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Madam Chair, Dear Members of the Committee, Ladies and Gentlemen,
My name is Monika Šimůnková and I am the Government Commissioner for Human Rights.    
First and foremost, I would like to thank the Committee for its work in studying the Third and Fourth Periodic Report of the Czech Republic on the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict, and in studying the Czech Republic’s response to the Committee’s preliminary questions in connection with today’s discussion on these documents.  
It is a great honour for me to present the Committee, at its 57th session, with the progress made by the Czech Republic on its way to full implementation of the Convention and the Optional Protocol . 

I personally greatly appreciate the Committee’s efforts aimed at the global promotion of the rights of children.  Children have been and will be the future of mankind.  I as the Government Commissioner for Human Rights therefore strive to ensure that this statement has tangible content so that we can look to a future that holds promise.
In my opening remarks, I would like to focus on the following issues: 
First, I would like to advise you of recent developments in the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict since the submission of the Third and Fourth Periodic Report. I would also like to introduce the Czech Republic’s general approach to the issue of children’s rights, with an emphasis on the current policy of the Government formed after the parliamentary elections of May 2010.  In conclusion, I would like to mention some of our future plans. 
Madam Chair, Dear Members of the Committee, Ladies and Gentlemen,
The Third and Fourth Combined Periodic Report of the Czech Republic on the Convention on the Rights of the Child describes developments in the Czech Republic in the period from 1 January 2000 to 31 December 2006. This Periodic Report was prepared using materials from central government authorities and independent institutions, with contributions from members of the Government Council for Human Rights as a government advisory body. The Report focuses on changes adopted in the reporting period that relate to the protection of rights guaranteed by the Convention and the Optional Protocol and respond to the concluding observations of the Committee. 

For example, the Report notes that, in the fight against the commercial sexual exploitation of children, the new crime of “soliciting to sexual intercourse” was introduced in the Criminal Code on 1 January 2004. From the perspective of the period when the Report was being prepared, one of the most important steps towards strengthening the protection of children has been a 2007 amendment to the Criminal Justice Act, which established the offence of the possession of child pornography. Since then, the abuse of a child to produce and disseminate pornography has also been a separate offence. 

The present state of legislation in this field confirms the trend established in the Czech Republic to combat sexual violence in general effectively, with an emphasis on combating sexual violence against children. The new Criminal Code, effective as of January 2010, raises the standard of the criminal-law protection of children against abuse, exploitation and neglect. The crime of endangering a child’s upbringing has been formulated, linked to threats to “the intellectual, emotional or moral development of the child”, using the terminology of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Family Act. This crime is committed by offenders who seriously breach their duty to care for a child or any other important obligation related to parental responsibility.  A crime is prostitution threatening the moral development of children, committed by a person who operates or organizes prostitution in the vicinity of schools, educational establishments or other similar facilities or places reserved or designated for the stay of children or for visits by children. 
As some time had passed since the submission of the Report, the Czech Republic provided the Committee with very detailed answers to its additional questions. In this respect, I am keen to point out some other important steps that the Czech Republic has taken since 2007 to implement the Convention fully. 
In particular, it is essential to note that the Convention itself has become a document used by increasing numbers of professionals in contact with children. This fact together with some judgements of the European Court of Human Rights in matters concerning the placement of children into institutional care for social reasons leads to the further positive development in the implementation of the principle of the best interest of the child. In order to prevent the placement of children into an institutional care facilities only based on social and economic reasons, the central government authorities drew up procedure for legislative, methodological and procedural changes in the field of institutional care. The basic principle is the inadmissibility of removing children from their families solely because of inadequate housing arrangements or for other social and economic reasons, provided that their lives, health and positive development are not seriously threatened, and provided that they can be protected otherwise. In this regard, the State has acknowledged its obligation to provide parents capable of bringing up their children with appropriate assistance, including assistance to overcome the adverse housing and material circumstances of the family, so that children can remain in their family environment. These measures will strengthen a child’s right to family life.
The Czech Republic has thus far been bound only by one of the two Optional Protocols, namely the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict, in the implementation of which the Czech Republic has made practically no changes. With regard to the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography, its adoption in the Czech Republic still depends on the adoption of legislation concerning the criminal liability of legal entities. The draft legislation is currently being debated by the Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Parliament. We can also expect the ratification of this undeniably important instrument by the Czech Republic in the near future. 
These days, the question of the commercial sexual exploitation of children is often linked to the issue of children’s access to and use of a social networking sites and their general vulnerability in electronic communication on the Internet. In recent years, then, the combating of the sexual abuse of children has often taken the form of international cooperation, in which the Czech Republic is actively involved. The State also helps to  prevent and combat child pornography by fostering cooperation between the Czech Police Force and NGOs operating “hot lines” to tackle the illegal content of web applications on the Internet. 

I would also like to mention the upcoming third Optional Protocol to the Convention, relating to a complaints procedure, the negotiation of which has the Czech Republic’s backing. I am confident that the mechanism proposed in the Protocol will strengthen the enforcement of children’s rights, in both a national and international context, for example in relation to international child abduction.
With regard to fundamental systemic steps in the implementation of the Convention, in response to the Committee’s recommendation to establish a permanent body with an adequate mandate and sufficient resources to coordinate the implementation of the Convention at national level, in 2003 the Government produced an Analysis of the Current State of Implementation of Institutional Arrangements for the Implementation of the Convention. This material has been followed up by an Analysis of the Current State of Institutional Arrangements for the Care of Children, prepared by the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs in late 2007. The intention was to ensure that children could be cared for in their family environment rather than in an institution, and to standardize care for vulnerable children among government authorities. Since 2009, the Government has been implementing the “National Action Plan to Transform and Unify the System of Care for Vulnerable Children in 2009–2011”. This Action Plan systematically sets out concrete measures which will lead to the achievement of the target state after the transformation of the system. In particular, this includes a clear preference for child care in a family rather than an institutional environment, and thus fewer children in institutions, enhanced preventive work with vulnerable families and a reduction in the number of children removed from the custody of their parents, the deepening of the individual approach and multidisciplinary work, and the more active involvement of children and their families in addressing their own situation. Another objective is to harmonize legislation, guidance documents and practices at all ministries involved in the system of care for vulnerable children. This transformation process is broadly conceived and overlaps with the unification of the system and the coordination of the implementation of the Convention itself within state administration. I therefore believe that in the future we will also succeed in meeting this Committee recommendation. 
The issue of vulnerable children is necessarily bound up with the urgent need to collect data on and monitor vulnerable children, and to make such data readily available in cases where a specific child needs to be assisted or have its individual situation monitored, both on the part of child protection bodies and the police, medical facilities or other agencies and institutions working with children. A solution is offered by the “Early Intervention System”, an interdepartmental   standardized system of multidisciplinary collaboration and rapid reciprocal information provision which should improve the situation faced by vulnerable children in the Czech Republic. This project strives to create standards for the work of child protection agencies in the form of “Teams for Children and Young People” at municipal and regional level, and “National Teams for Children and Young People” at central level. This “Team for Children and Young People” is composed of representatives of child protection agencies, the police, the Probation and Mediation Service, the Czech Police Force, the courts, the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the district schools prevention methodology officer, and where appropriate representatives of NGOs. In   future, this system envisages the formation of a Central Information Office for the Early Intervention System, thereby interlinking child protection agencies across the country. The central register of vulnerable children is also foreseen. The full launch of the Early Intervention System on this scale is expected in 2013–2022.

A specific issue closely related to vulnerable children is violence against children – not only physical violence, but all forms of violence, which are often hidden at home In recent years, numerous cases of child abuse have come to light in the Czech Republic. The Czech Republic has taken steps to remedy this situation by sensitizing the public to the issue of violence against children and by public awareness campaigns aimed to change public attitudes and thus to increase efficiency in detecting these cases. In 2009–2010, the “National Action Plan of the Strategy to Prevent Violence against Children 2009–2010” was implemented, the concept of which builds on the Council of Europe Programme “Building a Europe for and with Children”. In essence, this cross-cutting strategy document maps out all activities which are carried out to protect children from violence in all areas and which are part of various concepts, strategies and policies of the Government. The strategy identifies key objectives for all social environments in which children may be at risk of violence. Under this strategy, in 2009 the Minister for Human Rights sponsored a Government campaign called “Stop violence against children”. The main mission of the campaign was to raise awareness among the Czech public about violence against children and what forms it may take. The Minister for Human Rights organized seminars for professionals, parents and, in particular, the general public were approached by the media. The campaign placed a particular emphasis on positive parenting – the Minister for Human Rights decided to spread this idea by means of an educational film for parents available at family centres. 

A particularly vulnerable group of children are those on the run from residential homes or families, and children missing due to other factors (for example, in connection with child abductions). Today, the National Coordination Mechanism for Missing Children Searches is responsible for tracing these children. In 2010, the Minister of the Interior signed a Memorandum of Cooperation with media partners to launch the project for the National Coordination Mechanism for Missing Children. Ten media partners (television, radio, blogs) are currently involved in the project.   The mechanism has been activated by the police already 32 times since the project was launched.

The Czech Republic is a country where annual numbers of accidents involving children, often fatal, remain high. I feel it would be appropriate in this context to mention the Government’s efforts to change this situation by running a broadly based awareness campaign and by introducing specific targeted actions to prevent the possibility of high-risk situations leading to accidents among children. To meet these objectives, in 2007 the Government adopted the “National Action Plan of Child Accident Prevention 2007–2017”. The mortality of children under the age of 14 years due to injuries and the frequency and severity of children’s injuries have shrunk in recent years. This is underscored not only by the good health care system established by concentrating serious injuries in paediatric trauma centres offering a high level of expertise, but also by the effectiveness of systemic measures, prevention activities and campaigns focused mainly on traffic accidents. 

As regards the right of children to education, the Czech Republic made significant progress in this field between 2009 and 2011.  I would like to mention, in particular, the action taken to prevent the placement of Roma children outside mainstream education.  One of the initial measures to remedy this situation was the adoption of the Action Plan to Implement the Early-Care Concept, approved by the Government in 2009, which aims to increase the openness of nursery schools to provide necessary support for underprivileged children and their families. 


Since 2009, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports has also launched projects aimed at strengthening the capacity of counselling facilities, accompanied by work on new teaching standards, which should include a definition of the teacher skills needed to work in the classroom on the principle of inclusivity and the implementation of measures aimed at systematically supporting the role of the teaching assistant. The main aims and objectives of the process I have outlined are contained in the “National Action Plan for Inclusive Education” designed to ensure equal access and equal opportunities for everyone in the field of education. This plan was adopted by the Government in March 2010. The aim of the plan is to increase the degree of the inclusive concept of education in the Czech education system, and to prevent the social exclusion of individuals and whole social groups.  In the preparatory phase, which should be completed by 2013, specific proposals for strategies and measures aimed at promoting inclusive education at all levels of the education system will be created, not only with regard to Roma children, but also taking into account other minorities, including disabled children and children from other countries. In the field of ​​educational psychology counselling services, numerous other measures have been taken to clarify and improve diagnostic and intervention work with Roma clients. Counselling facilities must comply with newly defined rules on informed consent and respect the differences that occasionally arise from the different models of upbringing and cultural traditions. In this respect, I would like to stress that the current focus of the Government’s education policy, including legislation in the pipeline, is intended to strengthen the principles of inclusive education.
Besides these specific steps, I would also like to set out the overall focus of the agenda of the present Government which emerged from the parliamentary elections in 2010. In its policy statement of 4 August 2010, the Government notes that it regards respect for human rights as the cornerstone on which society and the democratic architecture of a country is built, and which is the basis for the free life of every citizen. Special attention is paid to the members of vulnerable groups (children at the first place).  In this respect, according to its policy statement the Government will encourage, among other things, the social integration of the inhabitants of excluded communities into society, and to this end will pay particular attention to the activities of the Agency for Social Inclusion. The Government also pays particular attention to institutional care facilities and centres for diagnosis and their funding in light of the increased support of prevention programmes, and will support a rise in the number of school psychologists and special needs teachers at primary and secondary schools. Another of the Government’s stated priorities is support for the development of care for children with specific dispositions. Not least, another important area for the Government (while bearing in mind the constraints of the national budget), is the encouragement of housing support schemes, in order to support populations that are objectively unable to take care of their housing needs themselves, and in respect of whom the emergency brake provided by the family has failed. 
From my perspective as the Government Commissioner for Human Rights, I believe it is necessary to address issues related to the strengthening of children’s rights by referring to situations in which many children find themselves through no fault of their own, as a result of partnership disputes between their parents. These situations are regrettably common, as evidenced by the fact that in the Czech Republic every other marriage ends in divorce. These situations, as well as other situations involving children, such as bullying, abuse and neglect, are factors where both children and a broad section of professionals suffer from inadequate resources for the effective and speedy investigation of individual complaints. I must add that in many cases these situations and cases, unfortunately, involve outright violence against children. In my further work I will seek to strengthen the mechanisms available to deal with these situations involving children, for example by championing the appointment of a special ombudsperson for children and I am also eager to build on work already carried out by the Government and the non-profit sector in the promotion of positive parenting schemes 
 Like my predecessors, I feel it is very important for central government agencies to work with regional and local government authorities, with the non-profit sector, and with civil society in its entirety. One form of this cooperation, which has proved its worth in the past, is the work of the Committee on the Rights of the Child, as a body under the Government Council for Human Rights, whose members also come from major NGOs active in the field of children’s rights. The work of this Committee consists mainly of monitoring the level of respect for children’s rights in Czech society and of proposing concrete measures for improvement. A recent example of such an initiative, concerned orphans’ pensions, aiming to ensure that all orphans are materially secure even in situations where they do not meet the statutory requirements for obtaining an orphan’s pension. 
At this point, I would like to mention that the Government has recently been paying particular attention to the principle of the “best interests of the child”. In keeping with the conclusions of a conference organized in 2009 by the Office of the Government entitled “Child-friendly Europe” it is worth pointing out that “the best interests of the child” in all cultures are the essence of respect for the rights of children. We can assume that decision-making in the “best interests” of the child  based on knowledge of child development patterns, personality development and the basic physical, mental, social, emotional and spiritual needs of the child will increase the child’s sense of personal well-being, which is a substrate of his or her quality of life.  In my future work as a Government Commissioner for Human Rights I will strive to put this principle into the practice of the work at governmental level.


Convinced as I am that we must work together to create a child-friendly society, I will reinforce collaboration with civil society by all possible means. Children, the protection of their rights and the support of families remains a priority for the Czech government. 

I started my speech by mentioning that children were and are the future of mankind and expressed my hope that we have a promising future. On behalf of all members of our delegation, which includes representatives from the Government Council for Human Rights, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Health and the Permanent Mission of the Czech Republic to the UN in Geneva, I can say, having in mind “the best interest” of every child, we will strive to make our dialogue to this end as open and constructive as possible.

 Thank you for your attention. 
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