Foreigners", which provides for better protection of foreign victims or potential victims of trafficking. 
Participation of women in public and political life: Amendments to the Constitution and the Election Code in 2020 ushered considerable improvements in relation to the participation of women in political life. Principles of gender equality were strengthened with the introduction of the 30 percent gender quota in election bodies of the main local governance units and in all levels of the election administration. Changes included the rejection of candidate lists not meeting the gender quota, replacing the previous inefficient fines system. 
Social Protection and Employment: Some important legal acts in this area include: the law "On social enterprises in the RoA" of 2016, which among other things aims at the employment of disadvantaged persons such as persons treated with economic assistance, persons with disabilities, orphans, women victims of trafficking; the law "On social housing", which stresses the principle of non-discrimination with regard to planning, furnishing, allocating and managing housing for social groups in need of this service; and the law "On social assistance" of 2019, which among other groups defines victims of trafficking after their leaving social care institutions and until they are employed, and domestic violence victims throughout the validity of their protection or immediate protection order and who are not treated in social care institutions, as economic assistance beneficiaries.
Under the law "On employment promotion" adopted in 2019, victims/potential victims of trafficking, gender based violence, domestic violence, or young mothers under the age of 18, are classified under special groups of disadvantaged jobseekers in the labor market, and are prioritized for inclusion to benefit from active employment programs.
Gender Responsive Budgeting: Law 68/2017 "On local self-governance finances" introduced the gender responsive budgeting concept at the local self-governance level as well, requiring the acceleration and realization of gender equality by way of assigning and allocating local financial resources. As a result of the actions undertaken for the implementation of gender responsive budgeting (GRB), during the reporting period state budget funds in the Midterm Budget Program have been increased from 2.3% in 2017 to 2019, to 9% in the 2022-2024 period, which means that 45 budget programs include GRB, with 41 objectives, 61 outputs at a total amount of 410 million Dollars
.
Women property rights:  The adoption of the law "On the notary service" in 2018, strengthened the economic independence of women, and the law is the main guarantor of their property rights, introducing innovations in cases and regulation of gender equality as related to protection of property. Furthermore, the law "On cadaster" adopted in 2018, regulates gender equality issues related to the registration of community property under the law. 
In addition, a series of strategies and action plans have been adopted, reviewed and implemented for gender equality and against domestic violence in the areas of healthcare, education, ownership, social protection, protection from discrimination, against trafficking in human beings, protection of special groups (persons with disabilities, Roma, LGBTI, etc.). These important documents were prepared based on the lessons learned from the evaluation process on the implementation of these documents in the past, while also considering all relevant ratified international documents.  For example, the findings of the evaluation of the implementation of the "Strategy for Gender Equality, and Reduction of Gender Based Violence and Domestic Violence 2016-2020" showed that in addition to achievements related to improving the legal framework (which were noted above), the establishment and enhancement of professional capacities, the strengthening of gender equality and domestic violence structures, or the awareness raising in society, more action and measures are required to enable the implementation of gender mainstreaming and the elimination of multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination against women in practice. Based on these findings and recommendations, the National Gender Equality Strategy 2021-2030, the fourth of its kind in Albania was developed and adopted under the leadership of the Ministry of Health and Social Protection with the contribution of law relevant central and local institutions, and in broad consultation with independent institutions, civil society organizations, academia  and international organizations. This strategy is based on the Government of Albania platform objectives for gender equality and the fight against gender based violence and domestic violence, the national legal framework and the international obligations stemming from conventions and agreements ratified in this area, the most important among which are the CEDAW Convention, the Beijing Declaration of Platform for Action, the Sustainable Development Goals, the EU Strategy for Gender Equality 2020 - 2025 and the EU Action Plan for Gender Equality (EU GAP III) 2021 - 2025, and the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention), while also paying close attention to ensuring alignment with European Union policies under the integration process. 
The strategy focuses especially on eliminating discrimination and the intersection of gender discrimination with other factors, paying close attention to all proposed interventions for women and girls across their diversity and the most disadvantaged groups, including the Roman and Egyptian communities, women and girls with disabilities, economically deprived women and girls, rural women and girls, violated or trafficked women, young women and girls, single mothers, migrant and asylum seeking women and girls, LBTI+ women, young women and girls, and elderly women. 
The overall cost for the implementation of this strategy and every measure and action planned in its action plan, amounts to 27,086,268 Euro, to be covered with state budget, local funds, and donor financial support.
On of the other objectives of the Albanian Government is the strengthening of the national gender equality mechanism, and the continuous recommendations provided under the relevant Conventions and the European integration process. In addition to the Ministry of Health and Social Protection being designated as the main responsible authority for gender equality and the fights against domestic violence in 2017, a series of steps have been taken towards periodically renewing the membership and strengthening the role of the National Gender Equality Council, which is reflected in its active engagement with the adoption of the main documents and its recommendations for improving the gender equality situation. 
The expansion and strengthening of the gender employees network and local violence coordinators across ministries and municipalities has been coupled with their capacity building and increased engagement in developing gender equality documents, organization of awareness raising campaigns, gender responsive budget development, sex disaggregated information and data, and gender statistics collection, etc.
In addition to role of Albanian Members of Parliament and also women municipality council members has been strengthened. Through the establishment of women member of Parliament or council member alliances and stronger cooperation and information and best practices exchanges, they have been engaged with a stronger voice in gender responsive legislation and policy development or review initiatives, and in monitoring their implementation.
An important role for the protection of women, young women and girls from discrimination and multiple disadvantages is played by independent institutions such as the Commissioner for the Protection Against Discrimination and the People's Advocate (Ombudsperson), who do not just monitor respecting or rights in line with their mandate, but also raise awareness in the community overall and provide important recommendations for further improvement to relevant institutions. 
Cooperation with civil society has always been appreciated for both the expertise provided and for the promotion of many initiatives aimed at improving the status of women and girls. Civil Society Organizations are invited and actively participate in consultations on important legal and policy documents, and they are considered important partners and are supported in awareness raising initiatives or provision of specialized services for specific vulnerable groups. Their experience in protecting women, young women and girls from violence and discrimination has served as a roadmap for many standard operation procedure protocols, which are continuously reviewed and updated. Civil society organizations are also supported by the state with funds and infrastructure to provide services such as housing, legal counseling, psychological counseling, etc. 
Strengthening families and women is a priority for social policies. Some of the main measures in this regard are:
Economic assistance benefits have increased by 20% in 2022 for 64,000 families in need. These benefits were doubled for 11,000 families with three or more children; doubled for 5,866 families with up to 2 children; doubled for 5200 household members over the age of 65 receiving no old age/social pension; tripled for 991 orphans and 963 victims of domestic violence and victims of trafficking.
Special state support is provided to unemployed mothers of three or more children through subsidies of compulsory social and health insurance contributions at minimum wage levels, through the child care period up to 5 years of age. A total of 8,200 unemployed mothers have benefited from this policy.
The economic assistance amount for victims/survivors of domestic violence that have been issued protection orders at the end of December 2021 was 3,000 Lek/month. Starting January 2022, this amount was tripled to 9,000 Lek/month.
Distinguished Madam Chair,
Zero tolerance for violence against women and domestic violence! This is the main slogan of the Albanian Government, which aims at achieving positive outcomes together with other stakeholders, including all relevant institutions at the central and local level, the Parliament, civil society organizations, international organizations and agencies in Albania working in the women rights and human rights area, the media, while also raising awareness and cooperating with the community overall.
The adoption of laws and their implementation, the roll out of domestic violence referral and caste treatment mechanisms at the local level, across the 61 municipalities of the country, the provision of services to victims/survivors of domestic violence and violence against women (national, regional, and emergency shelters; free legal aid services; vocational training courses; etc.), the building of capacities of professionals and public awareness raising have been the main directions of our work over the past few years.
Raising awareness, strengthening structures and the coordinated response to cases of domestic violence have increased the number of criminal proceedings, protection order filing, and the awareness of the public regarding this phenomenon. Thus, the state police has identified a total of 5214 cases of violence and other offenses in the family in 2022, of which the case files of 2274 cases of violence and other offenses in the family have been referred to the prosecution for criminal persecution. Out of the latter 1887 cases are based on article 130/a "Domestic violence", while 683 perpetrators have been arrested in flagrante. At the same time, the police have filed requests "For the granting of Immediate Protection Order/Protection Order" in 2940 cases of domestic violence, while Orders for Preliminary Immediate Protection Measures have been applied in 424 cases, while in 221 the removal of the perpetrator from the residence has been decided. 1453 criminal proceedings have been registered in the prosecution with 1216 defendants, while 1093 criminal proceedings have been sent to adjudication with 1182 defendants (meaning that 82.7% of the cases have been sent to adjudication, compared to only 17.3% of the cases being dismissed). The Convention spirit and principles are reflected in the orders and instructions of the General Prosecutor on the respect and appropriate procedural protection of women.

Action for community awareness raising and education have been increasingly consolidated, especially through nation-wide, well-coordinated Ministry of Health and Social Protection campaigns, with the participation and support of civil society and international organizations. The effects of these coordinated campaigns are increasingly more powerful.
The government's anti-trafficking activity is based on continued cooperation and the implementation of international organization recommendations, mainly UN recommendations, where the approach to and treatment of victims/potential victims of trafficking is based on human rights, and especially the rights of women and children.
Pursuant to Article 7 of the Convention: The empowerment of women and girls through their participation in decision making has improved considerably when considering political and executive decision making.
Albanian women have shown to be able to overcome challenges and difficulties encountered in political, social and family life. They are represented at senior leadership levels in all levels of power in Albania. The Speaker of the Albanian Parliament is a woman and over 62.5% of the government are also women, including the deputy prime minister. The majority of the independent institutions are led by women and 2/3 of the Constitutional Court justices are also women.
Education is also one of the areas of special care and priority for the government. During the reporting period, measures have been taken to include Roman and Egyptian girls and boys, and adults in education.
Pursuant to Article 11 of the Convention "Employment":  The Albanian legislation prohibits discrimination in employment, professional activities and social insurance benefits. Recent legal improvements, including those to the Labor Code, the Law on Social Insurance and reforms such as the one for pensions, the adoption of a series of secondary legislation acts in the area of employment and professional qualification; or those in the area of health and workplace safety, have aimed at alignment with the standards provided under international documents.
The new National Employment and Skills Strategy 2023-2030 has been adopted and is currently being implemented. The Vision of this strategy is "Quality employment and life long learning for all".
The National Action Plan for the Youth Guarantee implementation was developed and adopted in 2023 (focusing on young women and men).
The empowerment of women and girls is closely related to their health. The Albanian Government has taken measures towards the improvement of women's health. Some of the new initiatives include cervical cancer screening under a free medical package for women 40 to 49 years of age, starting with testing and then treatment. The program is provided by 413 primary health care centers in Albania and to date results show that more than 17 thousand women have undergone examination, since program implementation started. Since the start of the breast cancer screening, more than 74,000 persons between the ages of 50 and 65, benefited and underwent free mammograms since the beginning of 2020 (33.6% in 2 mobile mammogram units and 66.4% in stationary mammogram units in hospitals). The vaccination of girls for the human papillomavirus (HPV) started for the first time in our country, and the vaccine has now been included in the national vaccination schedule to protect them from cervical cancer. Some 15,000 girls will benefit annually, starting with girls at the age of 13.
With the support of UN Women Albania, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development has finalized the Strategy for Agriculture, Rural Development and Fisheries 2021-2027. The strategy includes a series of elements expected to drive economic and social empowerment, including the establishment of an adequate legislative environment. Furthermore, The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development plans measures addressing poverty reduction and economic empowerment, especially for women in rural areas. Guidelines on using the Fund for Agriculture and Rural Development for National Schemes which foresees 5 (bonus) points for women applying for Investment Schemes. 
In the framework of both strategies, the Albanian Government has undertaken a number of programs to advance gender equality and women and girls empowerment in rural areas. The INSTAT Women and Men 2022 Report notes that 40% of women in employment are working in the agricultural sector. In this framework, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, in cooperation with UN Women Albania has continuously promoted the economic empowerment of women, with special focus on rural women and women employed in agriculture.
Distinguished Madam Chair, 
Distinguished members of the Committee, 
The delegation here present today stands ready to provide further clarifications and information in relation to the above general and short overview of the developments in recent years. We are certainly aware of the challenges and concerning issues, with regard to which we are currently unable to do more. However, efforts to address these challenges continue and we are confident we will achieve positive progress, also with the experience and recommendations of good international practice.
In closing, on behalf of the Albanian government, I would like to express our commitment to work for the protection and respect of women's rights in all fields, for the elimination of violence against women and domestic violence, the protection and respect for social and cultural rights, participation in public life, economic empowerment of women, etc., while aiming at eliminating multiple discrimination caused by intersections of belonging, gender stereotypes, and harmful practices.  
Today's dialogue with the Committee under the report review, and the Committee recommendations will serve as a roadmap for concrete further measures to improve implementation of women's rights in all their diversity, to strengthen protection from discrimination and disadvantaging, for economic, social and cultural empowerment, to promote equal participation in political and public decision making, and for the advancement of the Albanian society towards gender equality and equity overall. 
Thank you!
� See, Report on the Implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention), first round of thematic evaluation: "Building trust by delivering support, protection and justice" July 2017 to December 2022 period, annex 2, pg. 94.
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